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For M chael
M
Name i s Rachel
And you know the drill. I"'mnot going to tell you ny
last name. |I'mnot going to tell you where I live
"Il tell you all | can, because you need to know

what's going on. You need to know what's happeni ng.
But | need to stay alive. And if the Yeerks

knew who | was, | would be dead.
O worse.
The Yeerks are here. That's what you need to know
Peopl e 1 ook up at the stars at night and wonder

what it would be like if creatures from another pl anet

ever | anded on Earth.

Vel |, you can stop wondering. It's happened.

The Yeerks are parasites. They live in the

brai ns of other species

humans, for exanple.

They turn human beings into m ndl ess sl aves

human- Control | ers.

So when | say that the aliens are here, don't go

| ooki ng around for sone cute little thing like



E.t. You won't see the Yeerks. They are
parasitic worns, evil gray slugs that live in
the heads of

humans.

They can be in anyone. Your best friend. Your
favorite teacher. The mayor of your town. Your
brother. Sister. Mther. Father

Anyone might be a Controller

You

m ght be a

Controller.

Sol won't tell you ny last name. Or where
l[ive. But I will tell you the truth. The truth that
only the Aninmorphs know

Ani nor ph. Ani mal norpher. A hunman

capabl e of becoming any animal. It's our one
weapon

agai nst the Yeerks. Qur only power. Wthout it,
we're just five regular kids.

But with that power cones certain extra re
sponsi bilities

as | was trying to explain to ny

best friend, Cassie.

It was a Sunday night. It was |late. The circus
had finished its [ast show Their trailers and tents were
clustered around the back side of the big

City Arena. The Arena is a place where they hold
rock concerts and ice shows and pl ay

basket bal | ganes. And where they have circuses.
"Look, we both saw what we saw," | told

Cassie. "Are you telling me it doesn't make

you mad? That jerk using a cattle prod on an

el ephant doesn't make you nmad?"

"Of course it does, Rachel," Cassie said.

"l

don't even like circuses."

"I don't, either. But ny dad had tickets, and

it was our big once-every-other-week, father-and-
daughters thing. | had to cone."

My dad had taken ny sisters and me to see

the circus earlier in the evening. See, my nom
and dad are divorced, so ny dad does these little
outings where we all get together every second
weekend. Sonetinmes it's just me and nmy dad. Like when
we go hiking together, or go to bal

ganes or gymastics events. Those are all things
my dad and | |ike, but Jordan and Sara, ny sis
ters, don't.

My little sisters loved the circus, but it's not ny
kind of thing. | guess I'mtoo old. That's why

I

dragged Cassie along. So |I'd have sonmeone to

talk to when nmy sisters were getting al

excited over the clowns and stuff.

Still, it was an opportunity to spend tine with
nmy dad, which | enjoy. | don't get to see him

as

nmuch as

wi sh |



coul d. Everyone al ways says how much I'mlike him How
he's kind of reck

| ess, and so am|. He always seens so sure of

hinsel f, and | guess people think I'mthat way, too.
W're even both into gymastics. My dad al

nost nade the U 's. dynpic team when he was

younger .
O course, |I've never told nmy father about ny

other life. | couldn't. But | wish | could. He

woul d worry about me and all, but he would also think it was
cool. My dad is very big on standing

up for what's right. | think he would adm re what

| do. That would be nice, feeling |like nmy dad ad
mred ne.
There wasn't much activity in the little tent

and trailer city outside the Arena. | could hear
dogs barking. | could hear raucous |aughter corn
ing froma brightly painted trailer. | could snell

the usual circus snells
manur e, hay, beer,
cotton candy.
There were security guards around the
perimeter of the area, but | wasn't worried about
them |'ve gone one-on-one with Hork-Bajir war
riors. After you've fought one of those seven-foot-
tall wal king razor bl ades, regular old
humans don't scare you much.
Cassie and | wal ked silently past the tiger
cage. The three big cats just stared blankly. It
was night. They wanted to be in the jungle. Instead
they were in a too-snall cage, trapped in a
ni ght mare i nvented by humans.

Then | saw the el ephant pen. There was a
sturdy fence around four big Asian el ephants.
They were a little different fromthe African el ephant

| knew so well. But they were el ephants, just the
sane.

| have sort of a special relationship with ele
phant s.

Cassie and | had come to the el ephant pen before the
circus and seen the way their trainer treated them
He had used a cattle prod on them It's a
stick with a massive electrical shock
He used it to control the aninals.

Later, during the show, he'd put on a big
act of loving his elephants. But |1'd seen the
cattle prod. | just sat there, doing a slow boi
all through the show. I knew | was going to have to take
sone action.

The el ephant trainer's nane was Josep sone thing.
Sonet hi ng hard to pronounce.

Well. He didn't know it yet, but M.
Josep Sornet hing was about to have an eye- opening
experi ence.

"See anyone around?" | asked Cassie.

"You know, Jake is going to read you the riot act
over this," Cassie warned.
| laughed. "Read the riot act? That's |ike somethi ng
nmy mot her woul d say. What does it even nmean?"



Cassi e shrugged and sniled her shy smle. "I

don't know. My dad says it all the tine. | was
try ing to sound responsible and mature and
parental ."
"Look, | am
going to
do this," | said.
Cassie sighed. "Wy did | let you talk
me into
this!"

"Because you know I'mright."
Cassie rolled her eyes. "Just don't hurt
t he guy, okay?"
"Me? Ms. Peace, Love, and Understandi ng?
He'd just better not show up carrying that cattle
prod, or | swear, |I'Il -- his
I noticed Cassie had stopped wal ki ng. She
was giving ne her sorrowful |ook. Like she was ashaned
of me.
| cringed. "Okay, okay. I'Il just
tal k
to the guy. Turn off the look. | hate that | ook
You're going to be a really good nother sone day, with a
| ook I'ike that."
I found the gate in the el ephant pen and opened
it. | slipped inside while Cassie retreated
into the shadows to watch ny back. | noved slowy,
not maki ng any threatening noves that night alarmthe
el ephant s.
El ephants may be gentle, but they
are
bi g.
You don't want to be in the mddle of four upset
el ephant s.
I went to a far, dark corner of the pen and be gan
the fam liar ritual of focusing my mnd.
concentrated on the el ephant. My el ephant. The
el ephant whose DNA was a part of ne.
And then | began to change.

C

"People say |'mpretty, | don't know and
really don't care. But I'Il tell you one thing
no

one who has ever seen nme norph into an ele

phant ever used the word "pretty" to describe it.
I felt the thickening of ny | egs and arns.

| watched as ny skin grew | eathery and gray

as nud.

| felt the sudden sprouting of ny trunk as ny
nose and upper lip seened to expl ode outward.

"Pi nocchi o, eat your heart out," Cassie whis

per ed.

| felt the teeth in the front of ny nouth run
toget her, and then begin to grow and grow into

| ong, spear-length tusks. It's a creepy
sensation, by the way. Not painful, but definitely
creepy.

| was growing big. Mire than big. | was

gai ni ng several thousand pounds.



Sever a

t housand

pounds.

| was about twelve or thirteen feet tall.

had ears |ike beach blankets. | had a little, ropy
tail. I was a full-grown African

el ephant, and | was ready to have a little, um talk
with M. Josep

Sonet hi ng.

"Hhhhuuuuhhhrrr ooooooonmt "

| threw up ny trunk and

| et

go of a trunpet

blast. It was the sound of a very angry el ephant.
"You coul d have warned nme," | heard Cassie

whi sper. "I al nbost wet myself over here."

It took about three minutes before the trainer cane
rushing into the pen. In the dark, all he

saw were the gray shapes of his el ephants.

wasn' t

exactly hiding, because, let's face it, when you're
an el ephant, you can't scrunch up and | ook

small. But | was staying back until he was al

way inside the pen.

Then .

| lunged forward, pushing two of the other
el ephant s asi de.

The trainer gaped up at nme. "Wat? Wat

t he

;{

In a sudden, fluid novenment, as he stared in
puzzl ement, | wapped my trunk around his waist.

"Hey! Hey! You're not one of ny el ephants!”
Here's the thing about el ephant trunks. They
are so subtle that | can pick up an egg with ny
trunk and never crack it. O | can pick up a
tree and throw it across the yard.

Josep Sonet hi ng knew t hi s.

| wapped ny trunk tightly around his waist and
then | lifted himup off the ground. His feet

ki cked helplessly in the air. H's arnms pounded
weakly on my trunk.

| lifted himup till he was at ny eye

I evel .

| ess-than Hi, Josepeagreater-than | said, using
t hought - speak.

"What the . . . his Who? Wo said that?

I'm

heari ng voi ces!"

| ess-than Meeagreater-than | replied.

less-than like said it. See, Josep, | amfromthe
International El ephant Police. W have

had some conpl ai nts about you. greater-than
"This is crazy! This is crazy! \Wat are you?

I's

this some sort of a joke?"

So | squeezed hima little tighter. Just enough
so he couldn't really breathe very well



| ess-than Now, listen to me. Because | could just as
easily squeeze you out |ike a tube of toothpaste.

So pay attention. You have been using cattle

prods on your el ephants. That is a no-no.
greater-than

" But

he gasped. "They
are
ny

property!™

This man was just not getting the nessage.

So | extended ny trunk a little and held himright
over the tip of my left tusk. Like a worm about

to be placed on

fishing

hook.

| ess-than Wth one twitch of ny trunk |I can

make you

a shi sh kebab.

Now

are you going to listen to

nme8gr eat er - t han

"Yes! Ves! I'mlistening,'
listening very closely."

| ess-than No nore cattle prods. No nore pain of
any kind. Do you understand me8greater-than

he said. "I am

"y-y-y-yes.”
| ess-than Because I'I|l be watching. And if you
ever,
ever
hurt an el ephant again . . . ever. . . I'Il
cone back for you. And I will squeeze you till you

pop like an overcooked hot dog. Do you under
stand ne8great er-than

"y-y-y-yes.”

| ess-than Josep, can you fly8greater-than

"What? Can | fly? No. No, of course not."
less-than |'Il bet you ceagreater-than | said.
And with that, | | ow

ered my trunk alnmost to the ground. Then, with a
sudden toss of ny head and a deft tw st of ny
trunk, | sent Josep Sonething flying.

He | anded safely atop a tent. About, oh

twenty feet away.

"Nowcan

we go home?" Cassie asked

You

threw the guy into the air?" Jake asked

"Wasn't that maybe just a little unneces

sary?"

"No. He made me nad," | said.

It was the next day after school, a Monday. W were
wal ki ng through the woods. Me, Cassie, Jake,

Mar co, and Tobi as.

O course, Tobias wasn't really wal king. He

was flying overhead in little hops frombranch to branch



He stayed close so he could hear us. Red-tailed
hawks have excel | ent hearing, but he

still had to stay fairly close.

"Well, Rachel, you know

sympat hi ze, " Jake

said mldly, "but I don't think our job is
really to

right every wong that's done to animals. That
woul d be a full-time job, unfortunately."

| 1 ooked at Cassie. She gave nme a w nk.

Ve

kind of didn't tell Jake that she had been there,
too. Cassie and Jake |ike each other. She

didn't

want himto be mad at her.

Wth me, it's a different story. Everyone knows
I'"mgoing to do whatever | feel |ike doing.

"We have other stuff to deal with," Marco
grunbl ed. "The Andalite didn't give us this

power so we could turn into the Ani norph Society
for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals."

"Fine," | said. Wich wasn't exactly like
admtting I was wong. "But what's got you so
serious, Marco?"

"Let's wait till we find Ax. | don't

want to have to tell the story twce."

So we tronped noisily on through the woods.

| felt a surge of excitenment. You coul dn't

m ss

the tension in Marco's voice. Sonething was up. There
was the snell of danger in the air, and that
nmeant acti on.

I like action. | Iike dstnothings instead of just
tal ki ng about them Marco makes fun of ne over
it. He calls ne

Xena, Warrior Princess.

But |I'm not one of those nobrons who is just into danger
for its own sake. It's not about cheap

thrills. It's about feeling like | aminvolved in
somet hing very inportant. | nean, let's face it
as corny as it sounds, we are trying to hel p save
the worl d.

It began nonths ago. The five of us just hap

pened to hook up together at the mall. It's not |ike we
were a group, really. Not before that
ni ght .

Jake's my cousin, but we never hung out together much.
Jake's sort of in charge. It's not something he ever

asked for; it's just that he's good at dealing with
responsibility. He's the kind of person you

automatically turn to if there's a crisis. And

probably the best thing about himis that he can tell people
what to do without ever

soundi ng bossy.

"Since when don't you want to tell the same story

twi ce?" Jake teased Marco. "I've known you
to tell the sane tired jokes eighty or ninety
tinmes."

"I't's your own fault," Marco said. "If you would



just laugh the first time, | wouldn't have to

keep telling them™

Marco is Jake's best friend. He's smaller

t han

Jake, funnier, darker, nore skeptical. But his
suspi ci ous nature makes himvery good at seeing
beneath the surface of things. And as nmuch as he whines and
conpl ai ns about the dangerous

situations we get into, he's still there in the worst
of the fight, still making dunb jokes.

Marco has changed lately, at least a little. He
doesn't resist being an Aninorph |like he used

to. | don't know why. Maybe it's because his dad

fi

nally seens to have gotten over the death of

Marco's nmother. | don't know

"Hey, |ook! Over by that tree. See? A baby

skunk with its nother." Cassie, of course. No one

el se woul d notice, or get excited over,

skunks.

"Let's run right over and pet them" Marco
sai d.

Cassi e | aughed. "I've handl ed skunks plenty

of times and never. been sprayed.”

"Yeah, well, that's you, Dr. Doolittle."

Cassi e has been nmy best friend forever. | have no
i dea why. No one does, because we seem i ke

we woul d never get along. Cassie lives on a

farm Both her parents are veterinarians. She
spends

all her free time inthe Wlidlife

Rehabi i tation

Cinic her dad runs in their barn. They save in
jured ani mal s.

Cassie is very into animals, but she's not one of those
ani mal | overs who can't stand peopl e.

She just thinks of humans as a different species
of ani nal

Then there is Tobias. Back when all this started,
Tobi as was barely an acquai ntance of Jake and
Marco, although I kind of knew him He was a
sweet, poetic kind of guy. The kind bullies

love to pick on. He used to have messy, out-of-
control hair and dreany eyes that always

seened

to be | ooking at something no one else could see.
Used to

Now he has fierce, angry eyes that | ook through you
i ke | aser beanms. Now he has brown

ish feathers, and a white chest, and a reddish
tail, and cruel -1oo0king talons, and a w ckedl y-
curved beak.

Tobi as was trapped in a norph. Now, he's a
red-tail ed hawk. A predator who lives on

m ce and rabbits and sonetinmes other birds.

| still see himas sweet, gentle Tobias. But

he

has been a hawk for a long tinme now.

The gift of the Andalite, the power to norph, is a



wonder ful weapon. But |ike any weapon, it

can destroy those who use it.

| ess-than Here he comeseagreater-than Tobias
called down in the thought-speak we use when we are in
a nor ph.

| ess-than like think he sees us. greater-than

| heard the sound of fallen | eaves being
stirred, a faint drunbeat of poundi ng hooves on
pi ne needl es.

Then, with a leap, he cleared a fallen tree
trunk and | anded a few feet away from us.
Aximli-Esgarrouth-l1sthill. We call him

" AKX

for short. The sole survivor of the destroyed An
dalite Dome ship. The only living Andalite

on

pl anet Earth.

Ax is the brother of Prince Elfangor, the
Andal i te who warned us about the Yeerk invasion and
gave us the power to norph. Prince Elfangor

who was destroyed by Visser Three, |eader of the
Yeerk forces on Earth.

| ess-than Hello, Prince Jakeeagreater-than

Ax said. less-than Hello, alt. greater-than

As nmuch as | know Ax, and even consider him

a friend, it's always a little bit of a shock to see
hi m

He | ooks |i ke sonme odd cross of a human, a

deer, and a scorpion. But not really |like any of
t hose t hi ngs.

H s upper body and head are nore or |ess the
human-1 ooki ng parts. He has thin arns and
many-fingered hands. His face is flat, with slits
for a nose and two | arge al nond eyes.

He has no

mouth at all, which is why thought-speak is the
natural |anguage of Andalites.

From atop his head rise two stal ks, each with

an eye on the end. He can turn these eyes in any
direction he wants. They're conpletely indepen
dent of his main eyes.

H s body is that of a pale blue-and-tan deer, or
a thin pony. He has four legs that end in
hooves. But his back slopes down, so that you
woul d never be tenpted to think of riding him
And he has a tail. A long, thick, powerful

t ai

that ends in a deadly scythe-shaped bl ade. |'ve
seen himuse that tail. He can strike so fast that
t he human eye sees nothing but a blur.

"Hey, Ax," Marco said. "How s it going?"
less-than It is going wonderfully. | was up in
the hills

yesterday, and | was attacked by one of those
very large cats. Wat do you call thenf? Cougars?
It was very exciting. greater-than

"Are you okay?" | asked.

| ess-than Certainly, Rachel. And | did not

hurt the cougar, Cassie. Not fatally,

anyway. But he won't try to eat ne again, |



think. greater-than Ax gave his strange
Andalite smile, an expression he nanaged even
wi t hout a nouth.

Marco rolled his eyes. "I'mtelling you, Ax and
Rachel bel ong together. The two of you are sick
Soneday you could get married while bungee-
junping into an active vol cano."

| squirmed a little. Not because |I m nded

Marco thinking | was bold. But because | really was not
interested in Ax that way.

"Ckay, now that we're all here, Marco, maybe
you could tell us

why

we're all here," Jake said.

"I have sone news," Marco began. "Actually,
Tobi as and | have sone news."

| glanced up at Tobias, sitting in the tree.

o

course he showed no expression. He just fixed his
pi erci ng gaze on Marco

Marco swaggered just a bit as we forned a
circle around him

"It's atale of initiative and courage and,

yes, brilliance," Marco began
"No, no, no. Just tell us, Marco," |
shapped.

"Don't try to mlk the suspense.”
"Ckay," he said with an easy |augh. "MW

fellow Aninmorphs . . . and visiting alien
we have

found a way into the Yeerk pool."

The

entrance to the Yeerk pool ?" | echoed.
"Where? How?"

| | ooked around at the others to see their reactions.
See, we had al ready invaded the Yeerk pool in an
effort to save Jake's brother, Tom Not

a happy nenory.

| saw Cassi e shudder.

"AX is the only one who wasn't there for our little
vacation in the Yeerk pool,"” Marco said. "As

the rest of you know, the Yeerk pool is in a huge
underground cavern. It's practically a small city

down there. It's under our school, but it's so big that
it also runs beneath the fire station, a couple of gas
stations, and nost of the mall."

Ax nodded. |ess-than Yeerk pools are generally

| arge and el aborate. They are an inportant part

of Yeerk life. The centers of their lives, really.
The pools are, for the Yeerks, what forests and nead
ows are to Andalites. greater-than

"Tobias and | have been working out a pattern

of surveillance,"” Marco went on. "For the [|ast
week, we've followed our very favorite

human- Control | er, Assistant Principal

Chapnman, everywhere we can. Tobias tracks himfrom
the air. Then I follow hi mwhen he goes into a

bui I di ng. "



"Way didn't you let the rest of us in on this?"

| denmanded.

Marco shrugged. "It was a two-person job,

that's all."

Jake | ooked as annoyed as | felt.

Then | realized why Marco had kept this

qui et. Jake had just been through the terrifying
ordeal of being infested by a Yeerk. For three days
he had been a human-Controller, a prisoner

in his own body. Marco had been letting himrest.
"So?" | asked, a little nore patiently.

"So what?" Marco answered.

"So where is this entrance to the Yeerk pool ?
Duh. "

"Well, | was hoping to amaze and entertain you al
with the whole story of our brilliant detective
wor k, but the short answer is

in a dressing roomat The Gap. In the nmall.
That's the entrance. People go in, looking like they're
going to try on clothes, and they never cone
out."

| ess-than At |east they don't come out

t hr ough

The Gapeagreater-than Tobi as added. | ess-than
They come out through the novie theater. \When the crowd
| eaves the

novi e at the end of the show, there are al ways
nore people | eaving than went in. greater-than
"I'n through The Gap, out through the nulti

pl ex." Marco | aughed. "Are these Yeerks on

top

of popul ar Anerican culture, or what?"

"Good job," Jake admitted grudgingly. "The
guestion is, now what do we do?"

| ess-than Attackffgreater-than Ax said

i nstantly.

"We tried that once,"” Cassie said quietly.

"We didn't exactly win. There were

dozens of Hork-

Bajir and Taxxons down there. And

human- Control | ers. And

he

was there . . . Visser Three. That's when Tobi as
was trapped in a norph. Like

| said, we didn't exactly win."

"We got hanmmered," | agreed. "Ax, you know
I"musually all for going on the attack, but the
Yeerk pool is just too big."

| ess-than A warrior is judged by the power of his
ene

mes caret Ax said stubbornly. But he didn't
sound

quite as enthusiastic anynore.

"Attacking the Yeerk pool is out," | nuttered.
But an idea was occurring to nme. "Hey, Ax?
Waat

can you tell us about the Kandrona?"
He swiveled his head toward nme, while his
stal k eyes turned slowy this way and that, searching the



woods for trouble. |ess-than The Kandrona is a

m niature version of the Yeerks" home sun. It

em ts Kandrona rays, which concentrate in the
Yeerk pools. It is what nourishes the

Yeerks. That is why the Yeerks must swimin their
nat ur al

state in the Yeerk pool every three days

t hey need Kandrona rays. greater-than

"So their real weakness is not the pool itself,

but this Kandrona," | said. "This mniature sun."
| ess-than But the Kandrona nay be many mles
away

fromthe Yeerk pool xfeagreater-than Ax expl ai ned.

| ess-than The

Kandrona rays nay be beaned to the pool from

al nost anywhere. So, although | amin favor of
attacking the Yeerk pool, we should not do it
expecting to find the Kandrona there. greater-than
"I agree," | said. "But what if we didn't

at

tack the

Yeerk pool ? What if we just spied it out?

W mght find out where the Kandrona is."

Marco | aughed. "That's nore |ike the Rachel |

know. You were starting to worry me there. You

wer e soundi ng so sensible.™

"How big is a Kandrona?" Jake wonder ed.

| ess-than It woul d depend on how many

pools it had

to support. It might be as large as Cassie's

barn. It might be the size of one of your human
cars. greater-than

"The size of a car? Surely a bunch of

ail-Amrerican kids |ike us could manage to weck a
car," Marco joked.

"How nmuch woul d it hurt the Yeerks?"

asked. "That's the question. Is it worth running
the risk of going down there again? Down to the
Yeer k pool ?"

W all |ooked at Ax.

less-than It would depend. If they have a spare
Kan-

drona, it wouldn't hurt themvery nuch. In any
case, they have one aboard their nother ship, so we would not
wi pe themout entirely. greater-than

W all sagged with di sappoi nt nent.

| ess-than However, it would not be practical for the
Yeerks to shuttle their human-Controllers back and
forth to the nother ship to keep themalive. greater-than
"So what would they do?" Marco wondered. "How woul d
Vi sser Three react?"

"Visser Three is totally ruthless,” | said.

"He

woul d save as nany as he could. But he'd have
tolet the rest die."

| ess-than Yeseagreater-than Ax agreed.

less-than It would be a very serious blow They would
survive, but they would be

weakened. greater-than



"We'd have to find this Kandrona thing first,"
Cassi e rem nded everyone. "And wherever it is, it
wi |l be guarded."”

Right then I guess we all realized we were go
ing to do it. We were going back to the Yeerk

pool .
Jake shook his head slowy. "Down to the
Yeerk pool again. | still have ni ghtmares about

the first tine."

"Yeah," Marco agreed. "Done that."

"The Yeerk pool," Cassie said grimy, and

| ooked away.

| didn't say anything. | don't like talking

about nightrmares. But |1'd had them too. They
were pretty bad.

| ess-than |i ke am not very good at understandi ng human
enoti onseagreater-than Ax said. |ess-than But you
all seemafraid. And your fear is beginning

to scare

nmeeagr eat er -t han

"Good," | said. "I don't know if you Andalites
believe in places |like heaven and hell. But let ne
just tell you

the Yeerk pool is definitely not

heaven. "

hat's for dinner?" | asked ny nom as

soon as | got home. The walk in the woods had
made ne hungry. Being outdoors al ways does

that to ne.

So does fear. | just kept picturing the Yeerk
pool. The cages full of involuntary hosts,

humans and Hork-Bajir, temporarily free of

their Yeerk

par asites.

| kept hearing them Crying

that's what nost of themdid while they waited to be
rein-

fested. thers screaned. Sone begged for mercy.
O worse.

My nom was standi ng by the kitchen counter

She was nmore dressed up than she usually was in

t he eveni ng. She was munchi ng nervously on sone
Doritos and kind of staring off into space.

"Mon? Hel | 0?"

She | ooked |i ke she hadn't noticed ne. "Oh,

hi, honey."

"What's for dinner? |I'mstarving."

"Your father is com ng over tonight. For din

ner. He said he would pick something up."

| felt nmy stomach cl ench. Sonethi ng was

wr ong.

Since the divorce, my dad never canme over

for dinner. My two sisters and | spent one
weekend a nonth overnight at his apartnent in the
city. Plus the every-other-weekend outing.

But he did not conme over for dinner.

I wasn't hungry anynore. "Wat's going

on?"



| denmanded.

My nother got this worried | ook on her face, which

she tried to hide. "Your father has sonething he wants
to tell you girls. He was supposed to tell you the

other night at the circus. | guess
he forgot."
The way she said "I guess he forgot" made it

clear she didn't think that was the truth.
| took my nother's arm "Non®? |
don't like suspense, all right? So just

hi s

The doorbell rang.

| heard Sara running down the stairs. | heard
Jordan yell, "Stop running on the stairs,
you' | |

break your neck." She sounded just like ny nother. It
al nrost nade ny nomand ne snile
"That will be your father."
| went to the front room Sara was |eaping into ny
dad's arms and Jordan was hovering a
coupl e feet away. Jordan shot a quick, question
ing glance at nme. Unlike Sara, Jordan was
ol d enough to realize sonething was up.
| shrugged and shook my head.
"Rachel!" ny dad said. "How s mnmy girl? Cone
take this bag fromme. Thai food. W have curry.
W have pad Thai. We have chicken satay. W
have those inperial heavenly whatever-they-call -
"em shrinp."
He handed ne the paper bag. He was being
too cheerful
My father's a reporter for one of the local TV
channel s. He does a | ot of
i nvestigative journa
ism Plus he anchors the news on Saturday
and Sunday. So he's always wearing nice clothes, and
al ways has great hair, and he | ooks tan even in
the total depths of winter.
| took the bag to the dining-roomtable and started
to unpack the little white boxes of Tha
f ood.
"Hell o, Dan," mny nother said, comng into
the roomwi th plates and silverware.
"Naom ," he answered. "How have you been?"
By now even Sara had figured out that this was not going
to be a happy evening.
W ate a little and struggled along with sone small
tal k about nothing. Until finally ny nom said,
"Dan, just get it over with."
My dad | ooked enbarrassed. He sent ne a
sheepish smile, like some little boy caught doi ng sonething
wWr ong.
"COkay," he said. He cleared his throat. He
sat up straight in his chair. Just as if he were
waiting for the cameras to come on so he could do the evening
news.
"Kids, | have something | have to tell you about.
|'"ve been offered a job. A better
job. 1 wouldn't just be the weekend anchor. | would



have the top spot. 1'd be anchoring the six o' clock
broadcast and the eleven o'clock. And 1'd get to do
speci al s. Maybe do sonme really inpor tant

wor k. "
Jordan | ooked at nme, confused. It
sounded
i ke good news.
"There's just one problem" ny father said. "It's not

here in towmn. In fact, it would nmean | woul d have
to nove."
"Where to?" Sara asked. "To anot her apart
ment ?"
He forced a smle. "To another city,
sweetie. In another state.”
"A thousand mles away," my nother said.
You know, it's funny how the m nd works. See,
|'ve been through nore bad things, nore terror, nore
worry, nore pain since | becanme an
Ani norph than nost people deal with in alifetime. |
woul d have thought | could handl e sone
thing like nmy dad novi ng away.
A thousand miles away.

"Congratul ations," | said, trying not to show any
enotion. "It's what you' ve al ways wanted."

My dad wasn't fooled. He knew | was

upset .

"It's the job, Rachel
It's the way
it is. It's not like

I won't see you kids. | know it sounds like a

| ong

way and all, but that's why we have jets, right?"
"Yeah," | said. "That's why we have jets. |

think "Il just go upstairs and do sonme honework
now. "

"Wait, | need to

nmy dad protested.

| didn't slamany doors. | didn't throw

any

t hi ng.

| just left.

Let

hi m

feel what it's like, | told nyself. Let

hi m

feel what it's like to have someone just wal k
away.

| went up to nmy room and | ocked the door

be

hind ne. | couldn't breathe. | kept clenching ny
fists and wanting to pound sonething. | think

woul d have cried, but | was just too angry.
"Rachel ?" It was him He knocked lightly on

nmy door. "Can | come in?"

| couldn't say no. It would have sounded like |I was
upset. "Sure. Wiy not ?"

He came in. "lI'mguessing you're a little up

set," he said.

| shrugged and turned ny back to him



"I see. Rachel, you didn't let me finish

what |

had to tell you downstairs. Rache

Jordan and Sara are still too young to consider this. But
you're ol der. You can | ook after yourself when | have to work
ate. They can't. And . . . anyway,

| ook, the thing is, |I've tal ked to your nother

about this, and she's not happy about it, but she says it's
up to you."

| turned to |l ook at him

"What ' s

up to ne?"

He smiled uncertainly. "Well, it's like this.

Carl a Bel ni koff teaches in the city |I'm

nmovi ng to. You know, she takes in three or four
prom si ng

gymmastics students every year. If you wanted .

well, it would be the best thing in the world, as
far as I'mconcerned, if you cane to live with ne."
| al most asked himto repeat it. | couldn't be

lieve | had heard right the first time. Students of
Coach Bel ni koff have won two gold nedals and a
bunch of silver ones.

"Dad, Carla Belnikoff isn't going to take

me on as a student. She handl es

pr of essi onal -1 evel

gymmasts. I'mtoo tall, and not good enough to

besi des, you're saying | should nove out?

Leave Mom and Sara and Jordan?"

"You're the only one who can decide that,"

nmy dad said. "But as for Coach Bel ni koff, you're
wrong. You have the talent. | know |If that's
somet hing you want to do, if you want to make
that your life, you could go places in gymas
tics."”

| shook ny head. Not to say no, just to try and
clear out the confusion. "Dad, are you asking

ne
to go with you when you nove?"

"Yes. | know it would be hard on you and your nmom and
your sisters, but we could nmake it work. | mean, this

job pays a Il ot of nobney. You could fly back here
any time you wanted. Every

week if you wanted."

Was he serious? It sounded ridicul ous. Was he
actually serious? | sat down on the edge of ny

bed. My thoughts were everywhere all at once.
Leave? Leave nmy nmom and ny sisters?

This was just because ny dad felt guilty. He felt
bad about |eaving. This was about pity. He

felt sorry for ne or sonething.

"And | know it woul d nean changi ng

school s," he said, "but, gee, Rachel, | think

it

could be okay, you know? | mean, for one thing, they have
serious nountains there. We could do

some rock clinbing together on weekends. Go hi ki ng.
And it's a huge sports town. | need soneone to go



with me to ganmes. It would be like in

the old days." Then he wi nked. "And hey, it's a
much bigger city, so think of all the shopping."
No, it wasn't pity or guilt, |

realized. At |east

not completely. | think ny dad was feeling |onely.
He was picturing hinself lonely in the new town.
"Ch, man," | said. "I don't know what

to say."

My dad nodded his head. "Don't deci de now.

| wouldn't want you to. Talk to your mom And
Jordan and Sara, too. You think about it. | just
think . . . you know, |'ve just m ssed you, sweet
heart. W have fun trash-tal king the unpires at
ganes, don't we? And hi ki ng? Renenber the

time we got |ost?"

"OfF course, | remenber,” | said. "I just

I
just have to think it over. You know. "
| wanted to say, Dad, you don't understand. It

isn't just about Mom and Sara and Jordan. | have a
date, Dad. To go back to the Yeerk pool. My
friends are counting on nme. See, |'m supposed to
be

Xena, Warrior Princess.
' m supposed to go

back down there . . . down into the |last place on
Earth | want to go.

"I have to think it over," | repeated.

"Yeah. S. Anyway, |'m gonna go now. "

"Ckay, Dad," | said.

"I love you, Rachel."

I wish he hadn't said that. | was doing fine til
he said that, and then the tears started.

After

my dad left, | talked to my mom She
said what | expected: She wanted me to stay. But
it was up to ne. She trusted me to think it

t hr ough.

Up to me. Geat. | could hurt ny nmom and ny

sisters, or | could hurt ny dad. Perfect.

Isn't di

vorce fun?

After | went to bed, | just lay there, staring up at the

ceiling. My brain kept churning Iike a conputer you
can't turn off. Too many things to think

about. My dad. My nom

And the big, huge, nassive thing | didn't even

want to start thinking about: ny friends. The An-

i mor phs. The war agai nst the Yeerks.

Finally, | knew | had to get out of there. |

needed air and open spaces. The walls were just way
too cl ose around ne.

| clinbed out of bed and opened ny wi ndow all the

way. | changed fromthe T-shirt | sleep in to the
bl ack |l eotard | usually wore under ny
cl ot hes.

My norphing outfit.
| couldn't think about it anynore. | just



needed sonme space to not think about mny father

Not thi nk about choices.

| focused ny mind. | concentrated. Just sone

time to think, | told nyself, as ny fingers be

cane feathers and ny toes curled into tal ons.

| guess every kid has tinmes he wants to just

get away. But | had the power to do it. | could even
get away from nysel f.

I launched nyself into the night.

| flewin absolute silence. The w nd rushing

over the top of my wings never ruffled a feather
The noon was | ow on the horizon, just a

sliver. Hi gh clouds bl ocked the starlight. The
grassy field just a few feet bel ow me woul d have been
bl ack and featurel ess to hunman eyes.

But | was not |ooking through human eyes.

My eyes were so large, they nearly filled ny

head. They | ooked through the darkness like it was noon on
a sunny day. | could see individua

bl ades of grass. | could see the ants crawing
beneath the grass.

My hearing was so acute that | could hear a

nmouse step on a twig fromseventy-five feet

away.

| could hear the beating wings of a sparrow that
was flitting fromtree to tree

| had norphed into a great horned ow. The

night killer. The predator of darkness.

| flewlower still, closer to the ground, letting
the owW's mind search out prey. Here a nouse. There
a shrew. There a vole. And all the many lit

tle birds.

They were all neat to the ow. | could de

scend, silent and deadly, on a rat or rabbit,
spread ny talons wide, and strike.

I could squeeze ny talons until they burst the
skull's of ny prey and

no. No, | told nyself. |
was not Tobi as. He had no choice but to be a

predator. | had a choice
Li ke nmy father had a choice. He could just
not

nove. And then | wouldn't have to make this
awful decision. If he knew

i f he under st ood
everyt hi ng

he woul dn't do this. He would un

derstand that | was part of the battle to help save
Eart h.

But

| couldn't tell him Not even ny dad. He

coul d be one of

t hem

That's what know ng about

t he Yeerks does to you. You | ook at everyone and
wonder what's living inside their brains. Even
though | felt |ike somehow | would just know if



nmy dad were a Controller

| guess |I've always had a close rel ationship

with ny dad. Right fromthe start, going back as

far as | can renenber, we were always doing

stuff together. | nean, | have this photograph of

me when | was three years old, standing on a bal ance
beam w th ny dad hol ding me up and

grinning at the canera. | love that picture, even
though | look lame in the outfit | had
on. | keep it on ny desk in nmy room

When ny nom was preghant with nmy littlest
sister, Sara, .1 overheard ny parents talking.
M

nmom was sayi ng maybe this time she woul d have a boy. "I
know you' ve al ways wanted a boy," she

told my dad.

"Ch, cone on," he answered. "That was years ago.
I thought | had to have a boy to do all the

fun 'dad" stuff with. But | have Rachel. She's
as

good as any boy. She's already tougher than nost
boys her age. Have you seen the vaults she can
do?"

My nom groaned. "Don't

ever

| et her hear you

say that. Little girls do

not

want to be told they

are as good as a boy."

But she was wong. | know it was sexist and

all, but I still just thought it was great. My dad
t hought | was as tough as any boy. Cool

If only he knew what | was doi ng now,

| thought.

How coul d he expect nme to make this deci-
sion? I couldn't leave ny friends. | couldn't.
They

were counting on nme. W were going back to the Yeerk
pool, and they were counting on me to be

brave and strong. That's what they thought | was.

But if | was so brave and so strong, why was
suddenly imagining a very different life, a long,
long way fromthe war with the Yeerks?

Wy was | imagining a life of gymastics

cl asses and ball games with nmy dad

a place where | was just a person? Were no one ex
pected me to go back down into that hell of

screans and despair called the Yeerk pool ?

If I was so brave and so tough, why was

imagining a normal |ife?

L flewinto Tobias's territory. It was also the
territory of at |east one real horned owl, who would
not be happy to have ne around. It bel onged to Tobi as
by day and to the owl by night.

I knew a tree where Tobias often slept.

Sure

enough, he was there. | stopped beating ny w ngs

and glided up.



| was already flaring ny wings to cone in for a |andi ng when
Tobi as noticed ne.

less-than It's okay, it's okay, it's ne,
Rachel f f gr eat er -t han

| ess-than Oh, man! You al nbst gave ne a

heart at -

t ackf f great er-than

| ess-than Sorry. greater-than

| ess-than Sorry8ffgreater-than he demanded
angrily. less-than It's night,

we're in the woods, |I'ma hawk and you're an
ow

who cones zooming up in attack node. Don't do
that kind of stuff, Rachel. greater-than
less-than |'mjust an ow, not an

eagl eeagreater-than | protested. |

knew t hat sone eagl es and sone fal cons will at
tack hawks.

| ess-than Okay, okay. It's just that hungry

ow s have

been known to go after hawks. It doesn't happen a
lot, but ows scare nme. | know everybody sees

cute cartoon ow s and thinks all they do is say
"hoot, hoot" and act w se. But |et

me tell you, I've watched ows work. They aren't
cute. They're tough. | don't ever want to have
to fight one. greater-than

| settled on the branch beside him sinking ny

talons into the soft bark. | could see why To
bias liked this perch. It gave a perfect view
of the neadow, with all its tasty prey.

less-than | "'mreally sorry, Tobias. |

guess | forget that

your life can be so dangerous. greater-than

| ess-than Yeah, well, it has advant ages,

t ooeagreat er-than he said.

| ess-than No nore first period gymclass. So

what are you doi ng out here playi ng ow 8greater-than
| ess-than |like had to get out of the house. greater-than
| ess-than Ah. Why? Unless it's not any of ny

busi ness car et

| ess-than like don't know. Nothing. Nothing. | was

j ust

hyper. greater-than

Tobi as didn't say anything. Cbviously, he

knew | was lying. He just waited for ne to tel

him watching me with gol d- brown eyes that

seened to drill holes through ne.

But | didn't really want to tell him
I nean, |

guess |

had

wanted to, or why else would | have flown out to see
hi n? But now it just seened

ridiculous to lay ny problens on him

| ess-than |ike was just thinking about going down into
t he Yeerk pool ageagreater-than | said.

| ess-than You're worried8greater-than he teased.

| ess-than You8greater-than

| ess-than |like get worried sonetinmeseagreater-than



sai d defensively. less-than |ike was thinking about flying
out to The Gardens, to the zoo. Maybe acquiring sone

new mnor ph.

Sonething really strong and nean in case we get

into a fight down there. Alion. O a grizzly

bear or

somet hi ng. Thought maybe you'd want to fly over

there with me. greater-than

| ess-than Rachel, you know | don't fly nuch at

night. I can't see that well in the dark. Plus,
there aren't
any thermals at night, so | can't soar. | just have

to flap the whole tine, and that's mles away. |
mean, a little trip around here, sure, if you
want

to go flying. But that's a haul. greater-than

| ess-than Yeah, okay. Forget it. greater-than

| ess-than |i ke have an idea. Wiy don't you tel
me what's

real ly

bot heri ng you? You're all

weird. You

don't seemlike you. greater-than

| ess-than It's nothingeagreater-than | said.

| ess-than Sorry | scared you

' mgoing to head on home. greater-than

| ess-than Rachel, you know you can always talk to ne,
ri ght 8greater-than

| ess-than Yeah. Look

| have a question for you. Do you ever think about years from now?
Li ke when

it's time for college and stuff8greater-than As

soon as the words were out of nmy head | wi shed I could

cal

t hem back.
But Tobias was cool. He just laughed silently.
| ess-than Yeah, I'mthinking | could get

easy A's in

or ni t hol ogy

the study of birds. greater-than

| ess-than You could definitely be the

prof essoreagreater-than | said. |less-than |ike just

nmeant that sooner or |ater nmpbst of us

are going to | eave. Mve sonmewhere el se. Wat

do we do then, if the Yeerks are still around8greater-than
Tobi as began preening his feathers. It's sone

thing he has to do, but it's also a habit he has

when he's bothered by sonething. |ess-than |ike haven't
really | ooked that far ahead. But | guess

figured this whole thing would sort itself out, one way or
the other, long before then. The Yeerks win, and you

don't have to worry about college. O they

| ose, and we each go back to our normal I|ives.

Sone of us nore normal than ot herseagreater-than he

added

dryly.



For a while | didn't say anything. | couldn't.

I

was too busy hating myself for bringing this up with
Tobi as. Tobi as, of all people! He was

already a casualty in this war. He was trapped in a
hawk norph. And here |I was thinking of bailing out?
Wiat was the matter with me? | coul dn't

| eave. Leave Tobias living in the forest? Leave

ny

best friend Cassie to fight, maybe to die, so

could cut and run? Leave Jake and Marco and Ax?
Why? Because nmy dad was lonely and | could

t ake gymmastics cl asses?

| ess-than Rachel ? You okay8greater-than

No. | wasn't okay. | felt sick. Wat

was the matter with me? | couldn't l[eave. | couldn't
gi ve

up. less-than Me? O course |I'm

okayeagreater-than | lied. |ess-than Just the

same, | think I will go get nyself sone firepower.

It's time for
Yeer k Pool Two: Aninorphs' Re

venge,
ri ght 8greater-than
|l ess-than like don't know. It looks like I'll be

sitting out

this battl eeagreater-than Tobi as said.

| ess-than Don't worryeagreater-than | said.
less-than | "Il get a Hork-Bajir for

you. greater-than

| ess-than You're okay? Really? It seened I|ike

you were
upset. greater-than
| ess-than Tobias, | am nore than okay.

Cotta go. greater-than

| ess-than Rachel, go

honeeagr eat er - t han

Tobi as advi sed.

| opened ny wi ngs and beat them powerfully,

sliding through the dead air of night.

But | did not go hone. | flew around a while,
trying to get a grip on the confusion in ny head.
But | couldn't. And | couldn't go hone yet.

knew | would just lay there in bed, eyes w de

open.

| turned and headed sout h.

From

the air, The Gardens | ooks very different than it
does fromthe ground. The roller coaster doesn't

| ook nearly as tall or scary. And flying above the
zoo area, you nostly just see the

roofs of the various interior exhibits. The rest of
it seems, at first, to be sparse woods, with cenent
pat hways w nding in and around and through

i ke curled ribbons.

Looki ng closer, | could see the separate

habitats. The trees and the running stream of the tiger
area. The open field for the bison, separated

by a tall fence fromthe inpal as.

| glided over the lions. Mdst were sleeping by a



tree. One femal e was ranging around restlessly, like
she was | ooking for something.

It took a while to find the bears. | wasn't
interested in the little black bears. O the polar
bears. | was |ooking for the grizzlies.

| wanted power.

There they were in a habitat of trees and

rocks and a deep water-filled nmoat fed by a turn
bling, rushing stream

There were two, a male and female pair. Both were
asl eep, sprawl ed across the rocks. The nale

was bigger: That's what | wanted. Big. Powerful.
Fearless. If | was going back to the Yeerk pool

I

want ed sonet hi ng desperately dangerous.

Leave? Move out of town? G ve up? No way.

No way.

And my dad? | would still see himwhen he

cane to town. That's what jets were for

| landed and began to norph back. To revert

to ny true human form M feathers nelted and

ran toget her and becane pink. My beak broke

into teeth. My tal ons becanme snooth toes. My

i n-

sides gurgled and squi shed and sl oshed as sone
organs grew and ot hers changed and ot hers reap
peared from not hi ng.

The bear heard the sounds of ny bones

stretching, and the faint rustle of feathers nelt
i ng together to become flesh. He opened one eye
and | ooked at nme without understanding or fear

He was well fed. He had been in the zoo for

many years, and had all but forgotten the wari -
ness of living in the wild. | was just something that
snelled a little like a bird and a little like a
human.

| reached a trenbling human hand down to touch the
rough coat of the grizzly bear. Hi s nearsighted
eyes watched ne. | was nothing to him |

could not hurt him He could destroy ne w thout
bot heri ng even to wake up fully.

He was beyond fear. Beyond doubt. Beyond

pai n.

"I't nust be nice," | whispered to him

I touched himand felt his power flowinto ne.
And yet, as | absorbed his DNA and i nagi ned
nmysel f becoming this fearless creature, | stil
could not forget the ook in ny father's eyes, or the
qgquaver in his voice saying, "But, gee, Rachel

I think it could be okay, you know?"

I could already feel the enptiness his nmoving would | eave
inm life. He could say he'd cone back every other
week. He could say we'd

still see each other just as much. But | knew it
woul dn't be that way.

I could imagi ne him packing up to go.

| could remenber the screans in the Yeerk

pool .

| could renmenber Tobias trying to joke about
col | ege.



Too much. Things that were small and personal, and things
that were huge, all swrled

toget her in ny head. Nothing nmade sense. It was too
much stuff. Too nuch fear and guilt and | oneliness.
Too many deci sions. Too nuch.

You know, there are days when | just don't fee
brave and fearl ess. There are days when

just want to go to a ball game with my dad and eat
popcorn and tune out everything else that's

goi ng on. Be a normal kid.

But that wasn't the life |I had. Not anynore.

C

The

next eveni ng, as planned, we all arrived
at the nall separately. | hooked up with
Cassi e at

the food court.

"Hi . What a huge surprise to see you here,"

I

sai d.

" Uh- huh. "

W did alittle act for any curious Controller
who m ght be watching, pretending to be sur
prised to see each ot her

| looked at my watch. "Perfect. W have fif
teen mnutes to wander slowy toward The Gap."
"I saw Jake and Ax down playing video

ganes, "

Cassie said. "Poor Jake. Ax is a little
unpredi ct abl e when he's in human norph. Wile
I was watching, he tried to eat a cigarette butt
out of an ashtray."

Andal i tes have no nouths and no sense of
taste. So whenever Ax played human, he

found the sense of taste extrenmely exciting. He
would try to eat everything around him

| laughed at the image of Ax chewing on a cig

arette butt. | was surprised
coul d
[ augh. This

was not a mission | was |ooking forward to.

W arrived at the store.

"Marco says it's in the last dressing room" |
rem nded Cassie. "And we have to assune the people who
work here in the store are all Con

trollers. Speaking of Marco, | wonder if he

nmade

it on tinme?"

"I"'msure he did," Cassie said. "He

seens to be kind of into all this lately."

"Yeah, what's that about?" | nuttered.

Cassi e shrugged. "People change, | guess. |

feel sorry for Tobias, not being able to cone
along. It'll tear himup. On the other hand,
I"mjeal ous."

| nodded in agreenent. | was feeling hyper again.
Jazzed. The way | usually did before we set out
to do sonething dangerous. Only nore so

this tine. 1'll admt it



t he Yeerk pool scared

me. The idea of that awful place nmade ne sick

at heart. And now we were goi ng back down there.
"Time to go to the dressing room" | said. "Pick
somet hi ng out you want to try on."

Cassi e | ooked at me bl ankly. "Like what?"

| rolled nmy eyes. Cassie cannot shop. She is
shoppi ng-i nmpai red. "Just pretend you're ne.

Grab a sweater or sonething."

| spotted Jake and Ax across the room Ax's
human morph is always a little surprising to see
because it's a conbination of DNA from Jake, Marco,
Cassie, and ne. He's a guy, but sort of

pretty, andwi tha definite hint of weirdness

about him

| grabbed a sweater for Cassie and held it out
for her.

"Li ke I would ever wear

that,"

she said. "It

says' dry

cl ean only.
W went to the next-to-last dressing room and

cl osed the door behind us.

"Let's do this,” | said tersely.

W had all decided the best way to go was in
cockroach norph. The last time we'd norphed

i nto roaches, things had not gone well. But

roaches were fast, and their senses were good enough to use for
our purposes. Al so, they m ght

go unnoti ced.

I was not |ooking forward to doing the roach

body again. | don't |ike becom ng anything that

can be stepped on. Besides, if you think

| ooki ng

at a cockroach is gross, try

bei ng one.

| looked at Cassie and let out a yelp. Two

hugel y |1 ong antennae were sprouting from her

f or ehead.

"Jeez, you could have warned ne you were

starting."”

Morphing is not some neat, sensible process where you
just gradually becone sonething el se.

It is much weirder than that. Different changes
happen at different times. Body parts appear

suddenly, other parts disappear. And the sizes

don't always match up till the end.

The first change on Cassie was the sudden

appear ance of the antennae, which shot straight out of her
forehead like two fishing poles.

Then her skin started to get crispy-Iooking.

At the same tine, we were both shrinking,

which feels just like falling. | nean, you see the
wal I s shooting up, higher and hi gher. You see the
ground rushing up at you like you're a para

chuti st whose chute didn't open

Unfortunately, since it was a dressing room

there were mirrors on two sides.

"AAHHH' " | cried, startled by the nauseating



sight of the skin of my back nelting into two
huge, hard, brown w ngs.

Cassie was too far gone to say "shh," but she

hel d one of her hands up to what was |eft of her
lips. Just then her extra | egs came popping out of
her stomach, and | think I would have yel ped again
except that |I no longer had a nouth.

| heard a slurping sound as the last of mnmy bones
di ssol ved, and | sagged into ny exoskel eton.

My clothing was piled around nme |ike a huge
col | apsed tent.

Human si ght was gone now. Wat | could see

was vague and nuddy and shattered into a thou

sand pieces. But I'd had practice being

a roach. | could make sone sense of the roach's
conf usi ng

way of seeing.

And there were conpensations. The antennae that had sprouted
fromny head were amazingly good at reading vibrations and
snel | s.

| ess-than You okay8greater-than | asked

Cassi e.

| ess-than | ' mtrapped under my own

j eanseagreat er-than she said.

| ess-than No, wait. There. |'mout.

greater-than

| ess-than |i ke see yeagreater-than | said.

| ess-than Yi kes! Look out! There are pins al

over the carpet. greater-than

The straight pins were steel shafts that | ooked as big
around as the crossbar of a swing set. The

sharp ends didn't seemvery sharp at this size.
And the blunt ends were like big steel beach
bal I s.

| ess-than Okay, let's get out of the

wayeagreat er-than | said.

W scurried on our six |legs over to a corner
underneath the small triangul ar seat.

| ess-than Man, this roach brain really

wants to runeagreater-than

Cassi e sai d.

| ess-than Tell me about xeagreater-than

agreed. Wien you first norph an animal, it is

al nost always a struggle to adjust to its particular
instincts. W had nor phed

roaches before, so we were prepared, but the first
tinme | had becone a roach it was all | could do to
control the panic.

Even now, the roach's junpy instincts were

barely under control. "Run!" it said. "Run!"
| heard | oud, crashing vibrations. Something
huge noved over our heads. | couldn't see well

enough to recogni ze him but a few seconds | ater he
began to norph down into our world.

| ess-than Who is t8greater-than | asked.

| ess-than Me, Marco. What, you don't

recogni ze me8greater-than

After that came Ax, who had to nmorph back into his
Andal ite body and then into a roach

Jake grabbed all the clothing we had shed,



stuffed it into a bag, and took it away to store in one
of the coin lockers out in the mall. Then he cane
back and norphed into his own cockroach

form H's own outer clothing would be

sacrificed,

left in the dressing room That would | ook
strange, but not as strange as five separate sets
of cl ot hing.

| ess-than Okay, boys, girls, and
bugseagreater-than Marco said, |ess-than this has
taken about fifteen minutes, which

nmeans we are already down to an hour and forty-
five mnutes in nmorph. And this is NOT a norph

I

want to be stuck in. greater-than

| ess-than Anen. Let's nobve oueagreater-than

Jake said.

W scanpered like a very tiny, very gross arny
beneath the divider that separated us fromthe
next dressing room This was the dressing room
Marco believed led to the Yeerk pool

| ess-than W& can hide up under the seateagreater-than
| said.

One of the cooler parts of being a roach is the
ability to walk right up nost walls. W shot up
the wall and cowered beneath the roof formed by
the little triangul ar seat.

| rested, facing straight up on the wall. Tiny
spines at the end of my |legs gripped the
smal | bunps of the painted wall. | could see two

of the others just above me, parked l|ike |ow slung
t obacco- brown cars. Their antennae waved around,
just as mine did, picking up scents, feeling vibra
tions.

And then, quite suddenly, it happened. The

door of the dressing room opened. A shape so

tall, it mght as well have been a skyscraper

cane into the room

| ess-than W have conpanyeagreater-than Mrco
announced. As if

we hadn't noticed. As if our little roach brains
weren't screamng at us, "Run! Run! Run!"

Then, | heard a soft

snap.

The mirror on the back wall of the dressing room
swung open. | felt an assault of danp

air, rich with a mneral scent. | had snelled that

aroma before. Menories came rushing into ny head.
Mermories | wished | could forget.
| ess-than Let's gffgreater-than Jake
yel | ed.
W tore down the wall, hit the carpet, and
bl azed for the doorway. The feet of the Controller were
just ahead of us, nonstrous building-sized
shoes that lifted and swng ahead, di sappearing
from sight.
In we went after the Controller.
The door cl osed behind us.
| ess-than W' re ineagreater-than Jake said.
| ess-than Oh, goodyeagreater-than Marco



replied.

Down

into the Yeerk pool

The very last place | ever wanted to go again.

The first tinme we went to the Yeerk pool corn

pl ex, we had taken an incredibly Iong

stai rway.

This time it was nore of a ranp. It wound

downward at an easy angle, no worse than

wal ki ng down a driveway. And to our roach

bodi es, which barely experienced gravity, it was |ike
wal ki ng on | evel ground.

Under our scanpering feet there was bare

dirt, covered by footprints. W clinbed in and

out of depressions that seemed to be several feet
deep, by our cockroach standards.

W let the Controller pull away fromus, even

t hough we coul d have noved as fast as he was.

No point in taking the risk of getting

st epped on.

It was dark all around, with only an occasi onal bare
el ectric bulb, high, high overhead |ike sone
dimsun. Still, we wanted to be careful not to

be seen. My antennae were tuned in for any vi
bration that m ght be another Controller on the
pat h.

Down, down we went, curving and tw sting

bet ween rock walls.

| ess-than Ax, how are we doi ng on

ti me8greater-than Jake asked.

Ax has the ability to keep perfect track of

time, even without a watch. It's a very usefu

tal ent.

| ess-than Twenty-ei ght of your minutes have passed
since Cassie and Rachel entered norph

greater-than

| ess-than You know, Ax, they're

your

m nut es now, tooeagreater-than Marco said, just

to make conversation. |less-than |ike

mean, we are all here together on good old

Earth

where we only have one type of mnute. greater-than
W had two hours total in any norph.

At two

hours and one mnute, we would be stuck. Like
Tobias. And this was one time | actually agreed with

Marco. | was not interested in being a roach
forever.

| ess-than Stairs up aheadeagreater-than Cassie
report ed.

Over, down. Over, down. Over, down.

Sevent y-

five steps.

At | ast we sensed that the walls were no | onger
henm ng us in. The path had energed

into the cavern itself.

Qur roach "eyes" could not see it, but I
remenbered the first time | had | ooked down on the
Yeer k pool .



It was a vast underground cavern. Larger than one of
t hose big sports domes. The stairways and

pat hs enmerged fromall sides, right about where

t he upper tier of seats would have been in a

sports dome

In the center of the area was the pool itself, a sludgy,
nmuddy- | ooki ng | ake that seened to

seethe with the mass of Yeerk slugs init.

But that was not the worst of it.

Two piers were built out over the | ake. One

was where the Controllers

human, Hork-Bajir,

Taxxon, and ot her species

di sgorged the

Yeerks fromtheir heads. Hork-Bajir guards woul d

wat ch carefully as each Controller knelt at the

far

end of the pier and held his head down close to

the surface of the |ake.

The Yeerk slug would then slither out of the host's ear
and drop with a flat splash into the

| ake.

That's when you woul d di scover whet her the

Controller was a "voluntary" host, or soneone

who had been taken against his wll.

See, the voluntary hosts

t he ones who had

chosen

to turn thensel ves over to the Yeerks

woul d stand up and calmy wal k away.

The involuntary hosts would realize that they

were tenporarily free of the evil alien in their
heads. That they once nore had control over their own
m nds and bodi es. Some woul d scream Some would cry.
Many woul d beg to be

rel eased.

A fewwuld try to escape. But the Hork-Bajir

were there to grab them and haul themto cages.
That's where they would await the nmonent when they woul d be
taken to the second pier

The second pier was the place where Yeerks,

now strong fromtheir swimin the pool and full of the
nutrition of Kandrona rays, would slither back

i nside their hosts.

When | had ni ght mares about the Yeerk poo

and | had those nightmares a | ot

it woul d al ways be about that second pier

The vol untary hosts woul d kneel and receive

the Yeerks back into their brains.

The involuntaries would struggle. They would fight.
Curse. Some would dare the Hork-Bajir to

kill them
VW were on a ranp again. No one had said
anything for a while as we still raced | ower and

| ower, deeper and deeper, closer and cl oser



That menmory was in all of our mnds. Al ex

cept Ax, who had not been there.

less-than like wish | could see nore

cl earl yeagreater-than Ax said. |less-than like w sh
I could see all that is going on. greater-than

| ess-than No. You don'teagreater-than | told

hi m

Ve

were at the end of the ranp. W reached

the flat floor of the cavern.

| ess-than Okay, now what 8greater-than Cassie
wondered. |ess-than W' ve used up at | east
three-quarters of an hour. greater-than

| ess-than Forty-one of your m nuteseagreater-than
Ax said.

| ess-than Okayeagreater-than Jake said.

| ess-than You guys renenber there were buil dings
all around the edge of the

cavern, set back fromthe Yeerk pool? Mdst are
probably storage. Some may be generators and

air purifiers. But sone may be offices, contro
roons, or even hold the Kandrona itself. W need
to check out sone of those buildings. greater-than
| ess-than Well, that's what bugs do

best eagreat er-than Marco

j oked.

| ess-than |ike wish we could have found a bug norph
with better eyeseagreater-than | said. |ess-than
How are we going to even find these buildings?
can't see nore than

a couple of feet in front of ne. greater-than

| ess-than Don't need toeagreater-than Cassie
said. |ess-than W can snell.

They have humans down here. | don't know

about Hork-Bajir and Taxxons, but if there are
humans down here, they nust eat somewhere. And |
swear | snell french fries. greater-than

She was right. | don't know if they were fries, but
nmy roach brain definitely detected food.

| ess-than Go for the friesffgreater-than Jake said
with a | augh.

W barrel ed away across the dusty ground. Just
ahead, a wall loonmed. It was easy enough to

find a crack. A roach can slide through a crack
no

t hi cker than a quarter.

W energed into brilliant Iight and an assault

of sounds and snells.

| ess-than So. Where do you think we
are8greater-than Marco

asked.

| ess-than This | ooks Iike Iinoleumunder
ueagreater-than | said. less-than Dirty

l[inoleum | feel a lot of vibrations
lots
of feet, |'m guessing. And voices. Too many

for me to make sense of them greater-than
| ess-than like snell humanseagreater-than Ax
confirmed.



| ess-than Hurmans don't snell eagreater-than I
sai d, only half-joking.

| ess-than Oh, humans snel | eagreater-than Ax
argued. less-than It's not a

bad

snell. Sort of like an animal we have back

on ny planet called a

flaar. greater-than

| ess-than So we have french fries and
humanseagr eat er - t han

Marco said. less-than Are you telling ne we have
reached

t he Yeerk pool MDonal d' s8greater-than

less-than If it's sone kind of |unchroom

or sonet hi ng,

it would be a good place to listen in on conversa
tions caret Cassie said. |ess-than Maybe

we can get closer. Crawl up under a table. W
shoul d be able to

greater-than

Suddenly a shadow fell over us. Sonething huge was
over head, bl ocking out the harsh fluo

rescent |ight.

| ess-than Now,

t hat .

that is not a human smnel | eagreater-than

Ax said.

| ess-than like snell it, tooeagreater-than | said.
less-than It's famliar. | don't

like it. Something . . . I've snelled it before . .,
it's

| can't get my human nmenory and ny

roach senses together. It snells |ike
greater-than

| ess-than Taxxonffgreater-than Cassie said
suddenly. |ess-than Look. That

tree-looking thing up there. | think it's a
Taxxon

| egf f great er-than

| ess-than Oh, gross. |

hat e

t hose thingseagreater-than | said.

| ess-than LOOK OUFFGREATER- THAN

Hurtling down fromthe fluorescent sky at incredible
speed cane sonething like a bright red

whi p.

| powered ny six legs in instant response.

It was too fast!

The red whip sl apped the ground all around

me. It fell over me like an awful, wet quilt.
Sone

thing |like glue oozed around nme, seeping under
nmy shell, gumm ng up ny | egs.

| ess-than Noooffgreater-than | screaned.

| ess-than | ' mtrappedffgreater-than Marco cri ed.
| was lifted up off the ground. My back was gl ued
to the red whip, and I was hurtling through
space. | caught a wild glinpse of the others,



stuck to the red whip just like ne.

| ess-than What's happeni ng8ffgreater-than Cassie
cried.

less-than It's the Taxxoneagreater-than

Ax said. less-than like think he's about

to consune uffgreater-than

W were stuck to the frog-Ilike tongue of the
Taxxon, as the evil creature slurped his tongue
back down his throat.

| ess-than like can't get |ooseffgreater-than Jake
yel | ed.

In an instant, w thout warning, death had

cone for us.

| was glued down, hel pless, as the Taxxon's red
tongue sucked back into its nouth.

And then .

And then . . . everything, everywhere, stopped.
The sticky red whip of the Taxxon's tongue stopped
novi ng.

But it was nore than that. Nothing was vibrating against
antennae. There were no sounds. There were no snells,
because the air itself had stopped noving.

Then, without nmeaning to, | began to de-

nor ph.

| ess-than What's goi ng on8greater-than | asked.

| ess-than | ' m denor phi ngeagr eat er-than Cassi e

said. less-than But it wasn't

me doing it. greater-than

| ess-than Are we dead? |Is this sone kind

of hal | uci na-

tion8greater-than | asked.

less-than If it is, I'mhaving it,

t ooeagreat er-than Jake said.

| swiftly grew larger and larger. My center

pair

of cockroach | egs dw ndl ed and di sappeared. My

| ower | egs swelled and grew skin.

I fell fromthe Taxxon's tongue to the ground

too | arge and heavy to be stuck any | onger

Toes appeared. Fingers appeared. My true

human eyes opened.

| | ooked around, dazed and di sori ented.

The others were all there. W were all human

agai n, barefoot and dressed in our skin-tight

nmor phing outfits, |like we always were when we cane out
of a norph.

Ax was back in his Andalite body, just adding to the
general weirdness of the scene.

W were inside a building. As we had guessed,

it was a lunchroom There was a kitchen to one side.
There were a dozen long tables down the

m ddl e of the room

Peopl e sat at the tables, eating. Only . . . they
weren't eating. They were hol ding forks.

They were | ooking down at plates of food. They were
getting ready to speak. They were hol ding

mugs of coffee.

But no one was novi ng.

No one was breat hi ng.

The steamrising fromthe nmugs of coffee was

ny



frozen and still as a photograph

"Ckay. |'mready to wake up now," Marco

said. "This dreamis getting weird."

"Look," | said. "Hork-Bajir."

Two Hork-Bajir were standing by the door. |

had never seen one standing still before. Even
frozen in place they were frightening

seven

feet of knife-edged arms, |egs, head, and tail

Sal ad Shooters on | egs, as Marco said.

Wal ki ng

razor bl ades.

And then there was the Taxxon. The one who had been about
to eat us. It was a nonstrously

bi g centipede, as big around as a concrete sewer
pipe. It had a round, red mouth at the very top of
its worm body. The long, red whip of a tongue
stuck out and hung in the air.

"l have an idea," Marco said. "Even if this is

a dream. . . let's get QUT of here!"
"Definitely," | agreed.

"MOVE!" Jake said |oudly.

We ran for the door of the |unchroom OQut

into the vast, intinmdating openness of the cav
ern.

Qutsi de, the sane freeze had occurred. The
surface of the Yeerk pool was still. The humans and
Hork-Bajir who were involuntary hosts were

frozen in their cages, scream ng and crying and
shouting wi thout a sound or a novenent.

On the infestation pier, a wonan was bent | ow over the
water, held down by a Hork-Bajir. A

Yeerk was hal fway into her ear. She was crying. Her
tears were notionless on her cheeks.

Then | saw sonet hing nmovi ng. One single

thing in all that eerie stillness.

A boy. He was tall, alittle gangly. He had

hai r

that | ooked as if it had never been conbed.

"Ch

| whispered. "Ch . . . look! It's To

bi as!"

The others all turned to see.

Tobi as shrugged his human shoul ders. He held

up his hands to stare at his own fingers. "It

is me," he said, sounding like he doubted it. "My
old body. Here."

| ran to him | don't really know why, | just
did. I wanted to touch him To know he was real
"Ah! Ah! Ah!" he yelled. He junped

back and

suddenly threw his arnms up and down.

He was flapping, trying to get away. Trying
to fly. I had scared himby rushing at him
"Sorry," he whispered, terribly enbarrassed.
"Sorry."

| put ny arns around himand hugged him
tightly.



"Tobi as, what's going on?" | asked him

"I don't know," he said. "I was flying

t hen suddenly, | was here. Like this."

| ess-than Ti me has stoppedeagreater-than Ax said.

| ess-than For everyone

but us. | can feel it. greater-than

"Something is very, very wong," Cassie said darkly.
"I's this sone trick of Visser Three's?"

| ess-than This is not Yeerk

technol ogy, | can tell you

teagreater-than Ax said. less-than This is far
beyond them Far be

yond us Andalites, as well. greater-than

VWHAT? HUM LI TY? FROM AN ANDALI| TE?

"Yaaahhh!" Marco screaned.

The voi ce cane from everywhere at once. And
fromnowhere. It wasn't a voice, not really. It
wasn't even thought-speak. It was |ike an idea
that sinmply popped into your head. The words expl oded
i ke bursting ball oons inside your own

t hought s.

| spun around, |ooking for the source, ready to fight
i f necessary.

NO, RACHEL. THERE | S NO THREAT

"I't knows your nane!" Tobias hissed.

| glanced at Ax. He had gone rigid. He

wasn't frozen like all the world around us, he was
afraid.

He was shaki ng.

AXI M LI . - ESGARROUTH- | STHI LL HAS BEGUN

TO GUESS

VHAT | AM

| ess-than Ellim stffgreater-than Ax said.

DO NOT BE AFRAID. | WLL

APPEAR | N A PHYSI CAL

FORM YOU CAN UNDERSTAND.

The air directly in front of ne

no, not in

front, behind. Beside. Around. | can't explain it.
The air just opened up. As if there were a door in
not hi ngness. As if air were solid and

it is just

i mpossi bl e to expl ain.

The air opened. He appeared.

He was humanoid. Two arms, two legs, a

head where a human head woul d be.

H s skin was glowing blue, as if he were a lightbulb
t hat had been painted over so that |ight

still shone fromhim
He seened like an old nan, but with a force of energy
that was definitely not frail. H's hair

was |long and white. His ears were swept up into points.
H s eyes were black holes that seened to

be full of stars.

"I aman Ellimst," he said, speaking with an

actual voice, "as your Andalite friend guessed."

Ax was shaking so badly he | ooked |ike he

m ght fall down.



"Be at peace, Andalite,"” the Ellimst said.
"Look at your human friends. They do not fear
ne.
| ess-than They don't know what you areeagreater-than
Ax managed

to say.

The Ellimst smled. "Neither do you. Al you

know are the fairy stories your people tell to chi
dren.™

"Well, how about if sonmeone tells us who and

what you are?" | said. | was not in the best nood
ever. It was extrenely bizarre and unnerving to

be surrounded by human-Controllers,

Hork-Bajir,

and Taxxons, in the very heart of the eneny's
stronghol d. They were all frozen, but that could

change.
To be honest, | was scared. And when |'m
scared, | get nad.

The Ellimst |ooked at nme. "You cannot begin

to understand what | am"

| ess-than They are all-powerful eagreater-than Ax
said sinply.

| ess-than They can cross a mllion

light-years in a single instant. They can nake
entire worlds di sappear

They can stop tinme itself. greater-than

"This one doesn't |ook all that powerful,"

Mar cosd skeptically.

| ess-than Don't be a fool eagreater-than Ax
snapped. | ess-than That's not

his body. He has no body. He is

ever ywhere

at once. Inside your head. Inside this planet.
Inside the fabric of space and tine. greater-than
"So why are you here?" Jake asked the Ellim

ist. "Wiay all of this? Wiy did you bring Tobias
her e?"

"Cbvi ously, you saw right through our norphs,"”
Marco said. "You knew who we were

You even know our nanmes. You brought us al

here together. Wy?"

"Because you nust decide," the Ellimst said.
"Deci de what?" | denanded.

"The fate of your race,” the Ellimst said.

"The fate of the human race."

That's all?" Marco asked. "Just the fate of

t he human race? Don't you have sonethi ng nore
chal | engi ng for us?"

But the Ellim st wasn't paying attention to
Marco. "We do not interfere in the private
affairs of other beings,"” he said. "But when they are in
danger of becoming extinct, we step in to save a
few nmenbers. W love life. Al life, but
especially sentient life forms, |ike Hono

sapi ens. Your species. This is a very beautifu
pl anet. A price

I ess work of art."

"You' ve obvi ously never seen our school,"”



Marco said, still giddily trying to joke.

Suddenly, without warning, the Ellinmst did it
agai n. He opened space.

W were no |longer standing in the Yeerk pool. W were
no | onger underground at all

W were underwater.

Deep underwater. But the water did not seem

to touch ny skin. And when | breathed, there

was air. Still, I felt fear tingle the back of ny
neck.

W stood

nme, Cassie, Jake, Marco, Ax, and

Tobias . . . Tobias, in his own

human body

in

the middl e of an ocean. Suspended in the water, but
dry. The Ellini st could no | onger be seen

W were floating above a coral reef. And everything
was novi ng again.

Al'l around us, fish swamby in sw ft-darting
schools. Fish in every color and shape, reflecting
t he dappl ed sunlight from above. Sharks prow ed.
Stingrays seened to fly. Squid pul sated.

Crabs scuttled across fabul ous extrusions

of coral. Tuna as big as sheep drifted past.

Swi ft, grinning dol phins raced by in pursuit of
their

next neal .

LOVELY.

The Ellimst's voice once nore seenmed to grow from
deep within nmy own heart.

LOVELY.

And then, as quickly as we had been plunged into the
ocean, we were drifting above the wavi ng gol den grass
of the African savannah. A pride of lions

| azed in the sun bel ow us, | ooking sleepily
content. W/ debeest and gazelles and

i mpal as

grazed, then broke into wild, springing, bouncing
races that forced you to smle at the sheer energy
of it all.

There were hyenas, rhinos, elephants, giraffes,
cheet ahs, baboons, zebras. Hawks and

eagl es and buzzards wheel ed over head.

LOOK AT X

Then, in an instant, deep jungle. Alithe

jaguar prowl ed while nonkeys chattered in the

tree canopy above. Snhakes as |ong as a person
slithered across tree branches. The air reeked of the
heavy perfume of a million flowers. W heard

t he sounds of frogs, insects, nonkeys, and wld,
scream ng bi rds.

IN ALL THE UNI VERSE, NO GREATER

BEAUTY. | N A THOUSAND, THOUSAND WORLDS

NO GREATER

ART THAN TH.

Then the Ellim st showed us the human race.

W flew, invisible, through the steel-and-gl ass



canyons of New York City.

W drifted above vill ages at the edges of
jungle rivers. W watched a rock concert in
Ri o de Janeiro, and a political

nmeeting in Seoul, and a

soccer gane in Durban, and an open-air narket
in the Philippines.

HUMANS. CRUDE. PRI M TI VE. BUT

CAPABLE OF UN

DERSTANDI NG
Suddenly, all the novenment stopped. W
were staring at a picture. A painting. |1'd seen the

pai nti ng sonewhere before.

It was a wild swirl of color. A painting of

pur

ple flowers. Irises, | think, although I'm no

bi g

expert on flowers. The artist had seen the beauty of
those flowers and captured sonme small bit of it

on canvas.

CAPABLE OF UNDERSTANDI NG

Then, without warning, we were back in the

Yeer k pool .

The i mages were all gone. W were in the

| and of despair once again. Surrounded by frozen

i mges of horror.

The Ellim st

or at least the body he had made for us

to | ook at

r eappear ed.

"That was a nice tour," | said. | was trying to sound
tough. But | felt as if | had been turned

inside out. As if ny mnd had expl oded into a

t housand sparkling pieces. | was overwhel ned.

"But what's it all about?"

"Humans are an endangered speci es. Soon you

wi |l disappear."”

| thought of a couple things to say. But | said nothing.
No one sai d anyt hing.

"The Yeerk race is also sentient,"” the Ellimst

said. "And they are technol ogically nore advanced than
you. They will continue to infest the human race. The
Andalites will try to stop them but they will fail. The
Yeerks will win. And soon,

the only humans left will be what you cal

hurman- Control l ers.”

| had stopped breathing. The way he said

it

it was like you couldn't argue. Like you couldn't say
anyt hi ng. He spoke every word with

utter and conplete certainty.

He wasn't guessing. He

knew.

He knew that we woul d | ose.

C

JL

had been terrified a few noments before,



as the Taxxon prepared to swallow us. | had been
afraid for my own life and the lives of ny friends.
Now, as the Yeerk pool hung suspended in

time, | felt a deeper fear. My head was stil
SW m

mng fromall the inages the Ellin st had shown
us.

"Why cone here just to tell us we're dead neat?"
managed to ask

"W have an offer for you," the Ellimst said.
"You see, we can save a small sanple of the
human race. W have a planet where we would

rel ocate you. You . . . sone nenbers of your
famly. A few others, chosen to get a good
genetic

sampling. As well as a few non-human Earth
species that are of special interest to us."
| was surprised to hear Cassie actually |augh

"He's sone kind of environnentalist," she
sai d.

"That's what he is. W're the spotted ow s.
W're

the rhinos. We're the whal es.

W' re the endan

gered species, and he's the environnentali st
trying to save us."

"W have a planet set aside for you," the El
l[imst said. "It will seemvery nuch |ike Earth.
You would be free to evolve naturally, as your
speci es shoul d."

"This is insane,"” Marco said. "lIt's |like Noah's
ark. The Yeerk flood is conming. Load up the
boat . "

"No," Tobias said, staring at the Ellimst.
"lIt's a zoo. That's what he has for us

a zoo."
The Ellimst said, "W do not inpose our will on
sentient species. The decision is yours. | have

chosen you to deci de, because only you, of all free
humans, know what is happening. You nust decide
to stay on Earth and fight a battle you

are certain to lose. O to |l eave this planet
behi nd and form part of a new col ony of humans."
"How | ong do we have to deci de?" Jake

asked.

"You nust decide now," the Ellimst said.
"What ?" | yelled. "Wat? Wiat are you up

to?

What do you nean, we have to decide

now

Thi s was beyond insane. This was a dream

This couldn't even be real. | was imagining it all

lllf

you deci de the answer is yes, you, and sone of those you
are close to, will be instantly taken to your new

horme. |If the answer is no,



will return everything to the way it was when | in
terrupted time."

"You mean we're back in roach norph headed

down that Taxxon's throat?" | asked.

"Everything as it was," the Ellinm st said. "Qur
purpose is not to interfere.”

| 1 ooked at Tobias. His face showed not hi ng.

Maybe he had forgotten how to show enotion

"And our friend Tobias?" Cassie asked

softly.

hi s

Everyt hi ng as

it was," the Ellim st repeated.

"Ch, that's real fair," Marco said. "You ask us
this just as we're about to be some Taxxon's

[ unch?"

"This is ridiculous," Jake said angrily. "You
can't just tell us we have to nmake a decision like this.
W are not the ones who shoul d be decidi ng

this. I mean, maybe you're trying to do the right thing for
us, but this is nuts."

less-than Ellinmsts are not interested in what is
faireagreater-than Ax said. less-than Ellimsts
give you a choice that is no choice at all. Then
they can claimthat they do

not interfere. They will

pr et end

it was a human

deci si ons

It was hard to argue with Ax's opinion. The
Ellimst had totally rigged this decision. Realizing
that made ne want to resist. The Ellim st

wanted us to say yes. He wanted us to abandon

the fight against the Yeerks.

And yet

a place where we woul d have

peace. A place where the fighting would be over. Were
we could be normal kids. No nore dec

sions. No nore battles.

The Ellimst had said we would be with sone

of the people we were close to. Wo? Wo woul d
be saved?

"I vote no," Tobias said, with sharp, angry

de

fiance. "You're using me. You're using ny
friends" affection for ne as a tool. And |'m not
going for it."

"Let's think this over a little first, Tobias,"

Cassi e pleaded. "I mean, just because we're up
set.
dis.th

decision is for the whole human race. Do you understand
that? He's tal ki ng about

humani ty becom ng

extinct."

"Tobi as, you personally have a lot to | ose,"

jake reminded him "If we say no, you're right

back in your hawk body."

"So we have two votes no, Tobias and Rachel



one vote yes from Cassie," Marco said.

But |

hadn' t

voted. Marco had just assunmed. . . . And he was
right, | realized with a sick churning in ny stomach.
Marco was ri ght

about nme. | had to vote no. If Tobias was

ready to

stay in the fight, with all he had to |ose, |

coul dn't

do | ess.

"What this character wants us to do is run

away," | said. "He wants us to abandon our people and

our planet just to save ourselves and the people we care about
personal ly."

Tobi as met ny gaze. There appeared a faint

flicker of his old, human smile.

| ess-than This is a decision for

humanseagreater-than Ax said. less-than |ike fight

the Yeerks. | follow Prince Jake. But

don't trust this Ellimst, however great his power.
greater-than

"Quys, | know how you feel,'
" but

t hi nk

about this. W nmay not even get out of this Yeerk pool
alive. And if we die, then what

chance do humans have agai nst the Yeerks? And

Cassi e said,

anyway, he says that humans will lose. Isn't

it better to save

sone

humans, rather than | osing

everyone?"

Jake and Marco had still not voted. | noticed that

they were | ooki ng back toward the buil di ng

we had come from And past the building, to what |ooked
like a tall, circular colum rising straight up
to the rock ceiling of the cavern.

The colum was a m x of steel and clear glass.

I nside the colum was a hunan-Controller

seemingly frozen in md-air. She | ooked |ike she
had

been falling down the |ong tube.

O else flying up it.

A dropshaft! W had used one aboard the

Yeerk nother ship. It was a sort of elevator that
wor ked on some invisible force to let you fall safely
fromone | evel to another

But did it go

up,

as well as

down?

That was

t he question. Was the human-Controller in the
shaft fall ing or rising?

Jake cocked an eyebrow at ne. He | ooked

back to the columm, making sure I had noticed

it.

| squinted closely at the frozen Controller

She had shoul der-length hair. If she were falling,



it should have been swept upward. It was down
around her neck.

"M. Ellimst," Marco said, "thanks for your
offer. But | don't think so. | don't think I

want to

be in your zoo. And | don't like being rmuscled like this.
I"'mglad you like Earth, but we'll take

care of it the best way we can."

That made it four against. Me, Marco, Tobi as,

and Ax. | counted Ax, even if he said it

wasn't up

to him

Cassie was alone in leaning in favor of the E
[imst offer.

"You all know | take care of lots of sick
animal s. They are always afraid of me, even though
I

amtrying to help them Are we being brave saying
no? O are we just being foolish, resisting
someone who is trying to save us?"

What she said nade ne think. Wth a shock,
pictured nature filns | had seen.

remenber ed

one that showed environnentalists attenpting to
capture sone tigers. They were trying to nove the
tigers to a gane preserve where they woul d

be safe. Tigers are alnmpst extinct, and the hu
mans were trying to save a few.

But the tigers had resisted. They had grow ed and fought
and avoi ded the capture nets.

Was that us? were we aninmals on the edge of
extinction, resisting the being who'd cone to
save us?

I wondered if | should change ny vote. Save
nmysel f. Save ny famly. Wat would they say, if

t hey

had a vote? My nmon? She woul d never risk

the Iives of her children. She would vote yes.
And nmy dad? If we were all magically

trans

ported to a safe place together, and | had to
expl ain what | had done? That | had voted

to save

all of us and give up the fight? Wiat woul d he
think of that decision?

"You know what bothers nme?" | heard Jake tel

the Ellimst. "You say the human race will |ose
to the Yeerks. But | don't believe you can tell the
future. See, you don't know how we're going

to vote. If you did, you wouldn't bother to be here,
woul d you?" He | ooked around at each of us.

Cassie smled sadly. "If you guys vote
to stay,

I will, too."

Jake reached out and took her hand. "M.
Ellimst, | guess you have your an

hi s

was -- swer."

Instantly, we were back in our roach bodies.



IF YOU LIVE, | WLL ASK ONCE
M
| F YOU LI VE
The red whip of the Taxxon's tongue
hel d ne gl ued down, hel pl ess!
| ess-than Morph! Morph ouffgreater-than
Jake yelled in ny head.
| didn't need to be told tw ce.
Through the fear, | focused ny nmind on ny own
human body. Suddenly all around ne went dark
| ess-than We're inside the
Taxxonffgreater-than | yell ed.
| ess-than Focus on norphingffgreater-than
Jake yelled. |less-than W are busting out of
here. great er-than
A gush of stinging liquid, like a tidal wave,
washed me fromthe sticky tongue. | tunbled blind and
terrified through hot, viscous goo.
But at the sane tine | could feel that | was
growi ng. My roach antennae brushed agai nst sonething very
close to nme. Another cockroach
But bigger than it shoul d have been.
| ess-than Denor phi ngffgreater-than Cassie
yel | ed.
| ess-than Right with yeagreater-than | yelled back
Everything was closing in around ne. The bodies of the
ot hers were shoved agai nst nine as
we all grew out of our roach nmorphs. | felt
t he gut
of the Taxxon spasming as it tried to deal with
this deadly grow ng neal .
My human | ungs were grow ng back, and as they grew
t hey began to need air.
I was suffocating! My body was not as durable
as the roach form
| ess-than Airffgreater-than | heard Marco
cry. less-than like can't breathe. greater-than
| ess-than Just keep norphi ngeagreater-than Jake
said. less-than W'll try
and pop this worm open. greater-than
| ess-than |i ke have ny tail ageagreater-than Ax said.
| ess-than Shoul d
greater-than
| ess-t han YESFFGREATER- THAN Jake sai d.
| ess-than Do xffgreater-than
The darkness around us split open suddenly.
caught a glinpse of Ax's scythe-like Andalite
t ai
slicing the Taxxon open fromthe inside.
Ar!
Ar
rushed in. Stinking, foul, vile air, but
air.
W expl oded fromthe inside of the Taxxon
wrapped in its guts, covered with green-blue
sline.
W were not fully human yet, still some awful rmel ding
of human and bug, but we were finish
i ng our denorphing as fast as we ever had.



Ar!

| sucked it into ny still-formng |ungs.

The Taxxon lay ruined and reeking all around
us. The room full of human-Controllers eating
di nner was no longer frozen by the Ellimst.
Now t hey were frozen by sheer disbelief.

"Let's bail!" | yelled. "Before they can think

about it."

W ran. Slipping and slithering through the Taxxon's
guts, still formng the Iast of our fingers

and toes, we tore out of there.

"CGet them " a human voice yelled. "Get

them you fools, or Visser Three will chew your
bones!"

Suddenly, with a roar, the human-Controllers surged
up out of their chairs.

A Hork-Bajir near the door noved sw ftly

to

cut us off. Ax swung his tail wth

blinding speed. It hit the Hork-Bajir in his
shoul der.

"Head for the dropshaft!"™ Marco cried as he

led the way fromthe room

"Everyone but Ax, if you can norph again, do
it!" Jake yelled as we raced for the dropshaft.
"W need firepower!"

| didn't need to be told. The only one of us

who had any kind of natural ability to fight was

Ax. | was already trying to focus my mnd on the
bear that | had nade a part of ne.

Part of me knew it was foolish. | should

nor ph the el ephant, or a wolf. | knew both

of those nmorphs, | could handle them But | also

knew t he el ephant m ght not fit in the dropshaft.
And | wanted power.

"Whunpf!"

Sonething hit me and | went spraw ing

across the dirt.

A man stood over ne. A grown man! He had

slamed into nme. For sone reason, this outraged ne.
What kind of a creep would hit a girl

hal f his size?

O course | knew the answer. | knew the man

was not really a nman at all, but a

Controller. The

Yeerk in his head didn't know or care about
chivalry.

The man bent over me and began to put his

hands around ny throat.

Suddenl y, he only had one hand.

"Aaarrrgghhh!" he cried, falling back

"Thanks, Ax," | said.

| ess-than W are trappedeagreater-than he said.

| |1 ooked past him The others had all reached

t he dropshaft, a hundred feet away. Between the
two of us and themwas a small arny of human-
Controllers and Hork-Bajir.

As | watched, Marco, and then Cassie, were

swept up the dropshaft. Only Jake was still standing
there. He | ooked back at us with an ex



pression of horror.

"Jake, get QUT of here!"™ | screaned.

"'l

be okay!"

Several of the Controllers began closing in on
Jake. But nost of themonly had eyes for Ax.
They could see that he was an Andalite

the deadly eneny of all Yeerks.
don't know what

they thought | was, still dripping with Taxxon
goo.

Suddenly, a pair of Hork-Bajir warriors

rushed

at us. Their bladed arns slashed the air. They
cane at us like a pair of chainsaws on high
speed.

AX struck!

But the Hork-Bajir were too fast

| ess-than Aaaarrrhhffgreater-than

There was a deep gash down Ax's flank

He struck again and again, his scorpion tail al nost
i nvi sible. The human-Controllers stayed prudently
back, as much afraid of getting sliced and di ced
by the angry Hork-Bajir as by Ax. But

nore Hork-Bajir were rushing up, and Ax was | os

i ng ground.

Then

| realized I was no | onger afraid.

A deep confidence had welled up inside of ne.
Utter confidence. Uter fearl essness.

| realized I was no | onger standing erect. |

was on all fours. Wen | | ooked down

| expected

to see nmy two hands splayed on the dirt. I|nstead
| saw nassive paws.

Coarse, dark brown fur. Black claws, each

li ke

t he point of a pickax.

| had becone the bear. It was

hi s

confi dence |

felt. It was

hi s

total |ack of fear.

I was an animal that had never, in a thousand generations
of grizzly bears, known an instant of

real fear.

Suddenly, | felt a terrible pain in nmy shoul der
One of the Hork-Bajir had slashed ne. | glared
wi t h nearsighted eyes and saw not hing but a tal
bl ur.

| had never norphed the bear before. | had

never learned to control its brain, its instincts.
The bear m nd was focused conpletely on one
basi c fact

it had been chal |l enged.

There was exactly one response to being cha



| enged.

At t ack!

"Grooowwwrrrr!" | roared. | charged the
Hork-Bajir.

He cut nme again. It didn't matter.

barrel ed

into him eight hundred pounds of very angry
grizzly.

The power!

I was a truck doing seventy niles an hour!

I was a tank!

I was the largest carnivore on | and and not hi ng,
NOTHI NG chal | enged ne and survi ved!

| could barely see the Hork-Bajir through the
bear's weak eyes, but | snelled himand felt

hi m

and I swung ny nassive paw and hit himful

in

the chest. | struck himwith a blow that woul d have knocked

a train off its tracks.

The Hork-Bajir went flying.

More cane.

More discovered why part of the Latin nane

for the grizzly species is

horribilis.

| barely renenmber what happened next. |

gave nyself up to the bear's rage. Its anger and
my own becanme one. All the tension within nme, all the
uncertainty, all the doubts were swept away as
gave nyself up to the bear's viol ence.

| remenber that at some point, Jake got into his
tiger norph and joined the fight. And | have flashing
i mges fromny menory of terrible de

struction. O ripping claws and crushing jaws.

But the next thing I clearly remenber is flying
up the long dropshaft, while Jake's voice in

nmy head kept saying, |ess-than Rachel, norph

out. Morph

out. You're out of control! You are OUT of control
Mor phf f great er -t han

I was clawing wildly at the air, trying to kil

the tiger that was suspended above nme in the
dropshaft.

Trying to kill Jake.

| felt as if | had snapped awake from a

dr eam

Slowmy, as we rose toward the surface, |

left the bear and returned to nyself.

| he soaring rush up the dropshaft

seened to

| ast forever.

The dropshaft entered solid rock, and as |

rose, | shed the last of my bear form | felt the
return of ny human reason. But | was still confused
and di sconnected from what was goi ng on

Then, quite suddenly, | was at the top of the
dropshaft. | stepped off onto solid concrete.

The others were all there. Ax was trying to norph into
hi s human body, but he was having trouble. Mor-
phing i s exhausting. Mrphing rapidly from one



formto the next nore than once makes you fee
like you want to just craw in a corner and die.

| knew how he felt. | stunbled from sheer
weariness as | stepped onto the cement floor. It
was dark, with just enough faint |ight to see the
faces around ne.

"Careful ," Cassie said, taking my arm

"We're

okay. W're safe. W're in the base of the

wat er

tower behind the school ."

"CGotta get out of here. Yeerks will be watch
ing."

"Yeah, they were," Marco said. He

jerked his head over to the corner where two human-
Controllers lay unconscious.

"Let's get out of here," Jake said. "You okay,
Rachel ?"

"Yeah. Tired is all.

| never norphed the

bear before. Didn't have tine to get control
Sorry."

"It's okay, Rachel. That grizzly got us al

out of there. But get sone rest, huh?"

"Yeah. Rest would be nice."

Sonehow | nade it home. | crawied into ny

bed and fell instantly asleep

| didn't wake up till the next norning when
my alarmwent off. | was groggy, barely able
to read the nunbers on ny cl ock

"Rachel ? Are you up?' mnmy nmom call ed

t hr ough t he door.

"Yeah. Yeah, |I'mup," | said.

I crawl ed out of bed and staggered toward the
bat hroom Jordan was in the bathroomwe share
| went out into the hall toward nmy nother's bath
room

She was already up and dressed in a tan

busi

ness suit. She was adjusting her nylons. "You
don't | ook too good," she said, giving ne a
si de

ways | ook.

"Uh," | said. "Can | use your shower?"
"You're wearing the clothes you cane hone in | ast
ni ght," she said accusingly. "You cane
wandering in at nine-thirty, barefoot and wearing your
| eotard. That's what you're still wearing."

| stared stupidly down at nyself. Yes, | was
wearing ny norphing outfit. "Urn

my, urn, |

left ny shoes over at Cassie's. | was show ng

her some gymmastics stuff. Can | use your shower

or

not ?"

"Comi ng hone barefoot and falling asleep w thout even
havi ng di nner," ny nom said, and

shook her head. "Rachel, if you are having sone



probl ems or something, | want you to talk to ne."
| did the wong thing: | suddenly burst out
| aughi ng. "Problems? No, why would |I have any

probl ems?" | giggled, and wi ped the sleep

from

nmy eyes, and giggled some nore.

My nom sighed. "I have an early court ap

pearance this nmorning," she said. "The Hallinan
case. But | want you to stay hone tonight. | think
you and | need to have a little talk. | know your

father has thrown a big probleminto your lap. |
know this decision is very difficult for you."
"Can | use your shower or not?" | sighed, no

| onger giggling.

"Go ahead. Make sure Sara gets on the bus
okay."

| closed the bathroom door behind ne and

fled to the sanctuary of steam ng hot water

It started coming back to me then. Al of it.
Expl odi ng out of the Taxxon's stomach. The El -
limst's offer. The sight of Tobias, back for
too brief atine in his ow body. Human again.
And the battle

a ranpagi ng, enraged
bear. A bear that was ne.

| shuddered. | was running out of hot water
"Rachel ? What did you do, fall in?" It was
Jor

dan, outside the bathroom door

"Jordan? Make sure Sara gets off

to school

okay?" | called out. "I"'mrunning a little
late. You

go ahead, too."

| skipped school that day for the first time in

my life. I lay around the house and watched day
time trash TV. | flipped channel s back and
forth,

bet ween one bunch of nessed-up peopl e and anot her bunch of
even nore nessed-up peopl e.

It was nice, watching other people with prob

lens. Their problenms all seemed easy conpared

to m ne.

But over the electronic pictures of angry

peopl e and pl acati ng hosts, other inages appeared. A
Taxxon, split open like a torn bag of

gar bage. The frozen, silent screans of

i nvoluntary hosts in their cages.

And through all the television noise, |I could still hear
other voices. The Ellimst's voice in ny

head.

W can save a small sanple of the human

race.

And Jake's voi ce.

You are out of control

And ny father.

To another city. Another state.

| tried not to even think about everything that

had happened the day before. | nmean, it was so



ridiculous. | lived in tw conpletely different
wor | ds.

One world was filled by my famly, school
gymmastics cl asses, shopping, listening to nu
sic, watching TV . . disnormal stuff.

But then | had this whole other life. Alife where
I wasn't just Jordan and Sara's big sister

and ny noms first child, and a teacher's pet,

and a gymastics student who was weak on the

bal ance beam

In ny other life | was

a warrior. | risked

my life. | fought in deadly nightmare battles
against terrible odds. | becane so much nore

than just a kid.

Noon rolled around and | nade nyself a

grilled cheese sandwich. | turned on the TV in
the kitchen while | cooked. And there was ny
dad on the noon news. He was doing a renote

a story fromoutside the studio. Some stupid event
at the convention center

I muted the sound and just watched the pic
ture. I threw ny sandwich in the trash

"What am | supposed to do?!" | yelled
suddenl y, shocking nyself. "Wat am | supposed
to

do!"

My voi ce sounded flat and dead in the silence

of the kitchen. | felt foolish. It wasn't |ike ne
to

get all enotional
| stood there, just staring at the cupboards.
The Ellimst. . . the bear

my father. . . . \Wat

was | supposed to do? Leave nmy nmom and sisters?

Leave ny dad? Leave ny friends? Leave the

whol e nessed-up pl anet ?

| inmagined going to see ny father down at the
convention center. "Dad? | have this problem" And he
woul d put his armaround ne and fl uff

nmy hair the way he always did and say,

" Cone

on, kid. Don't be so serious."

| turned the TV sound back on. My dad was

grinning at something. He was doing sonme chatter with the
anchor peopl e back at the station

be | eaving us soon, and we're all sorry

to hear that. But | knowit will be a great opportu
nity for you."

"Yes, it will," my father said. "Although I will
really mss all the

hi s
| snapped off the TV set. | felt sick
i nside. Like I had swall owed broken gl ass.
| needed to get out of the house. | needed to stop



t hi nki ng.
| went upstairs and opened ny bedroom wi n dow.
Several mnutes later, a large bald eagle

flew fromm w ndow and soared high into the sky.

Ve

all hooked up later that afternoon at

Cassie's barn

I nside her barn there are rows of cages in al

shapes and sizes, nostly full. Birds

are in one area, with mammal s separated fromthemby a
partition wall. | guess it nakes the birds

ner vous

to be in the sanme roomw th foxes and raccoons.
Nervous birds hurt thensel ves, bangi ng around

t he cages.

When | showed up at the neeting bare

foot and in ny norphing outfit, everyone inmmedi ately
knew | hadn't exactly taken the bus to get

there.

Jake and Marco were lolling on bal es of hay.
Tobi as was perched on a cross beama few feet

over our heads. | felt a stab of pain, seeing

hi mthat way again.

Ax did not come to these neetings, usually.

He woul d have had to assune his human norph, and he
preferred to remain in Andalite form as

much as possi bl e.

"Hi, Rachel,"” Marco said, |ooking anused

but also alittle wary. "Wat have you been up to?
O maybe | shoul d ask, what have you

been!"

Cassi e was busy changi ng the bandage on the

wi ng of a sad-|ooking kestrel

"Hey, Rachel," Cassie said.

"Gve me a hand here, will you? | didn't see you
at school today."

I went and held the struggling bird as well as
could. Kestrels are small falcons. This kestrel
tried to take a bite out of ne, but he was too
weak to do any danmge.

"I felt kind of sick this norning," | told

Cassie. "So | stayed hone."

"But you felt better this afternoon, huh?"

Jake said. "So nuch better that you deci ded

to norph? How did you get here, just out of curios

ity?"
Cassi e was done and took the kestrel from
me. | turned to | ook Jake in the eye. "I

flew Is that okay with you?"
He gl anced at Cassie. Then at Marco. "That

bear you norphed yesterday . . . you went to The
Gardens and acquired that all on your own, didn't
you?"

"No," | said, "I met that bear at the mall."
"Ckay, " Jake said. "And today you ditch

school and end up morphing . . . whatever you

nor phed. "

| ess-than An eagl eeagreater-than Tobi as said.
| ess-than |ike saw a bal d eagle

riding the thermals this afternoon. | should have guessed.



was up for too long, acting like a buz

zard. A real eagle would have perched after a
whil e. greater-than

"It's so nice knowing |I have privacy," | said
sarcastically.

| ess-than That was about nooneagreater-than Tobi as
said. less-than If you

cane here in eagle norph, that would be nore than two
hours. You nust have denor phed, then

nor phed again. greater-than

Jake | ooked at ne sharply. "You spent the

whol e afternoon in norph?"

"Yes,

Mot her, "

| said.

Jake junped up and stood right in front of

me, his face just inches fromnine. "Don't give
me your sarcasm Rachel. You are acting really
wei rd. That's everyone's business, because if you
do something stupid, we could all end up paying
the price. You go and acquire a grizzly? Wthout
backup? You coul d have been killed."

"So what?" | shot back. "You heard the El-

[imst. We're doomed. It's going to be

Yeer ks

one, humans zero. W |ose. So who cares about
anyt hi ng? Who cares if | skip school to go

flying?"

Suddenl y Jake just sagged. "I don't know,

Rachel . | don't have any answers. |'msick

of try

ing to have answers. You decide. | don't want

to argue with you. | don't know what your problem
is, but you know what ?

You deal

withit."

|'ve never seen Jake | ook so tired. One

m nute he was being strong, sensible Jake, |eader of the
Ani norphs. And the next mnute he | ooked

exhausted. H s eyes were red. He was blinking
constantly. He | ooked |ike he was worn out just

from breat hi ng.

"My dad wants nme to nove out of state with

him" | said.

Everyone just kind of stared at me. They al

had bl ank, tired eyes, not nuch different from

Jake' s.

"What are you going to do?" Cassie asked.

| threw up ny hands. "How can | even

t hi nk about sonething that uninportant? | nean, |ike
we don't have bigger things to worry about? The fate of
pl anet Earth and the human race?"

"Different things bother different people,"”

Cassie said. "I know how you feel about your
dad. "

"He's a jerk for dunmping this on ne!" | said
loudly. "I nmean . . . you know

I mean. "

It was weird. Al of a sudden | felt like | was



choking. Like | was ready to explode. Like ny
brai n was spinning out of control

"It's like . . . what am| supposed to do?!"
yel l ed. "After what happened last night. . . after
all that, | have to decide who | want to hurt

my mom or ny dad? And you guys? And

hi s

"Come on, Rachel," Marco said kindly. "Take
it easy. Cone on, you're

Xena

"NO No, I'mnot some stupid TV character

" mnot some com c book, Marco. |'m scared,

okay?! Just like all the rest of you. |I'm scared of
what al nost happened to me last night. I'm

scared just knowing that place exists down there. |I'm
scared about what happens to

ne.

| just

wanted to run away but | didn't think I could, so

| was brave because that's the way |'m supposed

to be. But now everyone's going, "Oh,

just conme live with me and we'll go to ball ganes,"
and "Hey, forget nmoving to another state, we have a
whol e ot her planet for you." And the nore exits
see, the nore scared | get, all

ri ght?"
For a long time no one said anyt hing.
Marco sighed heavily. "I1've been thinking. |'m

changing ny vote. If the Ellim st asks again,
I'm

going to vote yes."

"What ?"

Jake demanded. "Why?"

Marco shrugged. "Rachel's losing it. If she
loses it, howlong are the rest of us going
to

| ast ?"
"Shut up, Marco, I'mnot in the nood for your
j okes," | said.

"Me neither,” Marco said flatly. "You know
how much sleep | got |ast night? About an hour

Ni ghtmares. | was a zonbie in school today. |
feel like . . . like my skin has all been rubbed
wi th sandpaper. I'mjunpy. |I'mscared. |I'm
stressed. "

"I't's gonna happen," Jake said.

"This was always insane, right fromthe

start,"” Marco said. "A handful of kids fighting an
alien invasion? Look what's happeni ng. Tobi as
is

trapped in a norph. Rachel is starting to use
nor phing to get away from her problens. The
other night I woke up in bed, and I didn't know
what

I was. | didn't know if | had hands or fins

or



claws or talons. Maybe you and Cassie are
im

mune, Jake. But | doubt it."

"W can't give up," Jake argued

st ubbornly.

"All we ever do is |lose,"” Marco said. "W
an

noy the Yeerks. Maybe we bl ow up a ship, or
have

sone |little success. But the invasion marches

on. And all we ever do is barely escape with our
lives. W're |ike sone baseball team that never

wi ns a ganme. And now, according to the Ellim st

we know it's going to be a whol e | osing season.

W aren't going to the play-offs."

"I don't care," Jake said. "lI'mnot giving

up. "

"Jake," Cassie said. "See this?" She held

up

her left armand pointed to a scar above her
wist. "I got this froma raccoon. The raccoon
had been caught in a trap. Its |eg was broken

| was trying to free it so | could save it. It bit
ne."

"We're not raccoons," Jake said.

"Aren't we? Conpared to the Ellinist?" Cassie
said. "lsn't it just possible he's right?

That what he's trying to do is save at |east a part
of the human race? That he's just trying

to get us

out of the trap and

fix

our broken bones?"
"Cassie's right,"

Marco said. "If the

Ellimst
wanted to hurt us, he could just destroy us. You know it
as well as | do. Fine. I"'mgoing to let him

get ny leg out of the trap. But | have some conditions
first. There are some people going with me. But if the
Ellim st can save those peopl e al ong

with me, then | have to say yes."

Marco | ooked at nme. Then Jake and Cassi e and

Tobias all |ooked at nme. The vote was now

two against two. | was the deciding vote.

It would nean no nore battles. It would nean

t hat somewhere, wherever the Ellinmst took us, there would be
no job in another state, for ny

dad. There would be no nore painful decisions for ne
to nmake,

| opened ny nmouth. | started to speak

| PROM SED | WOULD ASK YOU AGAI N.

"Uh-oh," Marco said

| WLL SHOW YOU WHAT YOU NEED

TO UNDERSTAND.

X WLL SHOW YOU WHAT YOU NEED TO UNDER

STAND.

In an instant, we were gone fromthe barn

The five of us and Ax stood side by side in the

m ddl e of an enpty field of scruffy, unkenpt

grass. There was a long, |ow, tunbledown build



ing a hundred yards away.

The Ellim st was nowhere to be seen. W were
the only people around: five hunans and one
An-dalite. Five real hunmans.

"Tobi as!" | said.

"Yeah," he said, |ooking down at his hands.
"This routine again."

Jake | ooked angry. Cassie marvel ed. Marco
tried to smirk nonchal antly, but wasn't succeed
ing. No one | ooked tired anynore.

Ax skittered nervously on his dainty hooves

and stretched his tail, as if preparing to use it.
"The Ellimst again," | said. "Did you guys

hear

hi s

"Yeah, we heard," Jake said. "So we get

anot her chance to change our mnds."

"Where are we?" Cassie wondered. "I

nean,

somet hi ng about this | ooks famliar. But | can't
quite place it."

| had the same feeling. Like this enpty, dusty,
bl asted | andscape was fanmiliar. It was Tobi as who
saw it first.

"The school ," he said.

"What ?" | said. "No way." But he was right.

| ooked again and realized that | knew each of

t hose tunbl ed-down, destroyed buil di ngs.

"Ckay, | don't like this," Marco said. "I

don' t

even halfway like this. | nean, normally |I'm al
for seeing the school blown up, but I

real ly

don' t

like this."

"When did this happen?” | wondered al oud. "I
skip one day and the place burns down?"

"I don't think so," Cassie said in a strange,

di stracted voice. "I don't think this is something
that's happened, past tense. | think we're talking
future tense.”

A

"Or just tense,” Marco muttered.

| 1 ooked over at Cassie, wondering what she

was tal ki ng about. She was staring intently up at the sky
overhead. Then off toward the horizon

"The sky," she said. "Have you ever seen it

that col or before?"

"It does seemslightly yellow sh," Jake

sai d.

"And the air. Doesn't it snell funny? And

| ook, over there. The trees over behind the gym
They' re dying."

"The Ellim st said he would show us sone

thing," | muttered. "So what's he showi ng us?
Ax? You understand any of this?"
| ess-than There is a time distortion. | sense it.

But | don't know what it neans. greater-than
"It's the future,"” Cassie said.



A chill crawled up ny spine. | wanted to think
Cassie was losing it. But | sensed the truth of
what she sai d.

"Ckaaaaay," Marco said. "So, what are we
supposed to do now? Stand around here until the
Ellimst comes back for us?"

Jake shrugged. "I guess we | ook around. The
mall's just a quarter nmile or so. It should be
open. "

So we wal ked. Across the scruffy field. Be
neath a sky that seemed to add yellow to blue and
make patches and wi sps of green, unlike any
sky | had ever seen. W passed the school and
I
| ooked norbidly through the blast holes to see if
we coul d recogni ze anyt hi ng.
"YAAAAHHH " Marco yel | ed.
He reel ed back fromone of the dark holes. | ran
to look inside. It was a classroom There was
a skeleton lying crunpled across the teacher's
desk.
"Ch, nmy Cod," Cassie whispered. "The body
was just left here."
"That's Pal oma's classroom"” | said.
"Hi story class."
It took a few seconds for the significance of that
to sink in. The body had been left there to
rot. It nmust have taken years for it to be reduced
to not hing but bones.
"Cassie's right. W're in the future," Mrco
said. "But that's inpossible."
| ess-than | npossi bl e for hunmanseagreater-than Ax
said. |l ess-than But not inpossible for
Ellimsts. greater-than
"Ch, | get it," | said angrily. "It's a
little les
son. The Ellim st is showi ng us what happens in the
future. How cute. How cl ever. But how do we
know this is really the future, and not just sone
little show he's putting on?"
"Let's try the mall," Jake said. "Although
don't have a good feeling about this."
W | eft the school behind us. | tried not to think about
who that skel eton m ght have been.
Sone teacher? Sonme student? Some person who
just happened to be in the wong place at the
wrong time?
"Maybe we can check the bookstore at the
mal | ," Marco said. "Find a
VWorld Al manac
for
what ever year this is. See who won all the Super
Bow s. Then when we go back to our own tine,
we can bet on the games. Make a fortune."
| forced a laugh that came out |ike a grunt.
W needed to keep our spirits up. Marco was try
i ng.
W reached the highway. Eight |anes of con
crete, dead silent. Not a car. Not a
truck. Enpty.



On the far side of the highway was a rusted
wreck of a car. Bony white hands clutched the
steering wheel. W stayed away fromit.

| saw sonething that gleaned brightly, off to the east.

seened to run in a straight line fromthe far horizon
to a point much closer. | squinted

to see what it was.

"Too bad we don't have your hawk eyes now, "

| whi spered to Tobi as.

"It's a tube, | think. Like a long, |ong

gl ass

tube. There! Sonething is noving down it."
less-than It is a conveyance of sone

ki ndeagreater-than Ax said. He had turned al

four of his eyes toward it. less-than It

seens to be a glass tube that goes on for nmany
mles. Inside it are fast-noving platforns, |ike
your trains. Only faster. They are goi ng perhaps
three hundred or nore of your miles per hour
greater-than

"They're everyone's miles,"” Marco said.

"You're on Earth, Ax. W all have the sane
mles."

| ess-than What about nations that use

kil omet er s8greater-than Ax asked smugly.

| ess-than See? | am | earni ngs

"Some kind of very high-speed train system" Jake
said. "That's why no one is on the highway."
"The question is, who built the systen?" |

poi nted out.

A few minutes later, we reached the mall. But it
had changed. It had changed quite a bit.

"Ch, man," Marco said. "Look at that! On,

man. "

The mall was still standing. Even the sign

that said "Sears" could still be seen. But hol es,

perfectly round and about six feet across, had

been drilled into the sides of the four big depart
ment stores. There were six or eight holes in the
Penney's. The same with Sears. And fromthe

hol es emerged Taxxons.

They crawl ed in and out of the holes. They slithered

down to the ground and up to the roof. Some were carrying

boxes from a squat, bul ky spacecraft that sat

in the parking lot. They were

unloading it like a truck, carrying silvery pack
ages in through several of the holes.

"It's a hive," Cassie said. "It's like a

beehi ve.

O an ant colony. They've taken it over. The

mal |

is a Taxxon hive."

"T

| he future the way it will be if the Yeerks
win, " | said. "Taxxons using the mall for a

hi ve. |

guess that nmeans | can forget about any good sal es
t oday. "

| wanted to sound tough. Like I wasn't im
pressed. But that was a lie. Wrns |arger than a



grown man were crawl i ng through holes in the

mal | . Skel etons | ay across desks in the
shattered ruins of our school, and clutched the wheels
of

rusted cars.

The air felt strange. The sky was no | onger the

sky of Earth. The trees were dying.

As we circled around the mall, we could see that the
tube train made a stop there. The gl ass

tube was rai sed above the ground about twenty

feet, like the nonorail at Disneyworld. But there
did not seemto be enough supports to hold it up

It was as if it were just hanging there.

Qutside the mall, a dropshaft rose

up to the tube. A Taxxon entered the shaft and

swept up to a platformthat bulged fromthe side of the
t ube.

"Let's stay clear of any Taxxons,"

Tobi as sai d.

But Marco shook his head. "Why? Don't you

see? The Yeerks have won. So any humans are
human-Control | ers. The Taxxons woul d just assune

we were human-Controllers.”

"I guess you're right," Tobias agreed.

"Yeah.

So we can go anywhere. Besides, | don't think the

Ellimst brought us here to see us get killed."

| relaxed a little, realizing they were right. But still, there
was a deeply disturbing feeling about

all of it.

| ess-than like will norph into human forneagreater-than

Ax said.

| ess-than The Yeerks may be accustoned

to human-Controllers. But they will not have seen any

Andal ite-Controll ers except for Visser Three.
greater-than

"Are you so sure?" Marco asked. "Maybe in
the future the Andalites | ose to the Yeerks,

too."

| ess-than Nevereagreater-than Ax snapped
angrily.

He began to slowy nelt into human shape.
"Let's hop the train," | said. "See where it
goes. "

"Excuse me?" Marco | aughed. "dinb aboard

the Yeerk version of Antrak?"

| shrugged. "You said it, Marco. They'll think
we're Controllers. And in any case, the

Ellimst
didn't bring us here to get us killed."
"It is sad about the mall," Ax said, now nostly

human. "They had excellent foods for tasting.
Tay-sting. Tasting. The Ellinist showed us rmuch of
what was excellent in your species and your planet.
But he did not nmention the sense of taste. G nnanon
buns. Buns. Bunzuh.

And chocol ate, too."

"Yeah, we have to save any species that can

i nvent the warm ci nnanon bun," | said. "Cone

on, let's try this."



It only took a couple mnutes to walk to the
dropshaft. As we neared it, a Taxxon slithered

up alongside us. He was racing to get ahead, like a
rushing commuter. But aside fromthat, he paid

us no mnd.

"You think the Yeerks have a rush hour?"

Marco nmuttered under his breath.

"Quiet," Jake snapped. "W're

Controllers

now, not nornal humans."

The Taxxon reached the dropshaft ahead of

us. He stepped in through the | arge opening and was i medi ately
swept up onto the platform

over head.

W all hesitated to follow him So | stepped
forward. Seconds later | was on the platform wth the
others right behind ne.

W were twenty feet up, and I could see in al
directions.

| nudged Tobias. A small Yeerk pool had

been

built on the roof of the mall. Ri ght over the place
where the food court had been. It was a shall ow,
sludgy pool. Half a dozen Taxxons | ounged

around it, alnpst as if they were sunbat hi ng.

There were no cages at this Yeerk pool. Taxxons

are all voluntary hosts. Another reason

not tolike them At |east the Hork-Bajir had re
sisted the Yeerks.

Suddenly, in a rush of wind, a platformcane

down the glass tube like a bullet.

It stopped in front of us and the Taxxon

qui ckly slithered aboard. W foll owed.

It was not a closed car like a train. It was just a
clear platform open at the front end and the

back. There were maybe twenty standard seats, half
occupi ed by human-Controllers. Toward the

back was an open area where the Taxxon went. At

the front were several larger chairs. Mich larger, and
made of steel with no paddi ng.

Those had to be for Hork-Bajir. Space for about
four Hork-Bajir, maybe two or three

Taxxons, and seats for twenty or nore humans.

So there were far nore humans around than

ei t her Taxxons or Hork-Bajir, | concl uded.

Ve

woul d not | ook out of place.

The train launched like a bullet down the

gl ass tunnel. But there was no lurch. And no
rushing wind. We just blew along at a speed that
boggl ed the ni nd.

The trip fromthe suburban mall to downtown usually
took half an hour by bus. W made the

trip in about a mnute and a hal f.

Jake gave nme a | ook. W were getting off here.

We rose and left the train.

"Fast," Marcosd.

"Beats the bus," | agreed.

It was beyond strange, wal king the streets of downtown.
Entire skyscrapers were sinply gone.



O hers now had wornhol es for the Taxxons. |

| ooked up thirty stories and saw Taxxons

craw i ng

up the sides of a building that used to be the
headquarters for a bank

The tallest building in town was the EGS

Tower. It was sixty stories tall. It still stood,
al nost intact. But for some reason the top two
floors had been sheared away, then covered wth

a gl ass done.

Pal e sunlight sparkled off the done. It was a
nost |ike a beacon

Humans and Hork-Bajir wal ked the street,

side by side. But not in |large nunbers. In fact,
the entire city seemed far enptier than it should
have been.

We turned a corner and froze.

"That's where the City Arena should be," |

said. "lIt's where we saw the circus."

"The Arena. That big department store. That buil ding
that used to have the tall antennae on top. They're
all gone," Marco said. "J.

gone. "
In their place was a Yeerk pool
A pool of shocking size. It was a small | ake,

really. You could have ridden around on it in a
not or boat and not | ooked out of place.

It was three tinmes as wide as a football field

is long. Maybe four tinmes as wide. And al

around it

were cages, just |like the underground Yeerk poo
we knew too wel .

But there was a difference here. The humans and
Hork-Bajir in these cages no |longer called for
hel p. They cried, they sobbed, or nore often they just
stared blankly into space. But they did not

call for help.

They knew there was no hel p com ng. They knew t hat
hope was dead.

W just stared, the six of us. Just stared enp
tily.

A human- Control |l er brushed past us, jostling

nme as she went.

"Excuse

me, "

| said in a sarcastic voice. A

m stake. | knew it was a m stake as soon as
t he

two little words were out of my nouth.
The wonman stopped. She cane back toward

us.
"What did you say?" she demanded.
"Not hing," | said.

But she kept staring at me through narrowed eyes.
"What is your nane?"

| knew that answering "Rachel" was not going

to work. She wanted ny Yeerk nane. | tensed up
ready for a fight.

"Her nane is not your concern,"” Tobias said.

The wonman sneered. "Ch? And why is that?



You are spies, that's what you are. Spies!”

"Her nane is not your concern," Tobias re

peat ed.

"His

nane is your concern." He jerked his thunb at Ax.
"Because his nane

is

Vi sser Three."

"V

i sser Three?" the woman repeated skepti
cal ly.

It took me a few seconds to track. \Wat was
Tobi as tal ki ng about? Why was he sayi ng Ax was
Vi sser Three?

Fortunately, Ax caught on nore quickly. He

i medi ately began to denorph and return to An-
dalite form And as soon as the Andalite stalk
eyes appeared, the woman began to trenble.

" But

but

you said Visser

Thr ee.

Only Visser

e

has an Andalite host body!"

Great. Visser Three had been pronoted
"Yeah," | said to the wonan. "But he was

Vi sser Three back in the old days. Back when
we

were all friends. Conrades in arns."
"

we

no one told us you were visiting Earth, Visser," the
woman babbl ed.

She was clearly terrified. Qoviously Visser

Three's reputation had not softened any over the
years.

Ax had regained his full Andalite form And the
various Controllers on the street were staring in a
m xture of fascination and fear

"I'f 1 had known

t he woman noaned. "I woul d never

Ax waved his hand dism ssively. |ess-than

Si |l ence

You are right to remain vigilant. If you had not been
vigilant | would have destroyed you for be

ing a careless fool. Now get out of here.greater-than
"Yes, ny Visser! Yes!" The wonan t ook

of f.

Fast .

Whi ch | eft us standing around in the street,

gaping at the Yeerk pool. And a |ot of

Controllers



gapi ng at us.

"This isn't good," Marco said. "Wrd is going

to travel very fast that Visser Three is here. And
someone is going to realize the truth.”

" So what

now?"

Jake wondered. "How | ong does the Ellim st

want to | eave us here?"

"Until we are convinced he's right," Tobias

sai d.

"There nust be something nore he wants us

to see," Cassiesd.

| glanced at Cassie. She | ooked puzzl ed.

I

guess | expected her to | ook Iike, "See, |

told you

so, here's the future." But she seened troubl ed. Like
she couldn't make sense of sonething that

was bot hering her.

"What ?" | asked her.

She shrugged. "Just a feeling. There's sonething deeper
goi ng on here. Sonething we don't

get."

The Yeerk pool was a busy little place.
Controll ers comng and goi ng. The host bodies were
shoved i nto cages, and dragged back out when it was tine.
There was a steady procession al ong

the six different piers, draining out and taking in
Yeer ks.

Over it all |ooned the EGS Tower, topped off

by the gl ass done.

"Why put a Yeerk pool here?" | wondered

aloud. "I nean, there's all kinds of open areas.
Why go to the trouble of renoving the buildings
that were here? It's not like this is exactly a
scenic |l ocation."

"I wonder what year it is?" Marco said. "Is

this next year? Ten years from now? Twenty?"

| heard a low roar coming fromthe sky. A Yeerk
Bug fighter swooped down low, took a turn

around the EGS Tower, and settled toward the near
side of the Yeerk pool

| don't know why, but | felt drawn to that Bug
fighter. Maybe it was some strange psychic

urging. Maybe it was the Ellimst, naking nme go

cl oser to see what he wanted to show ne.

Wherever the urge cane from | found nysel f
wal ki ng toward the Bug fighter

"Hey!" Jake said. "Wat are you

doi ng?"

"You guys stay back," | said.

"It's okay," Marco said, jerking his thunb at

Ax. "We're with Visser Three here. Excuse

me, | mean Visser One. And congrats on the

big pro

notion, by the way."

Ax stepped out quickly in front of me, swag

gering and acting the role of the great and
terrible Visser.

As we drew closer to the pool, there was a



cromd of Controllers, humans, Hork-Bajir,

Taxxons,

and a few odd species | had never seen. The

crowmd parted very quickly. No one wanted to accidentally
annoy Visser One in any way.

W swaggered up to the Bug fighter like the bosses of
all the world. Then the door of the Bug

fighter opened.

| stopped. Ax stopped as well. The others

crowded behi nd us.

My skin was tingling. My hair felt like it was
standing on end. | knew somet hi ng was about to happen
Sonet hi ng awesone and terrible.

And then, they stepped fromthe Bug fighter.

A hurman and an Andalite.

I knew the Andalite. W had met before.

could feel the dark dread that emanated from

hi m

Vi sser Three. The

rea

Vi sser Three.

Seeing Ax along with Visser Three, the crowd

of Controllers imredi ately knew the difference.

Vi sser Three has an Andalite body, but there

is no

m st aki ng himfor anything other than a creature of
pure evil.

| ess-than Well, well eagreater-than Visser

Three said to the person

with him |ess-than Ri ght on schedul e. Just as you said
it would be. greater-than

| stared at the human. She was a pretty young

wonman, maybe twenty or twenty-two years

ol d.

She had blond hair, cut short. She wore no

makeup. Her cl othes were plain.

| had stopped breathing. My heart had

stopped beating. |I tried to swallow but couldn't.
"Hell o, Rachel,” the worman said to ne.
"Hell o, Rachel,” | replied.

it

was nme. Me, as | would be in the future.

"I knew you were comng," the future Rache

said. "After all, |

was

you. Once | stood right

where you stand now, and | ooked just |ike you | ook now, and saw
nyself as | amtoday."

She sounded perfectly calm But her eyes

flickered quickly to Ax, then back to ne.

Vi sser Three shook his head in anusenent.

less-than I f only I had known fromthe start that you were
humans. For so long | believed you were An-

dalites. Until, at last, we caught you
greater-than

| felt strangely calm | nean, considering
what was happening. | was face-to-face with

Vi sser Three

who was now Vi sser One. | was



face-to-face with ny own future.

"You're a Controller,"” | said to the ol der ne.
"Of course," she said. She smled. A crue
smle, not at all like nme. "W won.

You all led us

on a nice chase, but in the end, we won. This
planet is Yeerk territory. The human race

has achieved its destiny as hosts for the Yeerk
race."

"I'f you know so much, how did we conme to be here? In
the future?" Marco asked.

| ess-than An Ellnriist has brought you

her eeagreater-than Visser

Three said. less-than I n your own tine, you face a
choi ce.

The Ellim st has brought you six humans

you five humans and one Andalite . . . here to show
you a future. To show you
t he

future. Soon he wilt

return you to your own time. greater-than

"What choice did we nake?" | asked.

The ol der Rachel sniled her cruel snmile. "The

ri ght one, obviously. Everything has worked out
perfectly."”

"Yeah?" Jake said defiantly. "Maybe not.

The Ellim st brought us here to help us make a
choice. So what if we go back to our own time and
decide to accept the Ellimst's offer?

Then Rachel won't be around to be turned into a
Con

troller. She'll be with the rest of us on whatever
pl anet the Ellimst takes us to."

| watched closely for any reaction by ny ol der
self. Nothing. Not a flicker. And yet, there was
somet hing. She was trying to hide sonething.

"You know what we decided. But still, here

you are," | said. "So either you' re here to change what
| deci ded. Except

no, then it nght

change all of this. O else you re here because your being
here is what caused ne to decide

what ever | decided."

| ess-than Confusing, isn't x8greater-than Visser
Three sneered. less-than |ike

don't know how the Ellimsts keep it al
straight. greater-than

"Let's | eave," Cassie said suddenly. "I

don' t

like this place, and I don't |ike these two .
creatures.”

"But Cassie, |I'myour best friend," my ol der
sel f said nockingly.

"No, you're not. Maybe Rachel is still alive in
t here somewhere. But what you are is a Yeerk."
Cassie started to turn away. As she did, she
tripped. She fell against nme. Suddenly the ol der
Rachel was there. She grabbed ne and held ny
armsteady so | didn't fall.



But to Ax it nust have | ooked |ike she was
lunging at me. His tail whipped forward in the
bli nk of an eye.

Ax's quivering bl ade was pressed agai nst the

ol der Rachel's throat.

Her eyes went wide with fear. She shot a gl ance
at Visser Three. And to nmy amazenent, Visser
Three seened frozen. He was confused.

H's main eyes narrowed. He | ooked from Ax, to
the ol der Rachel, to ne.

Suddenly | knew. "This wasn't in the script,

was it?" | asked him "This wasn't supposed

to happen. Sonething has changed! It's Ax, isn't
it? You said 'six humans" before. That's what you
expected to find. That's what Rachel told you woul d
happen. But the future has changed, hasn't it?
Sonething is different."

Vi sser Three glared at ne, and now he

dropped the pretense of politeness.

| ess-than Do you know what | did when | finally
caught you and your little band of Aninorphs? Do you know
what | did? | gave each of you to a trusted

| i eutenant.

And once you bel onged to us, once you were

MNE, | killed your bird friend here, and we
roasted his body. greater-than

Vi sser Three | eaned close to nme. |ess-than

He was

tough and stringy, but we added a sauce you humans have.
Bar becue, | believe it's called. And then your
friend Tobi as was delicious. You had a |eg, as
recall. You ate it and | aughed. greater-than

| really wanted to norph right then. | really
wanted to becone the grizzly and tear Visser
Three a few new hol es. But there were hundreds
of Controllers around. And while | was norphing
I woul d be vul nerabl e.

Ax still had his tail blade pressed against the
ol der Rachel's throat. |ess-than He can't

hurt ueagreater-than Ax said. less-than He can't
do a thing to us. If he does, he

woul d change history. He doesn't know how t hat
woul d work out. greater-than

"Good point, Ax," Jake said. He

net ny gaze.

He had a dangerous, angry look in his eyes.

" He
can't hurt us. But the reverse . . . well
his

"Excellent point," | agreed. | focused ny

mnd on the grizzly bear. "So, Visser Three.

You killed nmy friend Tobias and roasted hi mover a
fire. "

| was begi nning to change. So was Jake.

| ess-than |i ke have a hundred Hork-Bajir | can
call ffgreater-than

Vi sser Three said.

"So call them" Marco said. "Maybe one of them
will get careless with a Dracon beam and

kill one of us. How do you suppose that will



change the past? Hard to tell, isn't it?"

G aws had sprouted fromny fingers. Coarse
brown fur was covering nmy body. | could feel the
surge of power as | becane nore bear than hu
nman.

"Visser," the ol der Rachel said tersely. "What
do we do?"

| ess-than We8greater-than Visser Three said.

| ess-than W

do nothing. |

retreat. greater-than

Vi sser Three began backi ng away. But |

wasn' t

about to let himgo. | had him After all the pain he
had caused, | had him After all the danmage

he had done, he was now powerl ess.

A

| did not wait until the last of ny human

features was subrmerged. | was bear enough. |

char ged.

Bears are very large and | ook sort of clunsy.
But they can be very fast.

| ess-than Now, you filth, let's see who eats
who. greater-than

| barreled toward him He turned to run. But
he had turned too |ate.

I hit him Ei ght hundred pounds of fast-
nmovi ng bear hit Visser Three in the flank and
br ought hi m down hard

| drew back one huge claw and swung with al

nmy mght.

My hand sl apped the trunk of a tree. My hu
man hand.

" O "

| was human again. | was in the woods behi nd

Cassie's farm The others were all there as well.
Tobi as, once again a hawk, perched in a branch
over head.

"No! I'msick of this!" I yelled. I
sl anmed t he
tree again in sheer frustration. "I'msick of this!

|

had backsl ash backsl ash backsl ash nore
backsl ash was

Cassi e came over and put her arm around ny

shoul ders. "It doesn't matter. That's a Visser
Three who doesn't exist yet."
"I"'mso sick of this," | said again, alittle

nore softly. "Wat's the point? Wat's the point
i n anything? W know the future now. W know what
happens if we decide to stay and fight."

| felt lost. The last ounce of energy just

seeped away fromne. It was too much. Too

many things to deal with. And what was the point? What did
it even matter what | did?

| flopped down onto the grass and pine
needl e- covered ground, and rested ny head in ny
hands. | was done. Done trying to make sense of

a world where | could be jerked back and forth
like a puppet.



The six of us just lay there on the floor of pine
needl es for a while. Staring. Thinking. Letting it
all sink in.

It was over.

The war was done. And we had | ost.

less-than It could all still be an Ellim st
trickeagreater-than Ax said

hal f heartedly.

"No," | said flatly. "You knowit's not a

trick,

Ax. At least not the way you nean. |If the

Ellimst wanted to force us to do sonething, he has nore
t han enough power."

"We need to think this through," Jake said

wearily.
| shrugged. "You think it through. I'mtired of
thinking: | was just about to vote when the Ellim

i st dragged us off for his little showand-tell. |

was about to be good old Rachel and vote no.

was going to be tough, one nore time. But |'m

A

changing ny vote. I'mnot going to end up as a

Controller. That's not going to happen. Not to

me. |f that nmeans |'mrunni ng away,

too bad. | change ny vote."

You know what? At that nmonment of surrender

| felt good. | wish | could say |I didn't.

But | felt a

wave of relief wash over me. No nmore hard dec

sions. No nmore danger. No nore having to be

br ave.

"That makes it Cassie, Rachel, and nme, in

favor," Marco said. "Three to two, unless Ax

is

voting."

| ess-than like follow Prince Jakeeagreater-than

Ax said.

| ess-than Maybe . . . greater-than Tobias

began. | ess-than Maybe if sone

of the human race survives on sone other planet.
Maybe it will be like when they brought wolves

back to live in the National For

est. | nean, maybe soneday we can return and

take Earth back. greater-than

"Are you changi ng your vote, Tobias?" Jake

asked him

| ess-than Jake, you know | would never run froma
fight. . . . greater-than

W all just sat there, staring at nothing.

Ve

were going to do it. W were going to abandon
the fight. W all knewit.

Jake hung his head. "Ellimst?" he said

softly

to the air, "W have decided. The answer is yes."
The Ellim st had said we would be trans-

ported i nmedi ately, once we decided. | expected
nmy next breath to be drawn on sone distant
pl anet .

But not hi ng happened.



Not hi ng at all

J. can't tell you howweird it was, going

to school the next day. Sitting in class, trying
to pay

attention while nmy teacher, M. Pal oma, tal ked
about what led up to the Second World Var

"Maybe if the United States had been ready

to fight earlier,” she said, "the war woul d have
ended earlier and fewer people would have been
killed. But our country wanted peace."

| just kept |ooking at her and wonderi ng,

Was

t hat your skel eton draped across the desk?

What was the point of going to school ? \Wat

was the point in anything? | had seen the future.
knew how it all turned out. The human race was
done for. Finished. That was where all our [ong
history |led

to a Yeerk pool

"Because we were so devoted to peace, we may have
actually made the war worse," M. Pal oma

droned on. "We'll never know for sure, of

course. You can't really second-guess history."
You can if you're an El | i mst,

| thought.

| f

you're an El | im1/, you can | ook ahead and

see it

all.

"Why not ?"

It was Cassie's voice. | glanced across the
room at her. She had that sane | ook of confusion
I'd seen the day before. The frustrated | ook, |ike she
sensed sonet hing she couldn't quite grasp

yet.

"Why can't you second-guess history? | mean,

if you

coul d

go back and change things so that the U s. was ready
to fight earlier.

Ms. Pal oma sat on the edge of her desk.

"Because events are intertwi ned in ways we cannot always
see, Cassie. Sonetimes small things can nmake

huge differences. You know, they say that a

single butterfly, beating its wings in China, may
affect the way the wind blows here in our country. A
single butterfly beating its wings may nake a tiny
change that becomes a bi gger change t hat

becones a tornado. The world isn't like math. It

isn't just one plus one equals two. It's nore

corn

plicated than that."

And then the oddest thing happened. M.

Pal oma | ooked right at me. Right into ny eyes.

"Much nmore conplicated than that," she said. "A single
butterfly

a single butterfly



a single butterfly.

The hair on the back of my neck was

tingling.

Everyone was | ooking at her |ike she was crazy.
Suddenl y, Ms. Pal ona shook her head, |ike she
was popping out of a trance. She smiled a confused
smle. "Okay, well, anyway, you all have

t he readi ng assi gnnents."

The bell rang and | practically jerked up out
of my seat.

Cassi e threaded her way through the kids who
were rushing out of the room

"Ckay, tell me

t hat

wasn't weird," Cassie

whi sper ed.

"I thought maybe | was imagining it," | said.

"Besi des, who knows what's weird anynore? |'m
sitting there waiting for the

you know
who

to suddenly zap us out of here.”

Cassi e nodded. "So why hasn't he?"

Qut in the fast-nmoving crush of bodies in the hall
we nmade our way to our |ockers.

"I don't know," | said as |I spun my comnbination
lock. "We decided to say yes. We're giving

hi m what he wants."

| popped ny | ocker door open

"Unl ess.

Cassi e sai d.

"Unl ess maybe that wasn't the answer he
wanted,"” | finished her thought.

"But it's nuts," Cassie said, frowning. "Every
thing he did nmade it | ook Iike he wanted us to say
yes. He appears the first tine right as we're
about to be swall owed by a.

She | ooked around to make sure no one could
over hear.

"Just as we were about to be swallowed. | nean,
cone on. Cbviously he nust have figured we'd
want to bail."

"W m ght have," | said. "Except we saw that
dropshaft. So we thought we coul d escape.

O herw se.

| stopped talking. | stared at

Cassie. She stared back

"He

showed

us that dropshaft!" Cassie said.

"Why?" | wondered al oud. "Why? What is he
doing with us? He appears when we're desperate.
He says he doesn't interfere and gives us a



choice. Then he lets us see a way out. What's
that all about?"

"Then he gives us anot her chance. He shows

us the future. He shows us

you,

basically. You in the future. So we

know

for sure that we

nmust have decided to stay and fight. And we
know

we lost. And all of that nmeans we have to

say yes and let himtake us away. So why have
been feeling like | was m ssing something?"
The warning bell for next period rang.

"This is insane, as Marco would say."

Cassi e | aughed. "Yeah. | have gym next pe
riod. At any noment | night suddenly be
swooped away to another planet, but in the
nmeantime | have to go play volleyball."

| watched her wal k away. Then | hurried to ny
next cl ass.

A single butterfly,

| thought.

But howis the butterfly supposed to know
when to beat her wi ngs?

J. was back in the underground Yeerk pool
Trapped. Stuck to the Taxxon's tongue. But not

a cockroach. | was mnyself, in my human body,

only

tiny. Stuck. About to die.

Ax was tal king. |less-than Yeerk pool. It's the
center of

their lives. Alnpbst a religion. greater-than

| squirmed and tried to get away. | tried

to change into sonething else. The bear. | wanted
to become the bear. But | was stuck. Al | could do

was beat ny hel pless butterfly w ngs.

He showed us the dropshaft,

Cassie's voice

murmmured in the back of ny head.

| swirled down dark corridors. | flew

wildly on butterfly wi ngs, always chasing a |ight
that never

drew cl oser and yet never di sappeared.

The Kandrona,

I thought in nmy dream

The

light is the Kandrona.

was The center of their lives. Alnpst a religion.”
| ess-than No, not the Yeerk pool, really. The
Kandr ona.

That is the center for them That is their Iight
greater-than

"He

showed

us the dropshaft,"”

Cassie said

again, only now she was Ms. Pal ona.

My eyes snapped open.



| sat up in ny bed.

I was as awake as |'d ever been. | was el ec
tric!

"Hah HAH'" | yelled in the darkness of ny
room "YES!"

Then | hesitated. Was | nuts? Was | just
desperate? | ran through it all again.

"CGot "eml " | whispered. "Ch, nman, we

got

"eml Cot the disgusting worns!"

| shucked off the T-shirt that | wear to bed,

and quickly slipped into nmy nmorphing outfit.

| threw open the wi ndow. Then | paused. It would
be Saturday norning in a few hours. No

school. But if ny nmom found ne gone, she m ght
worry.

| quickly scribbled a note saying | had gone

for an early-norning run. That | mght go over to
Cassie's afterward.

And then | glanced at the picture on ny desk.

The one of three-year-old nme on the bal ance beam
bei ng held up by ny proud father.

| could not tell the others.

W had al ready deci ded. W were going to say yes to the
Ellimst.

W would let himtake us to a place where there would be
no battles and no need to deci de.

If I told ny friends what | suspected.

| felt the weight come down on ne again. The
wei ght of uncertainty and guilt and fear.

| looked at the picture of nmy dad and snil ed.
"What woul d you think of nme, Dad, if | wal ked
away, when | still had a chance to w n?"

And then | norphed. My arns shrank. My skin
began to flow into patterns of soft feathers
that could ride silently on the night breeze.

In a few nore mnutes, | was ready.
The noon was bright in the sky. Dawn was
still hours away. A perfect night for an ow . But

| paid no attention to the juicy prey bel ow ne as
flew at top speed toward the woods.

| ess-than Tobias! It's nme! Don't panic,

but wake upffgreater-than

| ess-than What the . . . to Didn't | tel

you about zoom

ing up in

greater-than

| ess-than Cone onffgreater-than | yelled.

| ess-than Conme on, where8greater-than

| ess-than Don't argue, just come on. | know you
don't like to fly at night, but just conme on
anywayf f great er -t han

| ess-than Rachel, have you |l ost your m nd? \Were are
we goi ng8gr eat er -t han

| ess-than W're going to be butterflies,

Tobias. We're

going to Cassie's barn, and then we're

goi ng to change history. greater-than



He opened his wings and fl ew al ongside me, just a
few feet away.
| ess-than \What ever you say, Rachel eagreater-than
Tobi as said grunpily. |ess-than But what
makes you think -- greater-than
| ess-than |ike know where it is,
Tobi aseagreater-than | interrupted him
| ess-than Were
what
i s8greater-than
| ess-than Tobias? | know the | ocation of the
Kan- drona. greater-than
*
CHfl-Ft-E
Ckay
, it's three forty-seven in the norning," Marco
said. "And |'m here, thanks to the fact that my dad
is a sound sl eeper who doesn't
noti ce when | wake up screani ng because an owm and a
hawk have just flown through nmy w ndow.
So now maybe you can tell us all
why
we're
her e?"
Everyone was there in Cassie's barn. Jake | ooked
sl eepy but interested. Cassie was using
the tine to check on sone of the sick animals. Ax just
stood to one side, waiting to see what
Jake told himto do. Tobias perched on an over
head beam tired from having flown too mnuch.
W were lit by a single small bulb that never
even touched the shadows in the corners of the
barn. W didn't want to take the chance that
Cassie's parents mght notice a Iight on and
cone to investigate.

"Yes," | answered Marco, "I'Il tell you

why

you're here. | know where the Kandrona is. |

know

where it is."”

That got his attention. But he was still skepti

cal. "What makes you think you know where the Kandrona
is?"

"The Ellimst. He showed us. W all thought

it was unfair when he appeared in the Yeerk pool and
asked us to deci de when we were about to be

eaten, right?"

| ess-than like told you, Ellimsts care nothing about
fairness caret Ax said.

"No. You're wong, Ax. At least this time. The
Ellim st appeared when we were about to be swal | owed
by the Taxxon. But then he showed us

t he dropshaft."

"W saw the dropshaft because it was there," Jake
argued. "It wasn't about himshowing it to us."

"Are you sure?" | asked. "He waited till

we

had wal ked out of the Yeerk lunchroomto ap

pear. He waited till we were standi ng where we were
sure to notice the dropshaft.”



| saw Jake raise an eyebrow t houghtfully.

He

and Marco exchanged a | ook

"What if we're wong about the Ellim st being
unfair? What if Cassie's instinct is right

t hat

he is telling the truth? That he's trying to do
what's right? He tells us that in the future we
| ose

the fight. That the human race is enslaved. That
he has a way to save a small nunber of us

by tak

ing us to a safe place. And it's al

true.”

"If he's telling us the truth, that we lose in
the future, what's this all about?" Mrco asked.
"We've seen that future. Nothing we do will
matter."

| shook ny head. "No. It will matter. If it
didn't matter how we deci ded, why even bot her
to ask us what we wanted to do? See? It does
matter what we do."

"Yes," Marco said. "But the answer is obvious.
W can only change the future by agreeing

to the Ellimst's plan to take us to a safe

pl anet . "

"Yes, that's one way. He offered us that. But
when we finally accepted, he didn't act. He
didn't take us instantly away. Why? Wy, after
we

agreed, did he | eave us here?"

"Because he wanted a different answer,"

Cassi e said, nodding at nme and giving me a w nk.
"That's what's been eating at ne."

"What different answer?" Marco asked.

"He's in a trap," Cassie said. "The

Ellimst is

trapped. He

wants to

save Earth. But he can't interfere directly.
Supposedly all he's allowed to do

is offer to save a small nunber of us. But he

*

knows that won't save Earth. It will save a few
humans, yes, but when he showed us visions of
Earth, he wasn't tal king just about hunmans. He
said Earth was a work of art. He wants to find a
way to save it."

"Wthout interfering directly," | agreed. "But
what if we just happened to see anot her way?
What if the Ellimst showed us the future, trying
to convince us to let himtake us away, and we just
happened to

see a way out ?"

"What way out?" Jake demanded.

"The Kandrona. He |let us see where the Kan-
drona is," | said. "That Yeerk pool downtown,
that's the key. Wiy build a Yeerk poo

downt own? Why | evel so many buil dings to nmake



roomfor it?

Why | eave the EGS Tower still standing? And why
is there a glass done on the top floors of the
EGS? Ax is the one who said it

t he Yeerk pool

is the center of their lives. That Yeerk pool ?
think it's a shrine. Alnbst a holy place to them
It's where they located the first Kandrona to be placed
on planet Earth."

Jake snapped his fingers, "The EGS Tower!"
"That's

what's under that donme on the top floors. The
Kandr ona.

That's

what the Ellim st

wanted us to see. Just the way he let us see the
dropshaft we used to escape. He wasn't
interfering

technically. The choice is still ours."

Marco | aughed out |oud. "You mean maybe

the Ellimst is bending his own rules? So he can
say 'hey, | didn't interfere," but at the

sane tine

he's putting us where we can figure it out? | can't
believe it! The Ellimst is a weasel! He

found a | oophole! | think I |ike that guy."

"But even if you're right about the Kandrona,
Rachel ," Jake argued, "what does it prove?

If we

destroy it, are we sure it will change the

future?”

Cassie | ooked at me and smniled. "Maybe

yes, maybe no," she said. "But things are connected
inmllions of ways. They say a single

butterfly, beating its wings in China, can start a
tornado in

Anerica."”

| ess-than Yeseagreater-than Tobi as said,

| ess-than but how does the butter

fly know when to beat its w ngs8greater-than

"It doesn't,"” | said. "I guess it beats its

wi ngs the best it can, and hopes it will all work out.
It's

a butterfly. It just does what butterflies do."
"And what do

we do, Xena, Warrior Princess?"

Mar co asked nocki ngly, know ng the answer |

woul d gi ve.

"We kick Yeerk butt," | said with a grin.

ft.

t five-ten in the nmorning, the EGS Tower's

wi ndows were al nost all dark. Fromthe deeply
shadowed plaza in front of the building, we could
see a sleepy, unifornmed guard inside the |obby.
"There are dozens of businesses and | aw

firms and stuff in this building," Jake warned.
"Most of them are probably just normal people
Fortunately, at this time of day, alnpbst no one will be



here. But the guard is probably just a nor

mal guy."

"How do we deal with himw thout hurting

hi n?" Cassi e asked.

Suddenl y Tobi as swooped down out of a dark

sky. less-than like can't see anything useful through the
w n

dows up thereeagreater-than he said. |ess-than Too
bad that gl ass

done is still in the future. But | can tell you one
thing. Sonething up there is giving off sone heat. |'m
getting a beautiful updraft fromthe

building itself. greater-than

"Let's do this, already," |I grunbled. | started

nor phing into the bear

"Ckay, but take it easy on any innocent by
standers," Jake said. "Tobias? | know you're
wearing out, but stay up and keep an eye out

whi |l e we norph."

| ess-than No prob, Jake. greater-than He

fl apped his wi ngs and

slowy gained altitude

"These doors will be | ocked," Cassie pointed
out .
"Not for long," | said.

Ax was al ready denorphing, com ng out of his human body
and resum ng his Andalite shape.

Jake's eyes were glittering, his body was

| engt heni ng, and striped orange-and-bl ack fur
was spreading |ike a wave over his skin.

Cassie was already on all fours. Rough gray

fur grew thickly around her shoul ders. Her nouth
bul ged out further and further to forma wolf's
nuzzl e.

| ess-than Hey! A guy's coning up behind
yeagr eat er -t han Tobi as

cal l ed dowmn. less-than like think he's drunk
He's carrying a bottle. If it were daytine, |
coul d read the | abel

He's definitely staggering. greater-than

| ess-than Keep norphi ngeagreater-than Jake said
qui ckly. less-than Cassie? See if you can get
rid of him greater-than

Cassie trotted off, already fully

nor phed. And a second | ater we heard,

"Grrrrr, grrrrrr,

grrr OWWARR! " foll owed by "Woa! No

way! "

and the sound of a crashing bottle and running
feet.

Cassie returned just as we were finishing our
nor phs.

| ess-than He decided to go in a different
direction caret

Cassi e report ed.

| ess-than Okay, so let's go ineagreater-than

| said. | was fully the

grizzly now, and feeling invul nerable.

| ess-than Actually, how about if Marco tries it
first8greater-than



Jake suggest ed.

Wiile the rest of us lurked in the shadows, Marco,
now an extrenely |large, powerful gorilla,

knuckl e-wal ked to the glass door. He stood up

on

his hind |l egs and tapped with one massive finger
on the gl ass.

The guard jerked in his seat. He stood up and
nmoved cautiously closer. Then he drew

hi s gun.

"Hey, get out of here," the guard said.

| ess-than Hi eagreater-than Marco said in

t hought - speak. | ess-than |ike just

cane from a masquerade party, and | was | ook

ing for Visser Three. greater-than

The guard's eyes went wide. "Andalite!" he

hi ssed.

ft

| ess-than Oh, so you

are

a Controller. Good, That makes it so nuch sinpler
greater-than

Wth that, Marco punched straight through the thick gl ass
of the door.

CRASH

H's gorilla fist connected squarely with the
guard's chin. The guard crunpled, still holding
hi s gun.

| ess-than Move, nove, noveffgreater-than

Jake yel | ed.
| barreled into the rest of the glass door. | was
careful, but not too careful. | wasn't very worried

about being hurt. Shattered glass fl ew everywhere.
Cassie, Ax, and Jake | eaped over the

gl ass

shards. Jake raced for the el evator

| ess-than There may be an alarm W have to nove

f ast eagreat er-than Jake said.

| ess-than W'l never fit in one

el evat or eagr eat er-than Marco said.

| ess-than Head for the freight elevator. That'l
hol d

ueagreater-than Jake said. less-than Go for the top
floor. greater-than

Cassie and Ax kept an eye on all activity

on

the ground floor while they waited for the el evator
to cone back down. Jake, Marco, and | had the

nost firepower

so we went in first.

W squeezed our conbined bulk into the one freight
el evator car

not an easy thing to do

but we managed it.

| ess-than Can you press the button? | sure
c'teagreater-than Jake

said. He held up one of his huge paws to show ne.



It wasn't easy. Bear paws aren't exactly

subtle

tools. But after carefully lining up my first claw,
I

hit the top button.

The doors closed and we rose swiftly upward.

There was a safety inspection certificate

mount ed on one wall. | |eaned very close to nmake out
the letters, and read it aloud. |ess-than Says here the
maxi mum |l oad is twenty people. greater-than

| ess-than How many bears, tigers, and
gorillas8greater-than

The ride seened to be taking forever. |

wat ched the counter tick off the floors. Twenty-
one. Twenty-two. Twenty-three.

| ess-than So. Seen any good novies

| at el y8great er-than Jake

asked.

| ess-than like want to go see that new Keanu
Reeves

novi eeagreat er-than | said.

| ess-than He's supposed to be cute,

ri ght 8greater-than

| ess-than Duheagreater-than | said.

| ess-than |ike wonder if he'd ever want to

go out with a girl like me. You know, |ots of guys
woul dn't want to date a grizzly bear. greater-than
Suddenly | realized there was nmusic playing in the
el evator. The usual stupid el evator mnusic.

| ess-than Get readyeagreater-than Jake said.

| ess-than Been ready. greater-than

| ess-than Top floor. Ladies shoes. Children's
apparel . Everyone oueagreater-than Marco announced
in his best elevator operator's voice.

The el evator stopped. The door opened.

Just as three humans and two Hork-Bajir were
raci ng toward the el evator

"Rrrrrroooowwwwr rrr!" Jake roared in a

voi ce

that could crack concrete.

"Rrrrrooooowwwwr rr!" | echoed in my own

nmuddi er bear voi ce.

| charged like an enraged bull. | went straight

for the nearest Hork-Bajir. That neant running
t hr ough

the closest human. | felt a slight thunp

as his body was knocked asi de.

| slammed into the Hork-Bajir. The force of

nmy charge just picked himup and carried him
along till | hamrered into the far wall.

It didn't kill him but he wasn't going any
wher e.

Jake took down the other Hork-Bajir with a
[ightning swipe of his claws. The remnaining hu
mans bol t ed.

| ess-than | ' m cut eagreater-than Jake said.
less-than |s it bad8greater-than

less-than It isn't goodeagreater-than Jake said.
| ess-than But 1'll be okay

for a while. greater-than



Just then the el evator door opened and Ax and
Cassie piled out.

| ess-than About tineeagreater-than | said. |ess-than
W' ve taken care of

t he wel com ng committees

| ess-than Sorry. Ax pushed the button for the

wrong fl ooreagreater-than Cassie said. She

gl anced at the two Hork-Bajir.

| ess-than You know t hey have nore than those two up here
guardi ng the Kandrona and.

Jake! You're bl eedi ngeagreater-than Cassie

cried.

| ess-t han

I'm

fine. The human-Controllers ran down that

hal | wayeagr eat er-than Jake said. |ess-than

Let's go. We haven't

won this battle yet. greater-than

| took off at a loping run. The others were right
behind me. My cl aws gouged the car peted

floor with every step. | couldn't see well, but I
could snell the adrenalin of the frightened
human-Controllers. | knew where they had gone

I could snell them 1| could sense them They

had chal l enged me. And | was going to show t hem who was
boss.

| ess-than Watch out, Rachel eagreater-than

Cassie called. |less-than There's a door

strai ght ahead of you. greater-than

| ess-than Nah. There's no dooreagreater-than |

said, and plowed all my eight hundred pounds into a
steel door that

popped open like the lid of a jack-in-the-box.

I nside, eight Hork-Bajir warriors stood

ready.

Ei ght wal ki ng razor bl ades.

Ei ght of them Five of us. No way we coul d

Wi n.

A sensi bl e person woul d have seen the odds

and run away. But | charged straight at them

Later, everyone thought | was being brave.

But you know what the truth was? The truth was, with

nmy weak bear eyesight, all | could see was a
blur. | thought they were humans.

| wasn't brave. | was just blind.

C

| ess-than Rachel ffgreater-than Cassie yelled a
war ni ng.

| ess-than Too | ate to retreateagreater-than

Jake said. |ess-than GOFFGREATER- THAN

I figured out the eight blurry figures were
Hork-Bajir when | was about three feet away from
slamming into the first one. By then it was too
late to stop.

"Kill the

gaf f nur

Andalites!" a Hork-Bajir

cried in the weird m x of |anguages that they use.
"Kill

f raghent



Andalite
hal af kil
a1
Suddenly, | realized I was cut. A
searing pain radiated frommnmy shoul der
I swung ny paw and hit the Hork-Bajir in the
head. He fell, but as he fell he slashed with his
tyrannosaurus feet, and ripped a second cut
in me.
| ess-than Aaarrrgghhhffgreater-than
Fromthat point on, it was a nightmare of terrible
i mges that seemed to float in and out of
nmy hazy vi sion
| saw Cassie, with her bone-breaking jaws
sunk into the throat of a Hork-Bajir.
| saw Ax, his tail like a deadly bullwhip,
| ashing, cutting, lashing again, till one of the
Hork-Bajir stood scream ng, holding his own
severed arm
| saw Jake and a Hork-Bajir locked in a
deadly enbrace as they rolled and sl ashed at each
ot her
wi th superhuman speed.
| saw Marco fighting with one armas he held
his own sliced stomach together with the other
hand.
And everywhere, snarling, growing, raging,
roaring noise
| ess-than Look out! Rachel, behind
yffgreater-than
"Die,
gaf er ach,
die!"
" RRRROOOMARRR! '
| ess-than Hel p! He's on neffgreater-than
| ess-t han Aaaahhhhhhffgreater-than
I couldn't tell who was winning. | couldn't tel
who was hurt. It all becane one long cry, one
| ong scream of rage. Hork-Bajir and
Ani nor ph.
Al'i en and ani nal
W were fl esh-and-blood creatures thrown into a neat
grinder. Thirteen deadly animals | ocked in a
conbat to the death.
| felt the bear weakening as he was cut again and again
by Hork-Bajir blades. | was |osing
bl ood. The human part of me knew that. | could
feel ny strength ebbing.
I charged again and hit a Hork-Bajir in the

stomach. | carried himalong with my monentum as he
slashed wildly at ne.
CRAAAASSSSHHHH!

I'd hit sonmething! dass. It had shattered.
A window | had shoved the

Hork-Bajir

t hr ough t he wi ndow.

" AAAAAA- AAAARRRRR! "

| heard the Hork-Bajir's cry, dying away as
it

fell.



A sudden flash of nmovenent, as sonething cane zooni ng
t hrough the shattered w ndow.
"Tseeeeeerrr!"
Tobi as screaned as he spread
his talons forward and struck the cl osest
Hork-Bajir, raking his eyes.
The battl e had turned!
The Hork-Bajir had had enough. Maybe it was
hearing one of their fellows fall sixty stories.
O maybe it was Tobias's arrival, strengthening
our side. But whatever it was, the remaining Hork-
Bajir ran.
Three of themran. The rest would not be run
ni ng anywhere.
Marco grabbed the crunpl ed door and
slamed it back in place. Then, wth what nust
*
have been the last of his strength, he shoved a desk
in place to bl ock the door
| ess-than |'m hurt badeagreater-than Marco
said. less-than like gotta norph out, man.
greater-than
| ess-than Do xeagreater-than Jake said.
| ess-than Everyone. Denorph. greater-than
| ess-than | ' m okayeagreater-than | said
weakl y.
| ess-than Rachel eagreater-than Tobi as sai d.
| ess-than Your left arm greater-than
| stared blankly at ny left paw It
wasn't there. It was a stunp.
| ess-than Denor phi ngeagreater-than | said. |
focused on ny hu man body. My weak but
heal t hy hurman body.
Morphing is done from DNA, fortunately.
DNA is not affected by injuries, so injuries do
not fol low you fromone norph to another
Exhausti on does.
As ny human body energed fromthe vast bul k of the

grizzly, | felt so weary | was afraid
m ght faint.
Thr ough human eyes, | saw a scene of

carnage. The Hork-Bajir lay spraw ed around
the room Most seenmed to be breathing. None were
conscious. Al were bleeding from cl aw and-
t eet h wounds.
Unfortunately for the Hork-Bajir, they could not
simply morph out of their injured bodies.
"Everyone okay?" Jake asked, sounding as weary
as | felt.
"Yeah, but that was way too close," Cassie
sai d.
W were in a large office. | could see that now with
ny human eyes. Desks lay splintered. The
carpet was ripped into ribbons. The walls were
gouged.
Fl oor-to-ceiling windows forned one wall.
They were shattered. | renenbered the Hork-
Bajir falling, and shuddered.
There was a door in one wall.
"Through there?" Marco suggested.



"Let's try it," | said. | staggered toward the
door. It was not | ocked.

A bare room Tile floor. Wite painted

wal | s.

The wal |l of wi ndows was bl ocked by heavy cur

tains. The roomwas enpty but for a |arge,
massively built platformin the very center

It was a steel pedestal, naybe three-feet-

hi gh, eight-feet-Iong.

And atop that pedestal was a machine the size of a
small car. It was shaped like a cylinder, tapered
to dull points on both ends.

It gleamed brightly, like new chrome, as if it had just
been polished. And it made a slight, |ow hunm ng
noi se. As | approached | felt ny hair

stand on end fromthe static electricity. It was
warmin the room very warm It snelled |like

['i ght ni ng.

| ess-than The Kandronaeagreater-than Ax said.
"The Kandrona," | echoed.

For a full mnute we all just stood there, gap
ing at it.

"Rachel ?" Jake said at last. "W need you
to nmorph again. Can you do it?"
| nodded slowy. "Elephant?"

"El ephant. | don't know how el se we're
going to do it. We don't have any tools or
anyt hi ng. "

| mor phed the el ephant.

Tobias flew outside to nake sure there were
no pedestrians bel ow on the dark sidewal k.

It took every last ounce of power that ele
phant had. But the Kandrona did nove.

It did, slowy, in jerks and starts,

slide across

the floor.

And when at last | shoved it through the win
dows, it did fall the sixty stories, to smash
into the concrete bel ow

*

Ve

didit," | whispered as | returned to ny
normmal body. "We destroyed the Kandrona."

"W have to get out of here," Jake said. "The
Yeerks will know. They'll be all over this place."
"So, what does this nean?" Marco asked.

"We did it. But, what does it nmean? Have we
changed the future?"

EVERYTH NG CHANGES THE FUTURE

| groaned. "Sonehow | knew we'd hear from
that guy again."

A REPLACEMENT KANDRONA W LL BE HERE I N

THREE

OF YOUR WEEKS. | T WAS ALREADY ON

| TS WAY.

"Are you telling us this was all a waste?"
Mar co demanded.

Ax said, less-than No, Marco, it was not a
waste. Three

weeks with only the Kandrona aboard the nother ship?



In three weeks' time they will suffer greatly.
They will fall behind in their schedul e. Many
Yeerks will perish. Three weeks is not a waste.
greater-than

"Don't you mean three of

our

weeks, Ax?"

Marco teased

"I's it enough?" Jake demanded loudly. "Is it
enough? Have we changed the future?"

There was no answer. Just silence.

"I don't think he knows," | said. "He showed us

a possible future. But you know what? | don't
believe the Ellin st really knows the future any
nore than we do."

"What makes you so sure?"

| laughed. "Because wherever it is that the El|im st
exi sts, and whatever he's up to, and whatever gane
he's playing, and no matter how

m ghty he is, he has butterflies, too."

Then, an amazing thing. Laughter that welled

up frominside us, and echoed through us, and nade us al
smle as if we were fresh and full of

ener gy.

HA, HA, HA, HA. AS| SAID YQU

ARE A PRI M TI VE

RACE, AND YET YOU ARE CAPABLE OF

LEARNI NG

I smiled. "Come on, guys. Do you have the energy for
one nore nmorph? | feel like flying."

At first we saw no evidence that the Yeerks

were suffering. | don't know how they did it, but

the Yeerks managed to maintain. It wasn't unti
| ater that we | earned we had done themterrible

danage.

But that is another story.

Two days later, | took the bus over to ny
dad' s

apartment. He was packing up his suitcase to

| eave.

"Hi, Rachel,"” he said when he opened his

door. "l wasn't sure you were com ng over."

| shrugged. "You're too disorganized to be able
to pack all by yourself."

He smiled a sad smile. "Thanks."

"Yeah. No big thing."

"I woul d have conme and picked you up," he
said. "Sweetheart," ny dad said, "you know you
can al ways change your mnd. You can al ways
cone live with nme."

"l know, Dad."
He smiled sadly. "You know I'Il m ss seeing
you as much. Even though I'll be here every
chance | get."
"I know that, too, Dad," | said. | gave him

alittle kiss on his cheek. He patted ny hair and

I

cried.

I closed up his suitcase and zipped it.

"You going to be okay without nme here to take care of



you?" he asked.
"I can take care of nyself," | said, w ping
away the tears.
W took the elevator down to a taxi that was

wai ting.

"Come with me to the airport. I'Il send you home in
the cab."

| shook ny head. "No, | have stuff to do."

He smiled. "I understand. You probably have

somet hing very inportant to do with your

friends." It was a joke.

"Absolutely,"” | said. "W have to save the
world."

My dad | aughed. "If anyone can do it,
honey,

it would be you."

Then the taxi drove off.

| looked up in the sky. A lone hawk circled

hi gh over head.

| ess-than You conmi ng, Rachel 8greater-than Tobi as
call ed down to

me in thought - speak

| nodded nmy head so he could see. Yes. | was

com ng.

*

Don't m ss

t

J. raced for cover, looking for a place to

nmor ph back to human. Big stonping feet were | andi ng
all around nme. They were slow, but man, they were big.
Everyone was totally overreacting.

| mean, give me a break, | was two inches

| ong!

How scary could | possibly be?

Then it occurred to me. The house! W could run

i nside, race down to the basenent where no one would
be, norph back real fast, and

t hen

Wll, and then there | would be, just

me and an Andalite. Great. That wouldn't | ook

too strange.

| ess-than Ax! Stay with ne. We need

to denor ph.

Then you have to do your human norph rea

qui ck, okay8greater-than

| ess-than |i ke have the feeling, Marco, that this was not a
good idea. greater-than

| ess-than Nah. Everything according to plan. greater-than
Zoom Over the threshold onto the patio!

Zoom Into the house itself! Zoom Past a hyster-

i cal Darlene, who was on the couch with a pillow

over her head.

Zoom Along carpet till we hit |inoleum

Suddenly, the scent of dark places. Muse

pl aces! Yes, it was going to work!

W ran across a step and | eaped, falling .

falling

pl op! to

l and on the next step. Again and again, step after step



at a speed that felt

like we were flying rockets.

It was cool! If you overl ooked the fact that it
was maybe slightly stupid.

| ess-than Don't worryeagreater-than | called

to Jake in thought-

speak. less-than W're in the basenent. We're
goi ng to denor ph. Just nake sure no one cones down
to

t he basenent | ooking for mce. greater-than

W | ost our pursuers. No one foll owed us down
the steps. And even as | ran, | started to

denor ph.

| was hal fway back to human, a strange m x of
mouse tail and huge ears and human | egs

a

scary-| ooking creature. The way M ckey Myuse
woul d ook if he'd been invented by Stephen King.
Ax | ooked even worse, half nouse, half

An-
dalite
Just as | was thinking, "Hey, this will all be fine," the

entire world just flew apart.

Crrrrr-Runch!

Sunl i ght streamed down! The entire roof had
been ri pped away! The entire roof!

Wod and beans and concrete just shattered

and ripped and fell in huge chunks. |

coul dn't

even nmake sense of it. | mean, the entire world

around ne was just being shredded. Shredded, |ike the universe
was being run through a food

processor.

Then | sawit. It was gigantic! Enornous!

A

creature that seenmed to be nmade of nothing but teeth and
bl ades and destruction. It was like twenty
Hork-Bajir gl ued together and given
dragon wi ngs.

B-R- R A-A-A-K!
It was ripping the house apart w th unbeliev
abl e power.
The noi se was terrifying. The screamof rip
pi ng wood. The shattering crunch of concrete being
torn up
just torn up, like it was nothing! Pipes bending.
Wres sizzling and popping as they expl oded
i nto showers of sparks.
"Look out!" | yelled to Ax with ny now human
voi ce. Beans were falling around us. Splinters were
flying through the air.
| barely noticed that | had finished

nor ph-

ing. | was human again. Sonmehow Ax had kept his
concentration and was

fully

in his human
nor ph.



W were defenseless. Two weak kids wthout a
weapon between us.

Above our heads, where there had been a

house just seconds before, the beast hovered in
t he sun.

It | ooked down at us with a dozen weird eyes
that seemed to be stuck here and there at ran
dom It stared at us the way |'d seen Tobi as
stare at his prey.

It was going to destroy us. There was no ques
tion in nmy mind. And no question that it coul d.
"Ch, man," | mpaned. "I don't like this."

Then

the eyes all flickered at once. The beast seened
uncertai n.

And to ny utter relief and utter amazenent,

the thing began to disperse. It becane dust
again. Just a cloud of dust that thinned and dis
appear ed.

I was shaking so badly | couldn't stand up

But | was alive.






