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m
y name is Cassie.

| can't tell you ny last nane. | wish I could.
It's kind of a nice |ast nane.
And | can't tell you where | live or the true

nanes of ny friends. Wy? Because the enemy never
stops | ooking for us.

The eneny. The Yeerks. They're everywhere.

The Yeerks: a parasitic species froma
far-distant planet. Al they are is little gray
slugs, really. 1've seen themin their natura
state. They look like big snails wi thout the shell
You coul d squash one under your foot and it would be
hel pl ess to stop you

But the Yeerks don't live out their lives as
slugs. Like | said, they are parasites. See,

t hey

enter the head of another species, flatten thensel ves

out, and wap thensel ves around the brain. And then they take
control.

That's what we call a Controller. A human
who isn't exactly human anynmore. O a
menber of any species that is controlled by the
Yeerk in its head.

Maybe you think what |I've just told you sounds
crazy. | guess if | were you, I'd think it was
pretty insane. But sonetimes even the craziest things
happen to be true.

The Yeerks are here. Everywhere. If you think you
don't know soneone who is a Controller, you're
pr obably wrong.

The school bus driver, the police officer in the
patrol car, the nminister in the pulpit, the newsnman
on TV, the rock star in the nusic video, the
person who smiles at you when you ride by on your
bi ke -- any one of themm ght be a Controller
Your teacher, your friend, your sister, your nother and father
Any of them Al of them And you'll never know.
Until it's too late.

Until it is too |late for planet Earth.

We fight them But we're just a handful of kids
-- Jake, Rachel, Marco, Tobias, Ax, and
me. W have sone special powers, but we know we
can't win this alone. W fight in the hope that soneday
-- someday soon -- the Andalites will return and
hel p us.

It was an Andalite prince naned El fangor who
gave us our powers. He was dying. He was
desperate. He wanted to do sonething to hel p dooned
humani ty.

He gave us the power to norph. To absorb the
DNA of any ani mal we could touch. To
becone
that ani mal .

So we fight the Yeerks and all their
Control l ers. The human-Control |l ers who
may once have been our friends and rel ations. The evil
canni bal i stic Taxxon-Controllers, those huge
centipedes with their open, gnashing nouths and foul
snell. And the deadly, dangerous, but fornerly good



creatures called Hork-Bajir -- the enslaved
foot soldiers of the Yeerk enpire.

And we fight Visser Three. Leader of the
Yeerk invasion of Earth. The only
Andalite-Controller in existence. The only Yeerk
who, like us, has the power to norph

The nurderer of Elfangor. A killer. A
destroyer. The creature who woul d make sl aves of
all humans and destroy our planet.

Unl ess someone stops him Unless we stop him

Five ordinary kids and a young Andalite we
call Ax, against all the might of the Yeerk
enpire.

We cal |l oursel ves Aninorphs.

We're only supposed to use our power for
fighting the Yeerks. But there are tinmes when it conmes in
handy for other things.

My best friend Rachel and | were at school, in the
dark and gl oony science |ab. The final bell had

rung and kids were tearing out of there at top speed,
running for the buses or their parents' cars.

You know how it is -- when the school day is over
you just want
out

of there. But | had been messing up in schoo

lately. See, | have kind of a busy life. My

dad runs the Wldlife Rehabilitation dinic

in our barn. | help out there, taking care of injured
or sick animals. Plus the whol e Ani norph

thing takes up a lot of tine.

Anyway, | had to do a nakeup project for
science class. | built a maze for arat I'd
naned Courtney. | mean, | figured an
ani mal project would be easy for me. |'ve
been

nore aninmals than a |l ot of kids have seen
Courtney was supposed to find her way through the
cardboard maze to the end, where | had placed sone
tasty seeds and nuts. Then | woul d make notes
on her progress. How hard could that be?
Rachel stared at me. She tapped her foot
i npatiently. She | ooked down at her watch.
Then she | ooked up at the clock on the wall
"You know, school's been out for ten minutes, and here

| am still at school. This can't be right. It's
unnatural . "
"Why can't she figure out the nmaze?" | wondered
out loud. "Wiat's the probl en?"

"A stupid rat? Er, | nean, maybe you have a
not very smart rat. That could be the subject of your
paper -- "My Dunb Rat.""

"What is the problemw th you?" | demanded,

i gnoring Rachel and talking directly to the rat.

| took Courtney from her cage and stuck her in the

hi gh-wal | ed maze. "Snell the nuts. Smell the

nuts and then find your way through the maze."
Courtney | ooked up at me and tw tched her

nose.
"That's not an answer," | said. "I

need



this grade. | amnot going to try and explain a
D
to ny parents just because you can't get it together
"A D" Rachel echoed. "You' re |ooking at
a D? No way."
"Rachel, why do you think I'm here? Because |'m
trying to go froman
A
to an
A plus his
Yes. | am |l ooking at a
D.
And | can't bring ny parents a
D.
That woul d mean weeks of them going, "Were did we go
wrong? We nust be failing as parents. W have
to spend nore time with Cassie, helping her every night with
her homework.""
Rachel shuddered at the absolute horror of that
scenari o.
"Hey," Rachel said. "Mrph the rat.

Maybe you can see what his ... her... its problem
is."

"I could do that," | said slowly. "But see, if
Jake found out... You know the rule-. No
nor - phi ng except when necessary."

Rachel shrugged. "It's necessary that | get out of
here. It's necessary that you don't get a bad grade.
Look at that -- two necessities at once!"

| probably shouldn't have let her talk ne
into it. Except, actually, 1'd already been
considering it. That's the great thing about Rachel --
she's always willing to help talk you into doing something you
probably shoul dn't do.

"You have to do it, too," | said.

"Why? Wiy do | have to nmorph a rat?"

"Remenber the time you wanted to scare that guy with the
el ephants? Wasn't | there for you then? Besides,
we can't leave till | try to figure this out."

Rachel rolled her eyes. "Ooookay. That
made absol utely

no
sense, but I'Il do it anyway. Let's just get it
over with."

Acquiring an animal's DNA isn't very
conplicated. Al you do is touch it, and focus your
mnd on the animal. The ani nmal gets kind of
sl eepy, kind of dopey. In a mnute it's al
over, and a new DNA pattern is sw nm ng around
i nsi de you.

"I have the feeling this is a stupid idea,"”
Rachel said.

I was piling up books to nake steps so we
could clinmb into the maze once we norphed.
"Well, it was your idea, Rachel."

"Ch, yeah. My idea. Like I'mthe one who
cares how the rat handles a maze. Let's get this
over with before soneone decides to check in on us," she
sai d. Already, she was begi nning to change.

| focused ny thoughts, formng a nental picture



of the rat. And then ... | felt the change

begi n.
I was shrinking. Shrinking very fast. For a human,
I"mnot very big. In fact, I'mkind of short.

But | was a lot bigger than a rat, so it was a
pretty big change in size

My T-shirt and ny jeans were suddenly very
| oose.

| |1 ooked at Rachel. Huge | ong whi skers were
growi ng out of her still-human nout h.

The side of the cabinets beside nme grew hi gher and
hi gher. They had originally been maybe three feet
hi gh. Soon they seened as tall as a three-story
buil ding. The grain in the wood | ooked |ike huge
swirling patterns, like strange paintings the size of
nur al s.

The one-foot squares of tan and green |inol eum
seened to double and triple and quadruple in size,
until each was as big as a parking space.

As | shrank, ny clothes folded and bill owed down
over me like a collapsed circus tent.

My skin turned a sort of pinkish-gray, then
suddenly sprouted white fur. My | egs were
shriveling. My arns were shriveling. My face
bul ged like a zit about to pop. My nose poked way
out, farther and farther. My face becane

poi nt ed.
And then, the rat's senses replaced ny own.
On cane the ears, |ike sonmeone had thrown a

switch. On cane the nose.

And on canme the rat's instincts, bubbling up in
nmy human nmind and carrying their nmessages of fear and
hunger and nore fear.

| ess-than Yi kesffgreater-than Rachel comented.
| ess-than Nervous little things, aren't they8greater-than
CHAP
TER

T
he rat's eyes weren't any better than ny own.
In fact, they weren't quite as good. Like |ots of
animal s |1've been, the eyes were better at
seei ng novenent than at seeing col ors and shapes.
Not hi ng was mnovi ng, so mny vision was kind of,
don't know . . . kind of dull.

| could see Rachel well enough, though. W were
made fromthe sane rat's DNA, so were basically the
same rat. | could see her long, naked pink
tail. That tail is the reason people hate rats, but
think squirrels are cute.

That, plus the fact that rats have been known
to nibble on humans fromtine to tine.

The rat's hearing was excellent, but it was its
sense of smell that was really amazing.
twitched ny little rat nose and the whole world sent ne
nessages.

| snmelled the chenmicals in the cabinets. |
snel led the Iingering aromas of hundreds of different
ki ds who had passed through the roomthat day. | even
snel l ed the seeds and nuts in the naze, up on the



tabl e.
| felt the rat's brain beginning to surge nore
strongly up beneath ny own. The rat instincts were coning
out. Fear. Not the sharp sudden fear a human m ght
feel. It was the eternal fear of a snmall aninal
in a wrld of great big predators.
And the hunger. The hunger of a tiny animl who will
spend its entire life, every single mnute of its
life, searching for its next neal
But there was also the intelligence
VWhen you norph an animal, its instincts cone
t hrough. You don't get its nmenories, usually, but you
do get its instincts. Its basic abilities are
there.
This rat was very nervous. It was afraid of being out in
the open. It wanted to be next to the wall so
that enem es would have a harder time attacking it. |
deci ded that wasn't a bad instinct.
| ess-than Maybe we shoul d get somewhere
saf er8greater-than | asked Rachel in thought-speak
| ess-than Ch, yes, definitelyeagreater-than
she agreed.
The little rat | egs powered up and we took off.
Not fast, really, but it seemed fast because | was so | ow
to the ground. My nose was just a quarter of an inch
above the linoleum As | waddl e-wal ked al ong

saw huge wal I's | oom ng over ne -- the sides
of the lab tables. And | saw sparse forests of
trees -- actually the legs of chairs.

| scooted along the corner of the wall wth
Rachel right behind ne.

| ess-than That is not an attractive
tail eagreater-than Rachel said. |less-than |Iike nean,
I"'ma rat and | still think it | ooks bad.
greater-than

Then | saw the table where ny maze was set up
The real Courtney was up there. | checked out the
ar ea.

| ess-than like think we can clinmb up ny
backpack onto the chair. Then onto ny sweater,
then junp to the tabl etop. greater-than

less-than | 'm foll owi ng yeagreater-than Rache
said. less-than Lead the way, Rat-girl.
greater-than

The rat body was amazi ngly good at clinbing and
scanpering up to the tabletop. You wouldn't think that
squat body and those stubby little | egs would be good for
clinmbing, but | really do believe that rat could have
gone just about anywhere it wanted to go.

| saw the pile of books I'd left as a
sort of stairway up the outer wall of the maze. And
now that | was rat-sized, that wall really was a

wall. 1t | ooked about nine feet high
| ess-than You go do the nazeeagreater-than Rache
said. less-than I'll wait out here.greater-than

| scanpered quickly up over the books. The
pictures on the front of ny science book
| ooked i ke huge nmpsai cs nmade of col ored
tiles.

I reached the top and gazed down into the maze.



knew | could junmp down in there, down into those Iong
hal | ways, but at that nmonent | was afraid. It was
odd, but the idea of running into the real Courtney
made ne nervous. |'ve always felt a little funny
about using aninmals' bodies. It nmakes nme fee
alittle guilty sonehow

But | had a job to do. | had to figure out why
Courtney couldn't find the nuts. She should be able
to smell them.

| ess-than Hey. Wait a minute. | can't
snell them either. Not at all. greater-than

| ess-than Can't smell what 8greater-than
Rachel asked.

| ess-than The nuts. | can't snell them
greater-than

| ess-than Do | care8greater-than

less-than It's the whol e poi nteagreater-than
sai d.

| |1 ooked around, puzzled. Then | noticed the

breeze. | ainmed ny rat eyes upward. There,
amllion nles up, as far away as the noon,
was a ceiling fan.

If I'd had lips, | would have snil ed.

| ess-than Hey. It's the fan. It's blow ng the
scent of the nuts away. greater-than

| ess-than Great. Now can we get out of
her e8gr eat er -t han
| was feeling pretty satisfied with ny insight when
two things happened at once. First, Courtney --
the real Courtney -- cane zoom ng around the corner
of the nmaze.

The second thing was that | heard a |oud crash, a
roar of loud | aughter, and the rushing approach of
f oot st eps.

Courtney froze and stared at ne. | stared at
her. Then | | ooked back at Rachel. Rache
was frozen, sane as ne.

"HEY, LOOK!I RATS!" an inmpossibly
| oud voi ce shouted. A boy, | was sure of that.
| didn't recogni ze the specific voice, but
| recogni zed the tone. He was | ooking for trouble.

"CGROSS! " anot her voi ce shouted. "SOVEONE
SHOULD EXTERM NATE "EM | HATE
RATS "

Two of them Two guys playing around. Two
jerks looking for something to break or destroy.

Two very, very big creatures conpared to us tiny
rats.

Sudden shadows! Vi brations. Huge novenents!

VHAM

The tabl e shook like it was hit by a massive
eart hquake!

VHAM  THUD!

A shadow, noving fast, descending on ne. |
j unped!
THUD!

The tabl etop junped fromthe inpact of the boy's hand
sl amm ng down near ne.

| felt the naze being lifted. It tilted
wildly up onits side. | could see the entire



maze, now a wall instead of a floor

Courtney fell out of the maze onto the table.

Now there were three of us, trapped on the tabletop

"HERE! A BROOM "

| ess-than Bail ffgreater-than Rachel yell ed.

| ess-than Runffgreater-than | cried.

THWACK

Sonething the size of a pine tree slapped the
surface of the table. It was a broom handle. The
handl e swept across the table, comng right at us, a
wooden | og half nmy own height.

| jumped. Rats don't |ook |ike junpers, but
when they have to, they can

Up! Over the broom handl e, Rachel right beside
me. | saw Courtney haul in the other
direction.

Run! Run! Run! Rachel and | noved out
at top rat speed.

The edge of the tabl el

It was |ike standing on the edge of a four-story
building. It looked like a very, very |long way
down.

Then, a shadow A disturbance in the airfl ow
No tine to look! No tine to think

| ess-than Aaaaahhhhf f gr eat er -t han
| ess-t han Aaaaahhhhf f gr eat er -t han

W | eaped fromthe edge of the table just as the broom
handl e sl ammed down in the very spot where we'd been
st andi ng.

The fall seenmed to take forever. It was |ike
skydiving. The Iinoleumtiles |ooked |Iike sone
strange farm ands far beneath ne.

| hit the floor hard. My legs didn't
catch the inpact. They were too short. My big
furry belly took the blow But it knocked the
wi nd out of ne.

As ny nmind cleared, | realized the guys were no
| onger after ne and Rachel. They had Courtney in a
corner. They were jabbing at her with the broom handl e.

| ess-than Ch, maneagreater-than | said.
| ess-than | f we survive, Jake is going
to kill me for this. greater-than

less-than |"'mtired of runnings Rachel said.
| ess-than Let's kick sonme butt greater-than

That, of course, is classic Rachel. W were
each about a foot |ong, counting our tail
So naturally, she thought we should attack sone guys
the size of Godzilla.

But you know what? | was tired of running, too.
And | couldn't let poor Courtney get killed.

She was nmore than just a science project. Now she was
sort of a sister rat.

| aimed right for the leg of the nearest guy. It was the
size of a redwood, except that this redwood was
bl ue. Baggy bl ue deni m
| ess-than Are you thinking what I'm
t hi nki ng8greater-than | asked Rachel

less-than |"'mw th yeagreater-than she said.

We notored our tiny rat feet and shot forward.
Faster, faster, as fast as we could go. Which,



happily, turned out to be fairly fast.

Up the pants leg! | saw a flash of skin
above the socks. | went for it. My tiny clawed
feet grabbed onto that white gym sock and went
strai ght up.

It was like going into a tunnel. The rough deni mof the
j eans scraped al ong nmy head and back. The pink
fl esh curved away beneath nme. | dug ny claws,
front and back, into the skin and hairs of that huge
l eg, and shot wildly up the back of his |eg.

" AAAAAAHHHHHH! "
Suddenl y, the boy was no longer interested in
Court ney.

" AMAAAAHHHHHH! | TS ON ME
ITS ON MEl GET IT OFF! GET
| T OFF MEEEEE!"

"NOOOO OH OH' OH' ™ the other boy
screanmed, as Rachel attacked

| ess-than Yaaahhhhffgreater-than | cried, as
the leg was thrown wildly back and forth. | slanmed
against the denimwall. | was slamed back agai nst the
curved pink skin. | scranbled wildly to hold
on as the boy screanmed and ran and shook his leg like a
[unati c.
" AAAAAHHH!  AAAAAAHHH! - AAAAAHHHH! "

Qut of the science lab we tore. Qut into the
hal | way, with the two guys scream ng the whol e way.

| turned nyself around, with great difficulty, and
ai red downward. Qut | shot. Qut of the pants |eg
to freedom

The last | saw of the two guys, they were stil
runni ng in sheer panic.

I never did see Courtney again. | guess
she found a place to live in the school walls.
At least 1'd figured out why she wouldn't go through the
naze.

Rachel and | found a safe place to denorph
Then we went to her house and gave her little sister a
hone perm Business as usual

C
HAPTE
R

That evening, everyone cane over. W usually
hook up at the Wldlife Rehabilitation
Cinic. Also known as my barn

I guess we all get together once or tw ce
a week. More often when there's a "mssion" of sone
kind. | was surprised when Jake called to say
we shoul d get together because it had only been a coupl e of
days since the last nmeeting. And as far as | knew,
not hi ng serious had been pl anned.

| hoped this was
only
a neeting and nothing else. |I had |ike zero spare
time. School. Life. That stuff takes tine, you
know?

I was cleaning the cages when the others started
to arrive. It was a raccoon cage, to be



specific. This raccoon had been hit a
gl ancing blow by a car on the highway. A lot of the
hi ghway patrol guys know to call us if they see
an injured animal by the road.
The raccoon woul d be okay, thanks to ny dad. But
in the neantime, it had to be fed and watered and nedi cat ed
and its cage had to be kept clean. And all of that was
nmy j ob.
| was wearing dirty overalls and big tal
rubber boots. My arns were deep inside rubber
gl oves when Rachel showed up.

"Hey, Cassie."
"Hi, Rachel."” | was bent over, concentrating
on wi ping out the raccoon's cage. | could tell the

raccoon was seriously considering | eaping on ny face
and chewi ng ny nose.

"S. Cassie. You get that outfit at
Banana Republic? O is that the new
Express |ine?"

Rachel and | are best friends, but we are very
di fferent people. If you just saw Rachel wal king by you'd
probably think typical airhead mall-craw er.

If you took a closer look you'd start to think,
No, she's actually very beautiful, not typi
cal at all.

And if you took a third | ook, she'd
probably come over, get in your face, and say,

"What are you staring at? Hello? You have some kind
of a probl en?"

Rachel is tall and blond and beautiful and
fearless. She's
Xena: Warrior Princess
- only without the I eather

W nust be the nost mismatched best friends in
hi story. Rachel could wal k through the nosh pit at
Lol | apal ooza on a rainy day and come out the other
side |l ooking |ike one of those nodels in
@ anour.

I, on the other hand, will show up for my own weddi ng
someday dressed in jeans and boots and socks that
don't nmatch.

| stood back fromthe raccoon cage. | sniled
and gave a little twirl so Rachel could admre the
outfit. "You like it? It's part of the Ral ph Lauren
Ani mal Poop col l ection.”

"Someday | am going to knock you over the head,
stuff you in a big bag, drag you to the mall, and
force you to buy a dress. You can keep the big rubber
boots, if you insist, but we're getting you a
dress.”

"You're kidding, right?" | asked
Rachel . You can never be totally sure with Rachel

She just snmiled with her ten thousand bright white
teet h.

| heard the sound of bikes being | eaned up agai nst the
outsi de of the barn. Then | heard mal e voi ces.

"Bat man coul d beat Spi derman? You expect
me to take that seriously? Are you insane? | thought
| knew you, Jake, but you're obviously an



idiot. No offense. Spiderman woul d
anni hi | ate Bat man."

Marco. Marco, sounding as serious as Marco is
capabl e of soundi ng.

"Two words.- body arnor. Spiderman's
webs woul d not stick to Batman's body arnor.

Homer, stay out here, boy. You can't go in."

That woul d be Jake. And Homer, his dog. Honer
is not allowed in the barn. Being a dog, Honer
believes small animals are neant to be chased.

Jake and Marco cane through the small side
door of the barn. Jake was in the |ead, as usual
I f we Aninorphs have a | eader, it's Jake.

He's strong, inside and out. And really good-| ooking.
Al so inside and out. | mean, he's just an amazingly
cool guy.

Jake has had to grow up a lot in a very short
time. It's weird to be a kid, and yet act |ike sone
kind of a general or something. We all decide the
big stuff together. But when we're in a fight, it's
Jake who has to make the little decisions a ot of
tinmes. The little decisions that could | eave one of his friends
dead.

It made me snmile to realize that Jake could stil

enj oy absurd argurments with Marco. | sort of
worry about the pressure on Jake.
Jake and | are kind of... you know. We |ike each
other. As in
l'ike.

Marco was just behind Jake. He's smaller than
Jake, with longer, darker hair, |aughing, dark
eyes, and an attitude.
Marco thinks the whole world is just a setup for a
joke. Marco will tell a joke while he's
bl eeding and terrified and in pain. But there are tinmes when
his eyes |l ose their skeptical expression and grow
glittery and dangerous.
"Cassie," Marco said, "you | ook beautiful
as al ways. Your use of manure as a fashion
statement is so tasteful."” Then he gazed at
Rachel and wi nced. "Yikes! Everytine |
see you, you're taller. Stop it. Stop grow ng."
Rachel patted Marco on his head. "Don't
worry. | don't | ook down on you for being short,
Marco. | ook down on you just for being you."
Marco grabbed his chest in pain. "Aargh! And
Xena puts another spear in ne."
"Hi, Jake," | said, ignoring the usua
Mar co- ver sus- Rachel stuff.
"Hi, Cassie," he said. He gave nme one
of his rare, slowsmles. "Hey, | heard this
weird story. These two guys at school claim
they were attacked by a pair of lab rats.”
"Really? | didn't hear about that," | said,
trying not to nmake the fakey, shrill sound | always
make when |'m|ying.
Jake rai sed one eyebrow and | quickly went
back to cl eaning out the cage.
"What are we here for?" Rachel asked bluntly.
Jake shrugged. "Tobias told ne to get



everyone together. He and Ax have sonet hi ng.

Ri ght on cue, we heard a flutter of wings. A
hawk shot in through the open hayl oft above. It turned
sharply, killed its speed, swept its tal ons
forward, and | anded neatly on a rafter

It was a red-tailed hawk. Mstly
brown on its back, a lighter, nottled brown and
tan beneath. The bird took its name fromits tai
feathers, which were the color of rust.

The hawk gl ared down at us with unbelievably
i ntense brown and gol d eyes.

| ess-than Hi eagreater-than the hawk said, a
silent voice that we heard only in our heads.

"Hi, Tobias," | answered.

Tobias is the fifth human nmenber of our
group. Although he's not entirely human anynore.
See, if you stay nmore than two hours in a norph
you stay forever.

In his mind and heart, Tobias is still a human
being -- nostly. But he has the body of a hawk.
He lives as a hawk.

"Hi, Tobias," Rachel said. "I thought
maybe you'd stop by last night."

Tobi as sonetimes hangs out with Rachel. He
flies into her upstairs roomand watches TV,
or reads. Things he can't do in the wild. Human

t hi ngs.
| ess-than Um well, | was going toeagreater-than
he said in thought-speak. |ess-than But there was this
thing with Ax . . . greater-than
AX is
Axim li-Esgarrouth-Isthill. He's the

sixth person in our group. He's even |ess
human than Tobias. Ax is an Andalite.
"Speaki ng of which, is Ax com ng?" Jake asked.
| ess-than No. He's still out keeping an eye
on things. O four eyes, actually. greater-than
"What things?" Marco asked, beginning to sound
i mpatient.
Tobi as swooped down to be cl oser. He | anded
on the top edge of a stall door. He checked out the
many cages. At the nonent we had, in addition to the
raccoon, a fox, two wolves, a handful of
various bats, a really cool porcupine, a pair
of jackrabbits, a deer that had been nauled by a
bear, several doves, a goose, a swan
cygnet, a whole group of assorted gulls, a
beautiful red-w nged bl ackbird, and a bam ow .
| ess-than What happened to the gol den
eagl e8great er-than Tobi as asked.
"He's all better so we released him" |
adm tted. See, gol den eagles occasionally kil
and eat hawks. "W rel eased himway back in the
hills, though. Nowhere near your territory,
Tobi as. "
Tobias didn't | ook too happy.
But then, Tobias has a hawk's face, so he
never | ooks anything but
fierce. Once he was a very sweet, slightly
dopey kid. Jake and he net when Jake stopped



some bullies from sticking Tobias's head in the
toilet.
| ess-than Anyway. | have sonething to report.
It |ooks Iike soneone is getting ready to start | ogging
in the forest. greater-than
"Noway!" | cried.
The others were | ess upset.
"So what?" Marco asked.

"So habitat will be destroyed! So animals will
be made honel ess! So old-growh trees will be
chopped down to make plywood!" | cried. "That's
so what."

Marco frowned. "And | care about this
why ?"

| started to answer, but Tobias cut ne off.
| ess-than You don't care, Marco. But you m ght
care about
who
is doing the | ogging. greater-than

"I'"m guessing a | oggi ng conpany," Marco
suggest ed.

| ess-than Yeah. You're righteagreater-than
Tobi as said. less-than Only this |oggi ng conmpany
has built a command center deep in the forest. A
| og building, actually, like you' d expect.
Except for one little thing. greater-than

"What one little thing?" Jake asked.

| ess-than The building is protected by a force
field. Aforce field that seenms to stop anything that

gets near. | tried to fly closer, and it was |ike
hitting a wall. Also, there are armed guards wal ki ng
t he

perimeter around the building, and patrolling up and
down the access road. greater-than
"Ch," Jake said.
| ess-than Guards arnmed with autonatic
rifles. greater-than
"Yeerks?" Rachel wondered. "But why would the
Yeerks want to be logging in the forest?"
| knew the answer to that question. The Yeerks"
pl an was all too obvious. "They want to destroy
habitat," | said.
"What ? Now the Yeerks are out to destroy the deer
and the ow s?" Marco said with a dism ssive |augh
"No," | said. "It's not oW habitat they
want to destroy. They're after a different
speci es. "
| ess-than Yeaheagreater-than Tobi as agreed.
| ess-than They're going to wi pe out the habitat of the
very
very
endanger ed Ani nor ph. greater-than
CHAPTE
R

taJo. The Yeerks are right there in our forest.
Fine," Rachel said with her usual enthusiasmfor
anyt hi ng dangerous. "Let's go take a look."

"If this is a Yeerk operation, we have to be
careful ," Marco said. "They're expecting us."



| ess-than Expecting u8greater-than Tobias
sai d.

Marco nodded. "Look, the Yeerks believe
we're a band of Andalites, right? They think only
Andal i tes can norph. They've figured out that the
forest is the only place a group of Andalites could

be hiding. Let's face it -- if we
wer e
Andal ites, we wouldn't exactly be able to rent an
apartnment."
"So we'd be in the forest. Just like AX is
ri ght

now. " Jake nodded. "They want to use the | oggi ng
operation as a way to go Andalite-hunting."

"Right. Wiich neans they think we're out in the forest.
So they have to be prepared for an attack. They are
going to be totally ready for any strange group of
ani mal s that show up."

| agreed with Marco. But there was another question that
bot hering ne. "How did they ever get perm ssion
to cut trees in a national forest?"

Marco rolled his eyes, like | was being an
idiot. "Who cares? The fact is, they did."

"If we're going to take a look at this

pl ace, we can't show up there in a big group,”
Jake said. "W split up, go in two groups.
In different nmorphs. W see what we see, but
we do not hi ng. Agreed?"

Everyone nodded.

"S. If it's okay with everyone, 1'll go in wth
Rachel . I'Il morph the peregrine fal con
Rachel , you can norph your bald eagle. Tobias
will show us the way. That's a | ot of excellent eyes

to l ook things over. Cassie, you go in wth Marco.
Get a different perspective.”

"Why can't | go with Rachel ?"
asked. It's not that | don't |ike Marco. He just
grinds ny nerves sonetines

"Because you and Rachel just egg each other on,"
Jake said.

He knew about the rat thing. He definitely
knew. Still, it kind of bothered me. "Ch, you nean
i ke you and Marco egg each ot her on?"

Jake nodded and gave me a wi nk. "You could say
that. Yep. Exactly."

Ten minutes later, Marco and | were wal ki ng
across the far fields of ny farm wading through tal
grass toward the edge of the forest.

The forest is huge. It reaches all the way
back up into the mountains. Thousands, maybe
mllions of square niles of pines and oaks and a
scattering of birch trees sweep down fromthe
mountains all the way to the edges of town. Qur farm
is right on the edge. Lots of farms are. And sone
new housi ng devel opnents and so on

It was a clear evening, so the mountains showed up
pi nk and |l avender in the setting sun. There was a coo
breeze, |oaded with the snell of wildflowers. Two
of our horses were grazing off across the field by the
fence. It was a safe area, so we |let the horses

was



run free at night in nice weather

O course, now that wolves were being reintro-duced
into the forest, we mght have to change that. A wolf
pack can bring down even a healthy, strong horse.

I know. |'ve been a wolf.

And | was getting ready to be one again.

W reached the edge of the forest. It began very
suddenly. One step was on grass, the next step was
on pine needles and fallen | eaves.

It was darker under the trees. And as we wal ked into the
forest it grew darker still. | craned ny neck

back. Looking up, | could still see blue sky

overhead. But the sun was goi ng down, and night was
growi ng near. Creatures of the day were w ndi ng down their
activities, and creatures of the night were opening their
eyes.

"M ght as well norph now, " Marco said.

"Yes. W'll nove faster in wolf norph,"
| agreed.

He grinned at nme. "Does it ever creep you
out? Al this norphing, | nean? | still renenber the
first time. It was so bizarre.”

"It's still bizarre," | said.

"Even for you?"

"Why not for ne?" | asked.

Marco shrugged. "You're the norphing
queen. "

| laughed. "Oh please. W all norph."

"Yeah, but even Ax says you have sone kind of
special talent. Like you have nore control or whatever
He says you're even better than he is."

"That doesn't make it any |ess creepy for
me," | said. "I nean, we're in the forest, the
sun is going down, and |I'mgetting ready to turn
into a wolf. This could be a horror novie."

"Wl f man. "
"Wl f worman, "
| corrected.
"The Wl f Couple.™
W shoved our outer clothing under sone brush, and
began to norph. | focused nmy mnd on the wol f
whose DNA was a part of me. Marco and | were
actually the identical wolf. W had both
absorbed the DNA of the sanme fenale.
| felt ny jaw stretching and stretching outward.
The bones made a slight grinding sound as ny
smal I, weak human mouth becane the powerful,
crushing jaw of the wolf. My human mouth and teeth
could barely cut through a tough steak. The wolf jaw and
teeth could tear the throat out of a living, struggling
deer.

My guns itched as nmy teeth grew | onger

"See? Thrat's whuk | nearrrn," Marco
said, trying to make sounds even as his human tongue
and |ips disappeared. In a few nore seconds he was
able to switch to thought-speak

| ess-than See? That's what | nean. Look
at how nuch better you are at norphing than | am
That | ooks very creepy, by the way. greater-than

| had controlled the nmorphing so that the wolf's



head appeared conpletely formed before anything el se
happened. | was a conpletely normal girl with just
t he downi est growmh of fur and a massive, shaggy
wol f''s head atop ny shoul ders.
less-than like didn't really think nuch about
xeagreater-than | said. |ess-than Sonetinmes ny
brain just seenms to have its own ideas about norphing.
greater-than
The rest of the norph continued. My knees reversed
direction. My legs grew smaller. Rough pads
repl aced ny feet. The fur on ny body grew
| ong and rough and grayish in col or
| fell forward onto ny front |egs, no
| onger able to stand.
The wol f's instincts began to surface, but I
had done this nmorph before, so | could handl e t hem
easily.
Then the wol f's senses cane on, replacing ny
human perception
The forest was an entirely different experience to the
wolf. It was as if | had been transported
instantly to some totally different place.
My human ears had noticed al nost nothing -- a
bit of wind, a few chirps, the rustling of |eaves.
But the wolf's ears heard everything. They heard sone
| arge, four-footed ani mal about a hundred yards
to the right. They heard squirrels ghawi ng acorns in
their high nests. They heard insects crawing beneath the
pi ne-needl e floor. They heard cars on the
far-di stant road.
And the ears were nothing, conpared to the sense of snell.
Let me just put it this way -- in terms of
snell, all humans are blind. W snell nothing.
Maybe we snell a flower if it's right under our
nose, or a chocol ate cake baking in the oven
But we are the norons of snell.
Wl ves are the geniuses of snell. You have no
idea. No idea at all what it is like to have that
wol f nose.
| ess-than Ahhhffgreater-than | cried in
shock.
| ess-than Yeaheagreater-than Marco agreed.
less-than |'d forgotten. Ww.
Hel | of f greater-than
It is exactly like being blind and then, all of a
sudden, being able to see.
The wol f snelled the horses in our field. The
wol f didn't just snell that they were horses, it
snelled that they were fully grown and heal thy. The
wol f snelled every flower, every tree, every |leaf, every
mushroom It snelled water in three different
| ocati ons and knew which stream was sweetest.
The wol f snelled a chi pnunk, a dozen
squirrels, voles, rats, mice, deer, a dead
sparrow, a raccoon, no ... two raccoons.
And it snelled
ne.
| mean, it smelled ny scent fromthe clothing |I had
just norphed out of. It smelled the scent of all the
birds and aninmals in ny barn that | had touched or



even wal ked near.
It smelled things that were three days old. The
human who had wal ked t hrough these woods days before. The
other wolf, an old male, who had passed by.
The snell of dogs and cats and trash.
And one very strange snell that | realized
had to be the scent of an Andalite -- Ax.
When you put it all together in your head -- the sense of
snell and the hearing -- it was as if the entire world around
you was crawl i ng and seething and exploding with life.
| ess-than Cool eagreater-than Marco said.
| ess-than Way cool eagreater-than | agreed.
| ess-than Let's go. Let's run. greater-than
Wlves like to run
CHAPTE
R

LJJ- OLVES can run. Wl ves can run al
t hrough the night, wi thout stopping or slowing or taking a
br eak.

We ran, Marco and |, junping fallen I|ogs,
swerving through trees, and skirting patches of thorns.
Across sunset-lit meadows, and through dark stands of
tall pines. W splashed happily through streanms and
skittered across rocks.

W& were running on sensation, our heads swinmring wth
snel |l and sound and sight. There was nothing within a thousand
yards that we didn't know about. W were plugged into the
data stream of nature itself.

We smelled the | ogging canp | ong before we reached
it. Then we heard the sounds of ma-
chines. And we heard the murnurs of conversation
Human voi ces.

Then we got a reminder that we were not the only
hyper-alert predators in the forest.

| ess-than | s that you guys8greater-than a
t hought - speak voi ce asked. Jake's voice.

| ess-than Yes. Where are y8greater-than

asked.
| ess-than Way up above yeagreater-than Jake
said with a laugh. | stopped running and craned ny

head back like | was going to howl at the noon. Through
a break in the trees | saw a patch of sky. And
way, way up in that sky, | saw three tiny
bl ack dots.

Tobi as and Jake, floating a quarter-mle
up. Even in the weakening light they had seen us from
clear up in the bellies of the clouds.

| ess-than The place is just ahead. Lots of
heavy equi pnment. Guards. But go take a | ook
Just be careful. greater-than

| ess-than W' d hang out, but the sun's going
down and we won't be able to see nuch nore
anywayeagr eat er -t han Tobi as remar ked.

| ess-than You saw ueagreater-than | said, a
bit grumpily.

Tobi as | aughed. |ess-than Yeah, but you're a
pair of great big wolves. That's not nmuch of a
chal | enge. Now, that flea crawling by your ear.
greater-than



| ess-than You can't see a fleaeagreater-than
| said.

| ess-than Heh, heh, heheagreater-than
Tobi as answered. |ess-than Can't
| 8great er-than

Marco and | started noving forward again, but slower
than before. More cautiously.

Through the trees we began to see |ight.
Artificial light.

We crept slowy nearer, shoul ders hunched,
heads | ow, ears ained forward, sniffing the wind for
cl ues.

The command center building was bigger than it had
| ooked at first. It was nade of |ogs, |ike some kind
of rustic ranger station. It was two stories tall
with a porch on the front.

On the back-and-side ground levels there were no
wi ndows. None at all. There were w ndows on the
upper level, but they were dark. Too dark for ne
to see into.

There were blindingly bright spotlights nmounted
atop the building. The forest had been cut back a
hundred feet or so on all sides of the building,
and the bare, scarred earth all around was |it as bright as
t he sunni est day.

A dozen or so huge pieces of equi pment were
parked neatly side by side. Earthnovers, oddly
shaped cranes, trucks, and some nonstrous thing that
| ooked li ke a huge kid's toy. | guessed that it
was used to cut trees.

My hei ght ened wol f senses noticed several nen
wal ki ng around the perimeter of the clearing. They were
spaced about fifty yards apart and seemed very alert.

The nearest one was wal king just in front of
us. Marco and | crouched | ow behind tree trunks
stood perfectly still.

The man wore a tan uniform The legs of his
pants were tucked into high |eather boots. He was
carrying an automatic rifle.

| ess-than kay, this
does
l ook just slightly extrene for a | ogging canp. That
guy is no lunberjackeagreater-than | said.

| aimed ny ears at the building, but no sounds
cane frominside. Either there was no one in there or they
had soundproofed the place really well.

| ess-than Are you getting anythi ng8greater-than
Marco asked ne.

| ess-than Not frominside the building. But
I"'msnmelling stuff that | can't recognize.

Wird snells. greater-than

| ess-than Yeah. Me, too. Animal
snell's, but weird, you know8greater-than

| ess-than Hork-Bajir8greater-than

| ess-than Coul d beeagreater-than Marco said.

| ess-than The guards are all
humaneagreater-than | pointed out. |ess-than You
know, this may have nothing to do with the Yeerks. Maybe
whoever these guys are, they're up to something totally
different. I nmean, normal humans do act

and



strange sonetinmes. Not every weird person is a
Controllers

| ess-than No. But don't forget -- the force
field. Even if these guys were |ike drug dealers or
something, | don't think they'd have a force field.

greater-than
| ess-than Good point. greater-than | fel

silent. | had heard a noise. Severa
noi ses. Myvenent. Careful, stealthy novenent.
| glanced at Marco. | saw that his ears were

pricked up, too. |ess-than Yeah, |
heard teagreater-than Marco said. |ess-than
Behi nd us. Someone circling around. greater-than
| felt the knife edge of fear. The human part
of ne was afraid. The wolf nme was not. But |
trusted the human instinct nore on this.
| ess-than Where are the guards8greater-than |
asked.
| ess-than Uh- oheagreater-than Marco said.
Blinding Iight!
Li ght everywhere. Everywhere! The whole world was a
brilliant white.
| felt like the whol e universe could see ne.
BLAM BLAM BLAM
The sound of sharp, cracking explosions in the
trees above us. | glanced up. Sonmething falling.
A net!
Big steel nets were exploding fromthe trees above
us, falling toward us. There were heavy wei ghts at the

edges.
| ess-t han RUNFFGREATER- THAN
We bolted. The net above ne fell. | was
racing the falling edge, racing, racing
Fr ee!

The net scraped ny back. But | was out from under

TSEWNN  TSEWANY
A brilliant stab of red light shot fromthe dark
upper wi ndows of the |og building. The beamhit the
base of a tree not six inches fromme. The wood was
vaporized. A six-inch hole was blown right through its
trunk.

Dracon beans!

| started to run. But sonmething felt wong.
Marco! Where was he?

| turned and | ooked back. He was under the net!
He was wei ghed down and crawling on his belly to get
free of it.

I ran back.

TSEWNN  TSEWANNY

The Dracon beans, alnost pale in the
brilliant floodlit woods, fired again and agai n.

| grabbed the edge of the net in ny jaws and
lifted it up. It was shockingly heavy. No wonder
Marco was craw i ng.

| ess-than Get out of hereffgreater-than Mrco
yelled. less-than Don't get killed for ne.
greater-than

| ess-than Shut up and cone onffgreater-than |
cried.

TSEWNN  TSEWANY



| couldn't hold the net. My jaws were
aching. My neck was draggi ng down. Marco was barely
i nching forward. The Dracon beans were getting nore and nore
accur at e.

And now | saw where the guards had di sappeared to.
They were runni ng through the woods
toward us. Half a dozen nmen carrying automatic
weapons. It was an eerie and terrifying sight, as the
men cast gigantic shadows up into the tree-tops.

Then . . . sonmething fast. Faster than a wolf.
Faster than a human.

Li ke a deer. Like a horse. A nouthless face,
eyes on stalks, a tail like a scorpion. A
creature like nothing that lived on Earth. It raced
straight for us.

| ess-than Axffgreater-than | cried.

His tail struck, faster than a human eye could
fol | ow.

The tail bl ade nmade sparks as it sliced through
the net, leaving a long gash just in front of
Marco' s nose.

| ess-than Yikes! That was a little
cl oseffgreater-than Marco said. But he surged through
the hole in the net and took off. | was right behind him
Wl ves are already fast. But when you get a scared
wolf with a scared human nmind inside it,
you' d be amazed how t hat ani mal can nove.

W haul ed our butts out of there, with Ax right beside
us.

BAVBANVBANMBANVBANVBAVBAVBAM

@unfire! Good, ol d-fashioned, human, very
deadly gunfire.

It's much louder in reality than it is in
novi es.
And it's much scarier to have it ained at you than it is
to see it in a novie. Basically, getting shot at
is absolutely
not hi ng
i ke a novie.

| ess-than Aaaaahhhffgreater-than | yelled.

| ess-than Aaaaahhhff greater-than Marco
yel | ed.

| ess-than Aaaaahhhf f greater-than Ax agreed.

Two wol ves and an Andalite set a new
record speeding away fromthat place.
C
HAPTE
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LJ- KAY, | think we've answered the question about
whet her that's just an ordinary |ogging canp,”
Mar co sai d.

We had reached the far edge of the forest, back
close to ny farm Marco and | had de- norphed.
Rachel and Jake flew down and j oi ned us.
Tobi as took up a perch on a | ow branch.

Ax stood nearby. His two stal k eyes noved
continuously, side to side, peering into the dark woods
around us. His two main eyes net my gaze.

"By the way, thanks, Ax," | said.



"Yeah, no kidding," Marco added. "I was
Spam back there. That tail blade of yours is
somet hi ng. "
| ess-than |ike should have spotted the nets up in the
treet opseagreater-than Ax berated hinsel f.
| ess-than |ike had detected the force field and
suspected there were Dracon beans in the upper
wi ndows. But the nets were so primtive
over| ooked them greater-than

Ax, like all Andalites, has no spoken
speech. Probably because they have no nout hs.
Thought - speak is his natural |anguage.

Up close he looks like a cross between a deer
or a horse, and a human and a scorpion. Sort
of like a nythical centaur. H's upper body is like
a boy's. He has weak-1ooking arns and a
head with two novabl e stal ks on top, kind of like
antlers. Each stalk has an eye. The eyes are
constantly looking left and right and back.

Andalites are very hard to sneak up on

His body is covered in blue and tan fur, very
short on his humanoid torso, a bit |onger on
his deerlike body. H's four hooves are sharp and
bl ack.

But it's the tail that grabs your attention. It's
| ong enough that he can whip it up over his head and hit
someone standing in front of him It ends in a curved
bl ade.

"None of us saw the nets," Jake pointed out.
"They rmust have been well-conceal ed."

"The point is, they were waiting for us," Mrco
said. "This is definitely a Yeerk operation. |
don't think they really want to go into the lum
berjack business, which neans this whole thing is about
getting us."

"Agreed," Rachel said tersely. "They think
we're Andalites. They know we've been hurting
themall around this area. They've deci ded we nust be
hiding in these wods."

"They're alnost right," Jake pointed out. "Ax and
Tobias both do live in the forest. And we
do use the forest."

"You know, we're not the only thing going on here,"
| said.

They all | ooked puzzl ed.

| took a deep breath. "I nean, you know, this
forest is inmportant even if Tobias and Ax
weren't here. It makes me sick to think of people
choppi ng down all these trees."

"Ch, puh-leeze, not the Earth-Mther thing,

okay?" Marco said. "I alnost got nyself fried by a
Dracon beam That wasn't to save Banbi, al
ri ght?"

"Look, Marco, we are not the only aninals
around. W, of all people, ought to understand that."
"Cassie, who cares? W're fighting to save
the world fromthe Yeerks. Who cares about sone ecol ogy,
tree- huggi ng, recycl e-your-cans stuff?"
"l do," | said.
"Well, that's you," Marco said. "Personally,



what | care about is the fact that a bunch of

Yeerks have that, that fortress back there, and they're

going to use it to tear up these woods | ooking for us."
| started to say sonething back, when Jake held

up his hand. "It seens to nme it doesn't matter
whet her we have slightly different ideas about
why we
care. | mean, either way, we want to stop this from
goi ng on. Right?"
He | ooked at Marco, then at nme. | was
annoyed with Jake right then. | nean, | understand that

he has to consider everyone's ideas equally. But still,
it was |like he was agreeing with Marco that it didn't
matter if the forest was wi ped out, as long as we

survi ved.

| turned to Rachel for support, but she found

somet hing to | ook at down on the ground.
Ch, great,

| thought.

Even Rachel thinks I'm

W ong.

| ess-than The inmportant thing is we have to stop
t henmeagr eat er -t han Tobi as sai d.

"And how exactly do we do that?" Marco asked.

"That place is the Fortress of Doom"

"Knock it down? Blow it up?" Rache
nused.

"Grab some of that heavy equi prent they have and run
it into the place?" Marco suggested. "W don't have
the benefit of surprise. They know we're comni ng
They know sooner or |ater we're gonna go
after them"
| ess-than The heavy equi pnent woul d be
usel esseagreater-than Ax said. |ess-than That
building is surrounded by a force field. The
equi prent woul d not penetrate it. Neither would we. W
woul d be stopped by the force field and then cut to pieces
by the Dracon beans. greater-than

Rachel's lips pressed into a thin line. "So
we just give up? That's the plan? W let them go
choppi ng through the woods till they find you, Ax, or
Tobi as?"

Ax didn't have an answer.

"You know, | wouldn't want to sound |ike some stupid
ecol ogy nut or anything," | said sarcastically.

"But the question is: How did the Yeerks ever get
perm ssion to start logging in a national forest?"

"Way is that hel pful ?* Marco asked, even nore
sarcastically.

"Because sonetines, Marco, there are nore subtle ways
of doing things. The Yeerks don't control the entire
government. Not yet, anyway. So they had to get
| egal permission. If they didn't have perm ssion
t hey' d have cops and fedeKal agents and TV
newspeopl e all over them They don't want
that."

Marco | ooked |i ke he had sone smart reply
to make. Then he said, "Ch."

Jake cocked an eyebrow at his best friend.

"See, Marco, this is why Cassie is a nicer



person than you. She could have said, "They don't
want
t hat,
duh. ""

Marco grinned, despite hinself.

Jake winked at ne, and | forgave himfor acting
like Marco was right before. "Wat do you think we should do?"

| shrugged. | hate having to think of things that
m ght end up getting people hurt or killed. "I
guess ... | nean, okay, urn ... Ckay,
| ook, the Yeerks nmust have gotten to someone. They nust
have one of their Controllers in sone kind of high
position. W need to find out who."

| ess-than And how do we do t8greater-than
Tobi as asked.

"I guess ..." | looked at Jake for
hel p. I knew the answer. | just didn't want
to say it. See, when we make plans, we tend
to end up in terrible danger | ater on

"W have to get inside that building," Jake said
for me.

| nodded. The least | could do was agree.

Rachel shook her head. "I don't know any

ani mal big enough to force a way inside that place."
"Not big," | said. "Small. Vesty

smal | . "

w

here have you been?" ny dad asked me when | finally
got back honme later that evening. He was in the

ki tchen, searching the refrigerator

It kind of took me by surprise. My parents
don't usually ask ne a lot of questions. Mostly
they trust me. And it used to be they
coul d
trust ne. | don't think 1'd lied to ny parents
bef ore beconing an Aninmorph. Nowit's like I'm
lying all the tine. It's a rotten feeling.

"Ch . . . urn, | was just out wal king," |
said. "Why? Did you need ne for sonething?"

"Ch, yes," ny dad said. He was soundi ng way
too solem, so | knew he wasn't actually
serious. That's the way he is. | guess he has
a dry sense of
hunor. That's what Jake says, anyway. He
thinks nmy dad is the funniest man on the

pl anet .
"What is it?"
"Just got a call fromthe hi ghway patrol. They
said this . . . this certain animal ... is out by the

side of the highway, where it cuts through the forest. They
say this certain aninmal seens to have a bad burn.”
| didn't Iike the way he kept saying "certain

ani mal . "

"W have to drive out and get it," ny dad said.
Then he grinned. "Actually, "Il drive.
You

have to get it."

| groaned. There was only one animal in al
the world nmy dad was afraid of. He handl ed foxes and
wol ves and even bears. But he would not handle this



"certain animal."

"Are you telling me it's a skunk?" | asked.
He nodded. "You have such a way wi th skunks," he
said. "They like you. Besides, | have to go neet with the board

of the Dudette Cat Food Corporation tomorrow. |
can't show up snelling like skunk."
My nmom appeared, clinbing up fromthe basenent.
She was carrying a six-pack of V-8 juice
"This is all | could find in the pantry," she said.
You see, tomato juice is one of the few things
that helps get rid of skunk snell.
"Mom shouldn't you be the one to help dad with this?
| have very inportant homework to do."
"Yeah, right," nmy nmom said.
"This is pathetic. You guys are both highly
trained veterinarians," | pointed out. "How can you
be scared of skunks?"
"I didn't used to be," ny father said darkly.
"Back before . . . before the
i ncident."
"Just because one skunk sprayed you -
"In the face," he said.
"Just because you had one bad experience -
"He sprayed nme six tines in about three
seconds,"” he said. "I snelled for a week. Your
not her made nme sleep in the barn. Except the other
animals there all becane agitated, so | had
to set up a tent in the yard."
"Then we had to burn the tent," ny nother added.
She giggl ed.
"You do have a way wth skunks," my father said.
"Actually, you have a way with all animals. Cone
on, you know skunks | ove you."
"A burned skunk by the side of a hi ghway
| oves no one,” | said.
Ten minutes |ater, we were on the
hi ghway. W& were driving in our new pickup
truck. My father's old, bel oved pickup truck
had been stolen and totally destroyed.
At least that's what ny dad believed. Actu-
ally, we'd sort of had to borrow it in this terrible
battle. Marco had been driving, and Marco cannot
drive. The truck had ended up a total weck
in a ditch.
On the way, we listened to the CD player. That
was the only thing ny dad |iked about the new truck.
He was pl aying sone old jazz or something.
W reached the spot the highway patrol had
told ny dad about. W pulled over and put on the
hazard |ights.
"Careful. People drive |like maniacs through here," he
warned nme as we clinbed out.
Cars were bl owi ng past at seventy mles an hour
with their high beans on. The black forest pressed in
around the road on both sides. | shone a
flashlight around the edge of the trees.
Normal |y, the forest doesn't bother me. But |
knew that we were actually within a quarter nmile of the
Yeerk | ogging canp. It was beyond strange to be
practically going back to the place where, just an hour



before, 1'd nearly been kill ed.
It took us at least twenty mnutes, wal king
up and down the grassy shoul der of the road, before ny
flashlight beam | anded on a shock of black and
white

"Dad! Here!"
He cane trotting over and added his light to mne
"Yep," he comented. "I'Il get the cage.

Don't forget your gloves. You know skunks are a
maj or vector for rabies."

"Dad, | have had the shot."

"No vaccine is a hundred percent," he said.

| wal ked toward the skunk. It saw nme and
turned tiny, glittering black eyes on ne.

"Don't be afraid," | said, pitching ny
voice high. "It's okay. W're here to help
you. It's going to be just fine."

Here's the thing about skunks: They are the sweetest
animal s alive. They don't have a mean bone in
their bodies. But that's because they don't have to be nean.
They possess the ultimte weapon.

Even so, they will always warn you. If they turn their
backs on you, that's a warning. If they raise their
tails with the tips down, that's a very

serious
warning. If they raise the tips of their
tails ... you are in a very bad situation

If you're dealing with a skunk who has turned
buttward and raised its tail all the way, you would
want to freeze. Trust ne. Every w |l d animal
knows this. Dogs, unfortunately, don't understand about
skunks, but bears, raccoons, wolves, and nost
birds of prey know that you just don't mess with that
skunk tail.

Maybe you think you know how bad skunk rusk is
because you've driven by skunk roadkill. That's
nothing. Up close and personal, it's a
whol e different |evel of stench. If you inagine the
nost horrible smell possible, then nultiply it
by a thousand, you still won't be close.

"It's okay, sweetie," | cooed. "Don't
spray ne. |I'myour friend, so please don't
spray me."

I rmoved cl oser and crouched | ower, making mnysel f
small. | wanted to | ook nonthreatening. | noved
very slowy, a step at a tine, always cooing and
baby-talking like | was going to grab a little kid arned
wi th a shot gun.

The skunk noved! | froze.

The skunk settl ed back down. | breathed again.

"Pl ease don't spray ne," | said.
| reached into nmy pocket and took out a bit of
nmouse meat. We keep frozen nice for the raptors
we handl e. Skunks al so enjoy a nice nouse or
grasshopper as part of their diets.

"Here you go. Dinner."

I held the nmeat out for the skunk. The skunk
didn't seemto be hungry, but it did accept the
fact that | nust be okay if |I was offering dinner

| crouched beside the skunk and set ny flashlight



on the ground. Carefully, with nmy gl oved hand, |
reached out to touch the aninmal.

It was shaking. Shivering. And, at that very nonent,
coul d see why.

There was a burn right across the skunk's
back. A perfectly semicircular burn, as if
someone had sinply sliced a scoop out of it.

"Dracon beam " | whispered. "You were there,
weren't you? Poor baby."

Aimng at me and Marco, the Yeerks had hit this
skunk instead. A conpletely innocent animal
caught in the cross fire of the war between Yeerks and
humans.

The Yeerks would destroy all the forest and all its
animals to get at us.

"Sorry," | whispered to the skunk

| lifted it slowmy, carefully, up into ny
ar ns.
CHAPTE
R

LjJe net at the mall. It was a Saturday,
so it was a normal place we m ght be.

VWhen you live in a world where you' re surrounded
by possible enemies, it's inportant not to do anything
too unusual. You don't want to draw attention

Not even fromyour own famly and school friends. You
just never know who can be trusted and who can't.

The Yeerks believed we were Andalites. W
wanted themto go on believing that. If they ever
figured out we were humans, |et alone kids, we
wer e toast.

So we left no clues. We tried not to act |ike
we were a group. We didn't want some Controller
teacher or whatever thinking, "Hey, you know what? Those
same kids are always hangi ng out together, acting |ike
t hey' re pl anni ng sonet hi ng. "

W had to | ook and act and seem nornal .
Rachel still went to gymastics classes and shopped.
Jake and Marco still shot hoops in Jake's
driveway or played video ganes.
took care of animals at the Wldlife
Rehabilitation Cinic.

There was not hing we could do to make Tobi as seem
normal . He was way past being normal . But
Tobias cane froma terrible, nessed-up
background, shuttling fromone indifferent aunt or
uncle to another. He'd never really been part of a
famly or a structure, and sadly, no one
seened to notice when he sinply di sappear ed.

| spent an hour wandering al ong behi nd Rachel as
she noved |ike a professional through the racks at The
Limted and Banana Republic and The Gap
and the
various departnent stores.

Rachel has sone bizarre, supernatura
instinct for when and where sales will happen. She
doesn't need the advertising. She just "knows."

W were cruising through a series of tables piled with
sweaters at Express. Rachel was | ooking for a



particul ar shade of green that probably didn't
exi st.

"What do you think we're going to do?" | asked
her .
She | ooked up fromfondling a sweater. "What?
Oh. | guess we'll probably go in.
If we can find a way."

"That's what | was wondering. Wiat way? How do

we get inside that place? | nean, | know
we' re thinking insect norph. But if anyone is
pl anning on doing ants again, 1'll tell you right
now, I'mnot doing it."
Rachel gave a little shudder. "I'm sure no

one wants to do ants again."

We'd had sone really bad experiences norph-+.

But nor phing ants was the worst. W ended up being the
wrong species and tribe of ants in the mddle of
eneny ant territory.

You woul d not believe the nightmares that cane out of that
one. The tunnels pressing in all around, and then
hundreds of vicious ant sol diers expl oded al
around us, attacking, attacking ..

"No ants,"” | said. | |ooked at Rachel
trying to catch her eye. "Right?"

Rachel shrugged. Then she gl anced at her watch.

"It's time. Ax is coming with them so let's not keep
them wai ting."

"Ax? Uh-oh."

Jake, Marco, and a strikingly handsone boy were
all sitting in the food court. They seened to be
arguing | oudly about who had won sone video
gane in the arcade
"Hey! Rachel!"™ Marco called out as we passed
by. "What are you guys doi ng here?"

| really didn't like this kind of acting. It
seened silly to me. But it had to | ook like an
accident that we all ended up together in the sane
pl ace at the same tine.

"We're shopping,” | nuttered. "You know how
| |1 ove shopping."

"Why don't you guys hang out with us. Have sone of
our nachos," Jake said, smling brightly.

| 1 ooked at the paper plate of nachos. They
were conpl etely gone. There was nothing |l eft but a paper
plate with a slight orange stain fromthe cheese. There
was a matching orange stain on the chin of the very handsone
boy between Marco and Jake.

Jake saw what | was |ooking at and rolled his
eyes. "At least he didn't eat the plate this

tinme."

"Hello," Ax said to nme. "I am Jake's
cousin, Phillip. Jake's cousin. Scousin.
Scuzzin. | amfromout of town."

| couldn't help but |augh. Ax had | ong ago
created a human nmorph out of DNA he'd
acquired fromthe four of us. He was a weird
bl endi ng of each of us. He was mal e, but sort of
pretty in a weird way.

He | ooked |ike a human. He basically
was



a human. But he still had a | ot of problens
adj ust -
ing to the human norph. For one thing, since
An-dalites have no mouth, he found his human nouth
utterly fascinating. He couldn't help but play
with the sounds of words.

And the boy was dangerous around food.

"Were the nachos good?" | asked him

"They tasted of grease and salt. Plus, there was
anot her flavor that reminds ne of sone delicious

engine oil | tried once. Gl. Ql-luh."
"Engi ne oil ?" Jake asked. "Ax ... |
mean, Phillip . . . You know how | nentioned you

can't eat cigarette butts or dryer lint? Add
engine oil to the list."

Ax nodded. "Yes. There are many rules for
eating."

Marco pushed out a chair for nme to sit in.
"Ckay, if we're done with the little side trip into the
bi zarre-o zone, let's deal w th business."

"Tobi as cane by this norning," Jake
sai d, keeping his voice |low. "He watched the place
fromhigh up. He thinks the Controllers at the site
have little transponders on their belts that let them
pass through the force field."

"So we just have to grab a transponder,” Rache
sai d.

"No," Ax said. "The transponder would be
keyed to the biochenical signature of the wearer. The
Yeerks are not as -"

"Don't say that word," Jake hissed.

| saw Marco's eyes dart quickly, |ooking
to see if anyone was cl ose enough to have overheard.

"Sorry. Ree. Saw-ree," Ax said.

"Rachel 's plan would not work."

Jake sighed. "Tobias al so saw somnet hi ng el se.
Inside the force field. There are tiny holes in the
wood foundation of the building. He thinks it's
termtes at work."

"Term tes?" | asked

Jake nodded. "Yep."

| swal l owed. "Jake, termites are awfully
close to being ants.™

"They aren't as vicious," Jake said. "I
| ooked up sone information on the Internet.

Besides, if we make sure we norph a ternite
fromthat very colony, we'd fit right in."

I was having trouble breathing. | noticed
Marco's face turning gray. Even Ax | ooked
grim

"You're not serious, right?" | asked Jake.

"I mean, termtes? Ternites?"
| probably sounded slightly hysterical.
know |
felt
slightly hysterical
"I don't know how else to do it," Jake said.
He was | ooking down at the table and biting his |ip.

"Cassi e, you were right when you said the real question is how



t hese guys got permission to start logging. That's their
weakness. W
have
to know how they pulled this off. To know that we
have
to get inside that building."
"Through termte tunnel s?" Marco asked.
"Look, how do we even get a ternite
to acquire? They're all inside that force field,
ri ght?"
| wanted that to be the truth. But when |
| ooked at Jake, he just shook his head a little.
"Tobi as says they were working on the building a little
today. Putting in extra Dracon beans. They had
to cut away sone of the logs."
Jake reached into the pocket of his jacket. He
pull ed out a small, glass vial. The top had
tiny holes init to let air through
Inside the vial was a tiny, tan-and-white bug.
It was about the size of an ant. It had an enl arged
brown head.
"Same col ony,"
bui I di ng. "
| stared at the termte. It tried to clinb up
the side of the glass, but it slipped back down.
It was helpless. It was trapped in what nust have
seened |ike a huge glass cell held by a
creature so gigantic that the termte could never even
begin to imagine it.
Jake took the top off the vial
"W don't do this unless everyone agrees," he
said. "But we can't let the ..
t hem .
start tearing through the forest."
Rachel held out her hand. Jake tapped the
vial till the insect landed in her palm
| saw it craw across Rachel's lifeline.
And |
saw it becone still, as Rachel acquired the ternite
DNA.
| inmagined being that ternite. Crawing across the
gi gantic hand. Thinking every crease in Rachel's
pal mwas as deep as a ditch
VWen Rachel was done, | held out ny own hand.
It was shaking. It was shaking and | couldn't stop it from
shaki ng.
The brightly Ilit mall food court suddenly
seened dar k.
Lord, that tiny insect scared ne.
Deep down inside, it truly scared ne.

Jake said. "Fromthe sane

C
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LJJ- EVERY woul d go that night. That very night.

W were supposed to use the afternoon to deal with chores
and famly stuff and homewor k.

Try it sonetime. Try doing homewor k when you t hi nk
you may be going to your doomin a few hours. Try
concentrating on math when you're thinking you have to turn



into atermte and sneak into a heavily
def ended bui | di ng.

Good | uck.

| went out to the barn. My dad was out there, making
his rounds. He didn't need ny help, but he
didn't say no, either.

"Did you finish your homework?"

"Mostly." | added another lie to the pile
|I'd already had to tell
"I was going to take a closer |ook at your skunk
fromlast night. She was very agitated so | had
to give her a mld sedative."

"It's a femal e?"

"Yep. "
My father carried the cage into the little side room
he uses to exam ne the patients. | eased the

skunk from her cage and cradled her out to the exam nation
tabl e. She seened very calmnow, but it was an
unnatural, drugged cal m

The ni ght before, my dad had bandaged t he wound and now
he carefully renmoved the gauze. The sight of the
burn nade ne wi nce, even though I've seen
hundreds of injured animals.

"Hm Hmm Pah. Pah. Pah. Hmm "

That's the sound ny dad makes when he's exam ni ng

somet hing interesting. "Pah." | don't know
why, he just does.
"Weird. Very unusual. | cannot for the life of

me guess what caused this burn. It's too neat.
Too clean. The only good thing is, whatever caused
it was so hot it partially cauterized the tissue."
"Muscl e danage, or is it just
superficial ?" | asked.
My dad glanced at nme and smiled. "It's
nmostly fur and skin that were burned. But | see sone
noderately severe damage in the shoul der here. Mich
deeper and the spine woul d have
been burned. But she'll live. I wish | could
say as much for her kits."
"Her what? She has babi es?"
"Yeah. |'d say probably about six, seven
weeks ol d."
"She has babies? Qut there somewhere in the
woods?"
My dad started applyi ng a new bandage.
"Cassi e, you know nature plays rough.”
"But they're too young to survive on their own,
aren't they?"
"I can't be sure," he said, not |ooking at ne.
It occurred to me then that sonetinmes maybe he |ied
to nme, too. For nmy own good. O because of
what he thought was nmy own good.
"They're sitting in some den wonderi ng where their nother
is," | said. "They'll starve to death. O be
eaten by predators.”
"Hand nme the scissors,"” ny father said.
"Yeah. Ckay. Urn, look. | neant to ask
you, is it okay if | spend the night at
Rachel ' s toni ght ?"
"Sure, honey. You know, if your nobm says



it's okay. Hey. You never asked how my neeting
went with the cat food people this norning. W got sone
addi ti onal funding!"
W tal ked for a while as we made rounds toget her
But my heart wasn't in it. | was thinking about sone
baby skunks somewhere, mew ng and crying for their nother
And | was thinking I w shed ny dad wasn't so quick
to let me go to Rachel's. Because, of course, we
weren't really having a sl eepover. Rachel was going
to tell her nom she was spending the night at ny
house. And Jake would tell his parents a lie, and
Marco would tell his father a lie, and we'd all be
going into a situation that none of us wanted to be in.
| was going to face death, that very night. And the | ast
thing I would have said to ny father was a lie.
| remenbered the tunnels of the ants.
| remenbered themthe way | saw themin ny

ni ghtmares. | never had seen themin reality.
Ants don't see very well, and there's no |ight
under gr ound.

But in nmy dreams | saw everything. | saw the

huge, metallic-1ooking heads of the enenmy ants as
t hey crashed through sand walls and | ocked their massive
pincers on me and tried to slice me into pieces.
Do you know what it's like to think that you're going
to die, and never even get back to human fornf?
To believe that you' re going to die as an
ant,
trapped in a hell that no hunan had ever been to?
And now | also saw those little skunk kits.
Starving. Crying out, and with each cry, signaling to sone

pr edat or .
"Sweet heart, are you okay?"
| realized ny dad was staring at ne. | had

been breathing hard, al nmost crying. There were beads of
sweat on ny forehead.

"Yeah. Fine. Fine," | said quietly.

He finished his rounds and left.

| stayed behind. | went back to the skunk in her
cage.

| opened the cage door and put ny hand
in. I was not wearing a gl ove.

See, you can't acquire DNA if you' re wearing
gl oves.

LjJell, what a surprise seeing you al
here," Marco said in a | ow whi sper.

"Everyone still up for this?" Jake asked.

"Sure," Marco answered. "We're | ooking
forward to it. Who needs sl eep when you can run off on
a sui cide mssion instead?"

It was pitch-black. It was three in the norning.
W were at the edge of the forest. Jake, Rachel
Marco, and ne. Tobias was in the tree above us.

The sane five kids who had wandered stupidly
t hrough a construction site at night on our way hone
fromthe mall. The sanme kids who had seen the
Andalite fighter Iand. The sanme five kids whose
lives had been changed forever
W had been nade into soldiers that night.

Soldiers in a terrible war we could not really hope



to win.

Tobi as had paid a terrible price. But so had the
rest of us. There we were, in the dark, ready to do
thi ngs that woul d make us screamif we ever stopped
to think about themfor too |ong.

AX was there, too. Poor Ax, who was
even nore alone than the rest of us. He was in his own
body, his stalk eyes restlessly peering in every
direction.

"I thought we'd morph ow s, " Jake suggest ed.
"They're fast, and they fly well at night.

Till we get close.”

| was relieved. OM was a good choi ce for what
1 had in nind. OMs are the only natura
predators of adult skunks. See, sone
species of ows don't have a sense of snell.

If you're going to eat skunks, that's a good thing.

I wasn't going to eat adult skunks, of
course. | was going to try to find sone skunk
babi es.

| ess-than Wsh | could go with you
guyseagreater-than Tobi as said. |ess-than But
I'"mnot nuch use at night. greater-than

"You found us the way to get into this place," Jake
said. "And you got us the ternmte to norph."

"And we're just so amazingly grateful,"” Marco
sai d sarcastically.
W all | aughed nervously. It was good to know that the

others were all as scared as | was.
We all started to remove our outer clothing. W
wor e our norphing suits underneath -- a
col l ection of bike shorts, |leotards, and
T-shirts. We can norph skintight clothing, but
not things Iike sweaters or shoes or watches.
Jake wore a pair of bike shorts and a sort
of spandex top. Marco snickered
"What ?" Jake denmanded
Marco put on an innocent face. "Nothing.
Nothing. I'mjust saying if we're going to be
su- perheroes we need to do sonet hi ng about these stupid
outfits. We look like refugees froma
Bul gari an gymmastics conpetition. That's al
' m saying. "
"Except for Rachel, of course," | pointed
out. Naturally, Rachel had found a way
to coordinate her outfit. She |ooked great.
"Here's the plan," Jake said. "W norph
ow s to get close. We denorph at |east two
hundred yards away fromthe conpound. Then we craw
cl ose, norph termites, dig under the force
field, and enter the termite holes in the outside
of the building."
"As long as it's nice and sinple," Rache
said darkly. She | ooked at me, and | realized that
even fearl ess Rachel was afraid.
That scared ne.
| tried to focus entirely on assum ng the ow
nmor ph. But my brain was buzzing away. You know how
sometines you can't stop your brain fromjust racing around?
It's like a conputer that's playing a dozen prograns



at once.
| was worrying about too many things comab ny science
project, lying to ny parentseawhether Ax really
tried drinking engi ne oil eawhet her the baby skunks
had al ready beenkill ed

Maybe it was self-defense. | didn't want
to start worrying about the thing that
real ly

worried ne.

Sonehow ny |ife had turned very, very weird

| saw Ax was nmorphing quickly. Hs tail went
linp, like an enpty sock. Feathers were grow ng
to replace his fur.

| |1 ooked down at nmy own arm and saw t he feat her
patterns being drawn on ny skin. They were
beautiful, really, if you didn't stop to think about
t hem bei ng on you. You could see the quill, a gently
curved shaft. Fromit the thousands of individua
vanes spread.

Then, quite suddenly, the feather-draw ng becane
t hr ee- di mensi onal . They seened to sinply
pop out of my skin. It itched alittle as the feathers
grew out, all across ny body.

I was shrinking all the while. Getting smaller
and smaller. The dirt and pi ne needl es and | eaves and
twigs all cane rushing up at ne.

My bare feet grew rough, as if they were one
big callous. Toes nelted together, then forned
into talons. Long, curved, sharp, tearing claws
grew.

The tal ons were the main killing weapon of the great
horned owml. An oW would fly along, silent in the
night. Then it would strike, grabbing the prey -- a
rabbit, a squirrel, a rat, a skunk -- by the
head.

The bones all through ny body were rearranging
t hensel ves. Many di sappeared altogether. O hers becane tw sted
and m sshapen. My breast bone grew deeper. My
various finger bones grew longer first, then shorter
Al of this made a grinding noise that resonated
up through ny body.

My internal organs were radically redesigned
And nmy eyes seened to swell and swell till they
filled my entire head. My eyes were so huge
conpared to ny body that they practically rubbed together
i nside ny skull

Suddenly, it was no longer night. It was as bright
as day.

The anmount of light that was a dim flickering candle
to ny human eyes was a spotlight to ny ow's
eyes.

| ess-than Whoaffgreater-than | heard Rache
cry.
| ess-than |ike enjoy these eyes very nucheagreater-than
Ax commented. |ess-than They are wonderf ul
greater-than

| spread nmy arns w de and opened ny w ngs. The
change was conplete. | felt the cold edge of the
ow's instincts. The instincts of a predator.

| had norphed the ow before, so | knew what



to expect. | had used the eyes and the wi ngs and felt
the brain. It wasn't exactly second nature,
but at least it wasn't a surprise.

| ess-than Ready8greater-than Jake asked.

| flapped ny wings and drew up ny feet and
rose easily into the tree branches that, in the
dar kness, were invisible to humans, but clear as bl azing
neon to ne.

| saw Tobias sitting perched on his branch
| felt his instinctive hawk's caution as a
flight of five horned owls flew past.

The day bel onged to the hawks. But night was ours.

| ess-than Good | uckeagreater-than Tobi as
said. less-than Don't eat anything | woul dn't
eat. greater-than

| ess-than Hah- haheagreater-than Mrco
| aughed. He was high on the thrill of a good norph
So was |, | guess. There is a rush of power that
cones frombeing an animal in its natural el enent.
Particularly a predator.

In the air at night, nothing could touch us. W
rei gned suprene in the forest.

W flewin a |loose formation, not soaring
above the trees, but flitting through them Qur w ngs
didn't nake a sound. An owW's w ngs are as
careful |y designed as the wi ngs of the nost advanced
stealth fighter. Mre, really. The feathers are
designed not to flutter or ruffle as the ow glides
through the still night air.

Frightened nmice, listening for any possibl e danger
hear nothing at all as the ow swoops down for the
kill.

As well as | could see, | could also hear
everything. | could hear as well as the wol ves.

As we flew to what m ght be our destruction, |
tried to focus on ny other goal --
listening for the cries of skunk kits. Wtching the
ground bel ow for the waddling, shuffling wal k of a | ost baby
skunk.

| ess-than This is so weirdeagreater-than
Marco said. less-than like love this part. It's the
next part |I'mnot |ooking forward to at all
greater-than

less-than It'lIl be okayeagreater-than Jake
sai d.
| ess-than Yeah, | nmean, what could possibly

go wong8greater-than Rachel asked dryly.

| swooped and zooned through the trees. Al the
while | watched the ground bel ow ne and focused ny
hearing, and in that way | reached the Yeerk conmpound wi thout
having to think too nmuch about what was coming next.
CHAPTE
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| ess-than TTI - MOST t her eeagreat er-than Jake
sai d. | ess-than Another couple of m nutes.
greater-than

Even in thought-speak | could hear the tension in his
voice. | felt sonething like a cold hand squeezing
ny heart.

Then .



A noi se. A noise against a
background of noises. But this noise was one that the
owm's brain
want ed
to hear. A noise the ow's brain had evol ved
to notice. The sound of hel pl essness. The sound of a
weak creature. Weak, tiny, helpless babies.

There! It was conming froma hole that no other aninal
woul d have seen in the pitch-black
of night. A hole dug beneath the roots of a
t hor n- bush.

Four... no, five separate voices. were they
t he skunk kits? Maybe. | couldn't be sure.
But it was night, and they sounded like they were alone. It
coul d be.

| | ooked around, swiveling my om's neck. |
tried to forma picture of the place. The trees.
The outcropping of rocks just twenty feet away.
| wanted to be able to find the place again.

If I was still around to find anything.

The mewl i ng sound of the babies reached sonething inside
nme. Inside the human Cassie. But to the owl it was
the sound of a neal

It's strange to have those two feelings in your head
at the sane time -- human conpassion and the cold
rut hl essness of the predator. Strange.

| ess-than Ckayeagreater-than Jake said, a
few seconds later. less-than Here. greater-than

We swooped | ow and | anded. | started to de-norph
quickly. I didn't want to feel that predator in
my mnd anynore. Not right then

The worl d went dark as ny hunan eyes reenerged.
The forest was a darker, quieter place to Honp

sapi ens.
| |1 ooked around and coul dn't see any of the | andmarks
I'"d tried to spot. | would never find

t hose skunk kits in the dark. Not w th human eyes,
anyway. Maybe by the light of day. | could cone
back in the norning.

I f.

"Ckay, we have to get as close to the edge of that
conmpound as we can," Jake whi spered. "W can't be
spotted as humans. But we can't norph termites
too far fromthe building. Termtes don't
exactly nove fast."

| ess-than |i ke have a suggestion, Prince
Jakeeagreat er-than Ax said.

Ax is under the inpression that Jake is the
equi val ent of an Andalite prince.

| ess-than A distractioneagreater-than he conti nued.
| ess-than W coul d give the Yeerks sonet hing
to chase. greater-than

| knew instantly what he had in mnd. "An
Andal ite?" | asked him

| ess-than The Yeerks woul d not be able
to resisteagreater-than he said.

"You could end up very dead that way," Mrco said.

"No, Ax," Jake said. "W need you
i nside. There may be Yeerk conputers in there. W
need you. But a distraction isn't a bad idea."



Jake | ooked at ne. "Anyone want
to volunteer? It would probably be safer than going
i nsi de. "

He was offering ne a way out. A way to avoid

having to beconme a ternmite. | should have said yes. |
wanted to say yes.

But | couldn't do it. | couldn't take the easier

way out.

"COkay, we draw straws. All except
Ax. He goes in, regardless."

Jake pulled up four strands of tall grass.

He shortened themall to about six inches. Then, he
took one and shortened it further. "Short straw
plays tag with the Yeerks."

He conceal ed the bottoms of the straws in his fist.

"Next time let's play sone other
gane," Marco said as he drew a straw
"Yaht zee, maybe. | don't like ganes that
involve life and death."

One after the other, we each drew a straw. A
long straw. | | ooked carefully at the straw in
nmy hand. Yes, it was a | ong one.

Jake | ooked shocked. He held the short
straw.

We were all shocked. Somehow it just seened
automatic that Jake would be there with us.

Marco grinned. "Sooner or |later we had
to try a mssion without you, oh great and fearless
| eader. "

Marco coul d joke about it. But none of us felt right
going in without Jake. Now it was too |late to change
t hat .

"COkay," Jake said briskly. "You guys know
what to do. 1'll use the wolf norph. The
Yeerks will be on the | ookout for wolves."

He started to wal k away. Then he stopped and
| ooked back. "Be careful, all right?"

"Co ahead,

Mom "
Rachel said. "W can handle this."

"At | east we hope we can," |
nut t er ed.

Jake wal ked away and was qui ckly out of sight.

"Ckay, we have to be ready as soon as Jake
starts making trouble,” Rachel said. "W hear
somet hing go down, we run toward the perineter of the
conpound, staying just back in the trees, norph, and
hope we can find the way to the building."

| ess-than What do you know about these termites we
are norph ing8greater-than Ax wonder ed.

"They're like ants," Marco said.

"Actually, they're related to cockroaches,"”
| said. "I |ooked themup in one of ny nmon s
books. They have a society like ants, but roaches
are closer relatives. They eat cellul ose --
the stuff in wood. Bacteria in their guts digest

the wood. The worker termites . . . they, urn, they
elimnate their waste. And the soldier ternmtes kind
of eat it. | think, judging fromthe ternite

Tobi as brought us, that we are going to be nor-phing



soldier termtes.”
The three of themwere staring at ne, looking a little
si ck.

"Well, Ax wanted to know, " | said.
A light!
"Look!" 1 hissed. "Way off through the

woods. That must be on the far side of the conpound. The
spotlights just went on."

W coul d hear the sounds of human voices
yelling. And then, the wild, defiant how of a
wol f .

"That's it. Let's rock," Rachel said.

We ran toward the conpound. W ran, hunched
low, scurrying fromtree to bush. Then, as we got stil
cl oser, we dropped down and crawl ed on al
fours.

| heard shouting and the eerie zap of Dracon
beans being fired.

"i hope he's okay," | whispered. |
didn't think anyone could hear ne.

But Ax said, less-than Prince Jake is very
smart. He will be fine. greater-than

"Do you guys think we're close enough now?"

Mar co wonder ed.

We were closer than we had been the day before. Just
a few feet fromthe edge of the clearing. Al of us
hunched down behind one | arge tree trunk. Even
Ax, which, in his normal state, is awkward for him

We huddl ed cl ose, like sone big group hug.

When we nor phed we woul d becone tiny. And even a
few feet between us would seemlike a mile.

"Time to go termte,"” Rachel said. She had her arm
around ny back.

| was already sick with fear. Afraid for Jake
Afraid for ny friends. Afraid of the very thing | was
about to becone.

"Can | just say that this sucks?" | nuttered

"Amen," Marco agreed. W were shoul der
to shoulder. My head touched his.

And then, as ny very bones rattled and nmy teeth
chattered fromfear, | began the process that woul d
di ssol ve ny bones, and nelt away ny teeth.

Down, down, down.

Falling . . . falling forever. It was like | had
junped off the Enpire State Buil ding and was
falling. Yet even though I fell, | never quite

hit the ground.
I was going froma girl of less than five feet
to an insect less than a quarter of an inch |ong.
| was becomi ng sonething that could have craw ed inside ny
own ear.
Al ready the others who had been so cl ose seened

to be a long way off. Wth ny eyes still nostly
human, | could see Rachel's face lose its
features, and bulge out. | saw the nonstrously

bi g mandi bl es spring like black, sideways
tusks from her nouth.

And then, ny eyes went dark

I was blind.

And | was gl ad.



andbr vbar bbFT
J. couldn't see, but | could
f eel
t he antennae as they extruded from ny forehead.
| couldn't see, but | could
feel the
extra set of legs growing fromny sides.
| could sense, rather than see, that nmy head was huge
conpared to the rest of ny body.
| could sense that | had a swol | en abdonen.
| could feel the massive pincers where my nouth
had been.
| wanted to scream | wanted to scream so
badly, but | no |onger had a voice. | no
| onger had a tongue.
I was less than a quarter of an inch |ong.
was as long as any two or three letters on this page.
Grains of sand were the size of bowing
balls to me. Wth ny wildly waving feelers
could sense a huge, long shaft, like a fallen |og.
It was over nmy head. | slowy realized that
it was a single pine needle.
| waited for the termite's instincts and mind
to suddenly surge within ny owm. But the termte brain

-- such as it was -- wasn't saying anything. It was
totally silent.
My senses brought nme al nost nothing. | was blind.

I could feel vibrations fromsound, but they were vague.
The termte's sense of "hearing" was not as good as its

rel ati ve, the cockroach. | knew. | had been
a cockr oach.
Al 1 had was a sense of smell. O something

like smell that canme fromny antennae waving in the
air.
| ess-than Everyone okay8greater-than | asked
shakily. | desperately wanted to talk to someone
Anyone. | needed to know the others were alive.
| ess-than Yeaheagreater-than Rachel answered.
| ess-than |ike guess | amokay. It's just that I
can't see anything. greater-than
| ess-than Termites are blind, except for the
gueens and ki ngseagreater-than | said. | rmust have sounded
much calner than | felt.
| ess-than These are very strange
creatureseagreater-than Ax commented. |ess-than |ike
feel no instincts. It's as if they are just
a body. A nachines
| ess-than Wli, let's get these bodies
outta hereeagreater-than
Marco said. |ess-than Sooner or later the
Yeerks are going to get tired of chasing Jake around
t he woods. greater-than
| ess-than Whi ch way8greater-than Rache
asked. less-than Slight problem-- we're
totally blind. greater-than
less-than like . . . maybe |I'mcrazy, but
| get this sense . . . this feeling . . . like sonething
is calling to neeagreater-than | expl ai ned.
| ess-than Ckay, nmaybeeagreater-than Marco
said. less-than like have the sanme feeling. Like someone



yelling froma |long way off. greater-than

| ess-than Let's follow that. Whatever it
i seagreater-than Rachel said. less-than It's as
good a direction as any. greater-than

| set out toward the vague, distant voice. |
had no idea if the others were going in the sane
direction. | guess they were all within a few inches
of nme, but | couldn't tell

The termte |l egs were not very strong or very fast. Not
as fast as an ant's. | could feel the rocks
was clinmbing over. Or the grains of dirt,
| guess they were. They felt like rocks,
anyway. Jagged, sharp-edged crystals, seemngly
as big as a human head.

| motored on all six legs, trying hard not
to think about anything but noving forward.

Just

keep movi ng,

| told nyself.

Don' t think about

how smal | and def ensel ess you are.

| ess-than Hey. | feel sonethingeagreater-than
Rachel said. less-than It's ... | guess it
must be the edge of the force field. greater-than
At the same tine | reached the force field nyself.
| felt it as a tingling humthat vibrated my tiny
body. | could feel the rocks around me vibrating.

I could feel the very air around ne danci ng.

| ess-than At |least we're going in the right
directions Marco pointed out.

I moved closer to the invisible wall of snapping,
hunm ng power. Suddenly | realized ny | egs were just
nmotoring away but | wasn't goi ng anywhere.

| ess-than W will have to dig under xeagreater-than
Ax said. less-than It will stop at the top |ayer
of dirt. greater-than

| ess-than Does soneone know how to make these
pat heti c bodi es di g8greater-than Rachel asked
shappi shly.

| flattened nmyself down and tried w ggling between two
big grains of dirt. It didn't work. Then
sensed one of those hugely long | ogs suspended in the
air not far away. A pine needle.

| shuffled over toward it. The pine needl e was
close to the ground, but there was still plenty of room for
me beneath it.

| ess-than Heyffgreater-than | yelled,
genui nely excited. |less-than Find a pine
needl e or sonething that crosses the line. | think
maybe there's no force field directly beneath them
greater-than

| ess-than Yeseagreater-than Ax agreed.
| ess-than The pine needl e may cast a shadow in the
force field. greater-than

| reached up for the pine needle with ny an-
tennae and felt nmy way al ong beneath it. | could
feel the tingly edges of the force field on either side
of me. But the pine needle did cast a sort of
shadow. And within that shadow, | coul d squeeze through

| ess-than | ' mthroughffgreater-than | said. At the



same time, | becane aware that the vague,
far-off "voice" |1'd heard calling to me was nuch
stronger.

For a weird nonment | actually thought it was ny
nother's voice. And | wanted to go toward it

I moved ny six | egs and headed across the
| andscape of dirt boulders. | was sure where | was
going now. | could hear the voice in ny head.
coul d hear the call

My termte body seened to be nmoving on its
own now. It was like | was a passenger in a car that
someone el se was driving.

| ess-than | s everyone through8greater-than | asked.

| ess-than Yeseagreater-than Rachel said.

She sounded distracted to ne. Like she was |istening
to sonmeone else and didn't want nme interrupting. But
t hat was okay, because | didn't really want to talk
to her, either.

| quickly covered the ground to the buil ding.

didn't see that it was the building, you understand. | just
knew. And the terrible thing is, | never even paused
to wonder
how
I knew.
| ess-than What are we . . . greater-than
Marco's voice. He didn't finish his
thought. | didn't care.
| ess-than Guys8greater-than Rachel asked.
less-than Um. . . greater-than
The opening was just ahead. | knew it was there. |

knew t hat other soldier ternmites would be guarding the
ent rance.
| felt no fear.
| clanmbered up fromthe dirt into the tunne
opening. Familiar smells. Smells | knew
Home. Hone. My place. Were | was from and
where | bel onged.
| snelled the other soldiers with my antennae.
They touched nme with their antennae, as | did to them
W were of the col ony.
The col ony.

| raced swiftly down the tunnel. It headed
upward at a sharp angle, but the angle neant little
to nme. | weighed practically nothing. A worker was

ahead of me. It extruded a pellet of digested
cellul ose. Wod pulp. | quickly gobbled it
up.

Wthin the wood pul p food there were nessages.
Hor nones passi ng t hrough the col ony, containing information
Vague orders. Indistinct yet powerful
i nstructi ons.

| was now caught up in a rush of workers off
to obey the voiceless voice in their heads. Sonme were
off to chew a new tunnel. Gthers were off to the egg
chanmber to rotate the eggs.

And | had ny orders, too.

I raced along tunnels lined with chewed and
di gested wood pul p. Tunnels cut through the dried
wood t hat supported the buil ding.

| felt side tunnels open on one side,



then the next. A tunnel above. Air flowed faint

-- but fresh -- actually creating a tiny breeze.
There was no light. None. But it didn't matter
because | was blind. | was blind, but I was not |ost.

What am | doi ng?
an alien voice asked.
| ignored it.
NO
the voice cried.
| had heard the voice before. But it came fromfar
away and it spoke a |l anguage | didn't
under st and.
NO NO NO Let nme go!
| felt a queasy, sickening feeling inside

ne.

But still | powered down the tunnel
turning here, turning there. Al ways noving toward a
goal . There was a powerful snell. It was grow ng

stronger and stronger.

I went to it. |
had
togotoit.
NO Let ne go! Let nme go

Down the black tunnels. Over and through the
packed rush-hour streams of workers. To the center
To the core. To the heart.
Help ne! Help ne!
the voi ce screaned.

The voice ... ny voice

The faint, failing voice of the human naned
Cassi e.

Me.
Me!
Ahhhhhhhhh!
Suddenly, | was Cassie again. | knew ny
name. | knew who | was.
But it no longer mattered. The termte body was
out of ny control. A stronger will than m ne was guiding

it.

The termte suddenly energed into a vast, open
space. A space that in reality was no nore
than two or three inches across. And yet it felt
like an auditoriumto ne.

Suddenly | knew who had sei zed control of the
termte brain.

| knew who had brushed ny human m nd
asi de.

She was vast. Huge beyond belief. At one end
| sensed the termite head and usel ess, waving
termte arms. Fromthat small head and body there
ext ended a nonstrous, pul sating sack. As big as
a blinp.

At the far end was a double row of sticky, sliny
eggs, to be picked up and carried away by worker
termtes.

The queen.

I was in the chanber of the termte queen

| he queen!

| could feel her power. This was
her



worl d. These were all

her
sl aves. Mdre than slaves -- they had no will of their
own.

| knew who | was again. But | felt weak and
pathetic. | was unable to control the ternite
body | was in. That body bel onged to
her .

She had orders for me -- protect the

egg-carrying worker termtes. The orders cane in
snel I s and vague feelings, but they were inpossible
to refuse

| ess-than Rachel eagreater-than | called
| ess-than Marco. Ax. greater-than

less-than like . . . greater-than It was
Rachel ' s t hought - speak voice. less-than like ..
I ... Oh, no. No! Noffgreater-than
| ess-than Rachel! It's the queen. She's
controlling ueagreater-than | said.

| ess-than like can't... ny body ... it just.
greater-than

| ess-than Marco! Marco can you hear ne?
Mar cof f great er -t han

| ess-than She's got me. | can't say no.
I can't stopffgreater-than he cried in angui shed
response.

My own body notored away on its siX
legs. | fell in step behind two workers. Each was
carrying one of the gooey, precious eggs. | had

to protect them There m ght be enem es. W
wal ked al ong the grotesque | ength of the
gueen. Toward her head.

Ants. They were the enemny. Sonetines they cane.
Sonetimes they poured down the tunnels, |ooking for the
eggs, to carry themoff for food.

Sonetimes they attacked the queen herself. The
sol diers fought them The soldiers sonetinmes died
fighting them

| ess-than The queenffgreater-than Rachel's
voi ce said. less-than The only way .
destroy the queen. greater-than

It was like an electric jolt in my mnd! Get
rid of the queen! Yes. The only way. They
woul dn't be expecting that. There would be no one to stop
me!

But nmy body was not my own. | could not nake
it...

The two workers pl odded al ong before nme. | could
feel their hind ends with nmy feelers. And | knew
the queen's head was just to my right. Just a half inch
Less.

The queen's head . . . feelers . . . eyes .
i ke an ant!
One chance . . . focus . . . focus ... |
had to trick the termte mind. | had to draw on every
ounce of mny strength.
If I failed, | would live out the rest of ny

life as a mndless slave of the termte queen
Now Do it now
| swerved right. It was |ike nmoving through nol asses.



The queen had ordered ne to go after the workers, and | was
di sobeyi ng.
Ant! Ant!
| screanmed the word in nmy own head.
Ant! Destroy! Destroy! Destroy the ant!
| clanbered over a half dozen ternites who
were tending the queen.

backsl ash
could feel ny will weakening. | couldn't get rid of the
queen. | had to kill an
ant .
That was ny purpose -- to keep ants away fromthe
queen.
| scanpered toward the queen's head. | felt
nmy antennae touch her. | opened ny nassive

pi ncerj aws.

Termites ran around insanely. They were racing,
out of control, lost, confused. For a monent | did the
sane. The queen was gone.

I think in some way | wanted to forget who
was. VWhat | had done. | wanted
to become one of the lost, panicked ternites.

| ess-than We're free!l W're out!

Cassi e, where are
you? Cet out of thereffgreater-than | heard a far-off
voice cry. Was it Ax? Marco? Rachel ?

| ess-than Denorphffgreater-than | cried with
nmy |ast shred of control

| ess-than No! Cassie, noffgreater-than a
voi ce screaned in ny head. |ess-than You're
i nside a piece of woodffgreater-than

| ess-than Denorphffgreater-than |I screaned
again. Human. | wanted to be human again. Let
me be human! Let me out of this place. Qut of this
body.

| grew. Walls pressed in around me. |
filled the tunnel. | couldn't grow anynore!

Trapped! Pain. Nothing but pain! | was a
swol l en, vast termte. Larger than any queen
Huge

I couldn't grow anynore. And | couldn't stop
| was trying to beconme human again, to fit a human
body into a space no bigger than the inside of a
wal nut .

Then . . . expl osion!

The wal I s opened up. Splinters!

Fresh air rushed across ny hard termte skin.
My head was free of the wood and grow ng. But ny

body was still trapped. Squeezing with terrible pain.
| had eyes now. They could see, but only
dimy. | was still tiny, and in the air above ne a

huge bl ade as | ong as a passenger jet slashed
downward. The wood splintered again and ny body was
free.
| grew and grew. Arns . . . legs ... ny
own head.

I was on ny knees on a wooden fl oor
Marco and Rachel stood over nme. Ax had used his
tail to slice open the wood. They had al
escaped the col ony. They had denor phed.



It was dark in the room but there were gl ow ng
red-and-green indicator lights. And there was a
conput er nmonitor show ng neat screen-saver
triangles floating and reformng

"Are you okay?" Rachel asked. She bent down
and put her hand on ny shoul der

| gave her a hug. Then, just as suddenly, |
pushed her away. "Let me go! Don't touch nel!

Don't touch nme! DON T TOUCH Me!"

Rachel was on nme in a flash. She cl amped her
hand over ny nouth. Marco grabbed ny
ankles and held themstill.

"Cassie!l" Rachel hissed. "Shut up
W're inside the Yeerk building. W're in a
side room but we can hear people in the next room"

| was beyond caring. | struggled and fought and tried
to scream

"Ax, whatever you can do with that conputer, do it!"
Mar co whi spered urgently.

Rachel and Marco held nme pinned against the
floor. And slowy . . . very slowy ... ny
bunched nuscl es rel axed. | stopped fighting.

"Are you okay now?" Rachel asked.

Okay? | woul d never be okay again. But | nodded
ny head anyway. Rachel took her hand away from
nmy nout h.

"It's over, Cassie," Marco said. "You
saved us. It's over. And we have ot her probl ens
now. "

"I"'mgood," | said. "I'"'mfine." But ny
skin was crawling. Evil, terrible nenories were
crowding in on ne.

| ess-than |i ke have accesseagreater-than Ax said.
| ess-than Accessing. Un ... Marco or
Rachel , | need a hunman to hel p me understand the
meani ng of what | am seeing here.greater-than

Marco clinmbed up off the floor. Rache
stayed with ne. She was stroking ny hair, like ny nom
woul d have done if I'd had a nightmare.

It was hard to think of Rachel as being nurturing.
But she did the right thing.

| heard sounds in the next room Hunman
voi ces. And Hork-Bajir, speaking their weird
m x of their own native tongue and human speech
they'd | earned for duty on Earth.

"Some kind of comm ssion,"” Marco rnused, | ooking
at the conputer screen. "Three nenbers. They
vote on what happens to the forest. They decide if
the I ogging can go forward."

| ess-than Dapsen Lunber Conpanyeagreater-than
Ax said. less-than That's what the Yeerks
call this logging conpany. Very funny. greater-than

"What's funny?" Marco asked.
| ess-than Dapsen. It's a Yeerkish word that
nmeans . . . well. Never mind what it neans. It
isn't polite. greater-than

"Look at this docunent," Marco whi spered.
""Prelimnary permssion to examne feasibility
of . " Hey. The Yeerks don't have fina
perm ssion to begin | ogging. There's this conmm ssion that stil



has to decide. Three people. One has al ready
said yes. Probably a Controller. One has
voted definitely no. There's one guy left.
Sone guy named Farrand. Yikes!"

"What yi kes?" Rachel asked.

"Yi kes, as in he's conming for a visit to check the
scene, " Marco said. "End of the week. Then he'l
vote. If that guy votes yes, the Yeerks are in
busi ness and we're in trouble.”

"He'll vote yes," Rachel said darkly.

less-than | '"mafraid that is trueeagreater-than
Ax agreed. |ess-than The Yeerks will make him
a Controllers

"Not if we stop them" Marco said

"One thing at a tine. W need to get out of here,"
Rachel said. "And we're not going back out the way
we cane in."

No one argued with that.

| ess-than |i ke am maki ng a slight change in the
programming that may |l et me access this conputer from
Marco's home computer. And | can tenporarily
shut down the defenses fromthis computers Ax said.

| ess-than But there are still guards outside. And
Hork-Bajir in the next room greater-than

"Yeah. W'll have to nove fast," Rachel said.
"Cassi e, can you norph? Can you norph the

wol f?2 1"l stay right beside you the whole tine."

Could | morph? The very idea nade nme sick
But even in my quaking fear | knew anythi ng was
better than going back down into that ternite
col ony.

Five minutes later, Ax turned off the outer
defenses, and we ran fromthat buil di ng.

| guess the Yeerks counted on their high-tech
def enses too nuch. Wthout them no one even shouted
an alarm By sheer, dunb luck we raced between the
paths of two Controller guards

No one yelled. No one fired a shot. W
ran into the woods where Jake joined up with us.

No one said much on the way hone.

Cplus plus -B-PT-E -R
1H

|y parents expected nme to be at Rachel's
house. Her parents expected her to sleep over at
nmy house. My house was easier to sneak into, so
that's where we went.

It was al nrost dawn by the tinme we de-norphed. W
crept through ny dark living roomand up to nmy room
trying not to make the stairs squeak.

| | oaned Rachel a big flannel shirt.

She grabbed a bl anket and a pill ow and
simply fell down on the floor beside nmy bed. |
t hi nk she was asl eep before she | anded.

| crawed into my bed. My own, famliar bed.

The sheets were cool. The conforter was

ny
conforter. | bel onged here. This was

ny
pl ace.
And yet nothing seened faniliar. The shadows cast



by dimstarlight on the walls . . . the shapes of
shirts and overalls hung from big hooks on the
walls ... the bindings of books |I'd read, right
here in this room. . . none of it seened real

| closed ny eyes, then opened them quickly.

How could it be? How could | remenber what that
chanmber | ooked |ike, what the termte queen | ooked I|ike
when |'d had no eyes? But still, |I remenbered it
all. | saw the chanber dug fromthe rotted wood
by hundreds of workers. And | saw the huge queen

| felt nmy pincers.

| hadn't just destroyed her. | had destroyed the
entire colony. | had done it to save nyself and ny
friends.

| wanted to throw up. But | would have had to get out
of bed to run to the bathroom And | felt
like | never wanted to | eave that bed again.

| love animals. |'ve been raised al
my life around them | |ove nature. But what
did | really know about it?

| have been nore animals than nmany people ever see in a
lifetime. | have flown with the wi ngs of an osprey.
I've raced through the ocean in the body of a dol phin.
|'ve seen the world through the eyes of an owl at
ni ght, and smelled the w nd
with all the keen senses of a wolf. |'ve flown
upsi de down and backward in the body of a fly.
Sonetimes | go out into the far fields at night and
become a horse and run through the grass.

And everything |I've been, every animal, is either
killer or killed.

Inamllion, mllion battles all around
the world, on every continent, in every square inch of space,
there was killing. Fromthe great cats in Africa that
col d- bl oodedl y search out the young and weak
gazelles, to the terrible wars that are fought out in
anthills and ternite col onies.

Al'l of nature was at war

And, at the top of all that destruction, humans
killed each other as well as other species, and now
t hose sanme peopl e have been ensl aved and destroyed
by the Yeerks.

Nature at its finest. Cute, cuddly
ani mal s who sl aughtered to live. The col or of
nature wasn't green. It was red. Bl oodred.

| realized tears were running down ny cheeks and
soaking nmy pillow. | would have cried out |oud, but I
didn't want Rachel to wake up. | would have
screamed but ny parents woul d have come running. And what
could I have told then? Lies. Mre lies. Because in

my world, I, too, was prey. The Yeerks were
hunti ng me.
| was scared. | was alone. | didn't know what was

goi ng to happen to ne.
And then | thought of the I|ost skunk kits.
Unlovable little creatures, to nost people. But they were
scared and alone, too. If they were still alive.
andbrvbar bbL guess | fell asleep
eventual ly, because | dreaned. It wasn't a
ni ght mare, though. It wasn't even about the termte



wor | d.

| was a nother. In ny dream| was a nother, |ooking
for her babies. | searched everywhere, even though
was hurt and in pain.

At last | found them And, in ny dream they
snhuggl ed next to ne.

VWen | woke up, the dream qui ckly evaporat ed.

But it left behind a feeling of peace.

The sun was high in the sky. It was ten-fifteen in
the norning. Late. Rachel had al ready showered and
dr essed.

"I can't believe you slept so well," Rache
grunbled. "I had a seriously bad nightmare.

Look, | gotta get hone. Are you okay?"

"Sure," | said, rubbing the sleep fromny
eyes. "l mean . . . you know, last night and al

it wasn't like | was having sone kind of
breakdown or anything. It's just, you know It
creeped ne out."

"Tell me about it," Rachel agreed. "But it's
really no big deal if you think about it, Cassie.
Termites get killed all the time. They were just
termtes. Bugs."

"Yeah. "

She left. | don't knowif she just had to get
horme, or if |I made her unconfortable. Rache
isn't usually a huggy kind of person. Having
to treat ne |ike a baby probably gave her the
willies.

My mom was at work. My dad was of f sonewhere, |
guess, because his truck was gone. 1 nade
some toast and drank sone orange juice. Then |
ate a piece of |eftover veggie pizza.

| felt restless and weird. Like | was on the
edge of sonething. Like life had gotten unbal anced
since the day before.

"Rachel's right," | said out loud, just to hear a
voi ce. "They're bugs. Ternites. And besi des,
| got away in the end."

| wal ked outside to feel the sun on ny skin.

My human skin.

Wthout really thinking much about it, | went into the barn
to the refrigerator we use to store perishable food

for the animals. | took out a frozen grasshopper

and stuck it in my pocket. And then | headed toward

t he edge of the forest.

| ess-than Hey, Cassieeagreater-than a
t hought - speak voice said as | crunched noisily through
t he woods. | ess-than What's goi ng on8greater-than

| |1 ooked up and saw Tobi as go ski mm ng by.

He flared, turned on a dinme, and | anded on a
branch. He dug his ripping talons into the soft
bar k.

"Not rmuch,"” | said.

| ess-than like heard it was pretty bad | ast
ni ght. greater-than

"Yeah? Who did you talk to?"

| ess-than Ax. Who el se? He was
definitely weirded out by the whole thing. greater-than

| stopped wal king. It was sonething in the way he



said "weirded out.'
talk to?"
| ess-than Maybe Marcoeagreater-than he said.
"And Marco told you | went nuts, right?"
| ess-than Actually, the word he used was

"Tobi as, who else did you

"insane." Also "Looney Tunes." And
"wacko." But he neant it all in the nicest
possi bl e way. greater-than

| laughed bitterly. "Well, | guess
did go a bit wacko," | said.

| ess-than Wl come to the cl ubeagreater-than
Tobi as said. |ess-than None
of us is going to cone through all this conpletely nornmal.
You know that. Too much fear. greater-than

"Well, I"'mpretty sick of it,"” | said.
"I had to destroy the ternmite queen. | know, she
was just a bug. But you know, who am | to decide that
it's okay to kill one animal and not another? Here
| am the big Earth Mdther, tree-hugger
ani mal -1 over, as Marco would say, and when it gets
down to it, I"'mjust like ..."

| ess-than Just |ike nme8greater-than Tobi as

asked.
"Just like any predator,"” | said |anely.
| ess-than You feel bad because you had to kill the

gueen in order to survive. greater-than
"l shouldn't have been there. It's

their
world, not mne. Those little tunnels in a rotten
pi ece of wood -- that's their whol e universe. |

i nvaded it. And when they got in nmy way, |
reacted. Wio does that rem nd you of ?"
| ess-than Look, you are
not
a Yeerk, and ternmites are
not
human bei ngseagreater-than Tobias said. |ess-than
There's no conpari sons
| didn't bother arguing. "Look, | have
to nmorph. There's sonething | need to do."
| ess-than What 8greater-than
| sighed. "It's sonmething stupid, all right?
There's this nother skunk we have who's injured. She
has a litter of kits who are going to die.
think I know where they are, nore or less, but I can't
get there wal king |like a human."
For a nonent Tobi as said nothing. |ess-than
Skunk kits? Near the edge of the Yeerk | ogging
com pound8gr eat er - t han
"Yes."
| ess-than |i ke can show you where they are. greater-than
For a frozen nonment of tine | refused to understand
what he'd just said. | didn't want to think of why
Tobias . . . why a red-tailed hawk woul d know t he
exact location of a litter of skunk babies.
| took a couple of deep breaths. | tried
to keep ny voice level. "Are they still alive?"
| ess-than There are four still aliveeagreater-than
Tobi as sai d.
| felt an enption | don't feel very often



| felt it boiling up inside ne. | glared
furiously at him At the ripping talons. At
the nastily curved beak

| could picture the scene in nmy mnd. The way
he woul d have swooped down, raked those tal ons forward,
snat ched the defenseless kit off the ground and

I was shaking. | laced nmy fingers together, just to stop
them fromtrenbling.

"I"'mgoing to save what's

left of
them" | said. My voice didn't sound
like ny voice
less-than |'Il hel p yeagreater-than Tobi as
sai d.

CHLD R Pt-E-R IB

andbr vbar bbL used ny osprey norph and fl ew behi nd
Tobias as he led ne directly to the spot |

had seen the night before. |I carried the frozen
grasshopper in ny talons. | didn't ask

Tobi as any

guestions, and he didn't say anything.

He pointed out the al nost-invisible entrance

to the skunks' lair. And then he flew away.
knew

he'd go to Jake and tell himwhat | was doing.
And | knew that | had hurt Tobias by treating
hi m

so coldly.
But, to tell you the truth, | didn't care right
then. | just wanted to find those baby skunks. |

don't know why, but sonmehow in ny m nd those
baby skunks had become very inportant.
When Tobi as was out of sjght, | began to norph

It wasn't a difficult norph. | kept
eyes and ears and a nouth all the way through the change.
Not |ike becom ng a bug.

There was the nowfamiliar sensation of shrinking. And
there was the surprise of having a huge, bushy tai
growi ng fromthe base of ny spine. But | had norphed
a squirrel before. This was pretty close.

But the fur was a new experience. Ch, 1'd
grown fur before, but never any so |ong and | uxurious
and dramatic. This was a regular fur coat, so
to speak. Mostly black, but with an inpressive
swi pe of white down ny back and into nmy tail.

The senses of the skunk were nothing dramatic. The
hearing was a little better than human, nmaybe. The
sense of smell was good. The sight not as good as ny
own human vi sion

And the skunk's body was not swift or strong.
shuffled and sort of waddl ed when | tried to wal k.
When | tried to run | just ended up waddling a little
nor e.

My front paws could grasp and hold things, but
they were far inferior to my own human hands.

It was the skunk's mind and instincts that seened

strangest of all. 1've been inside m nds
that were all fear, or all hunger. Mnds that were
keyed up, like they lived on adrenaline.

But this mind, this package of instincts, was so ..



gentle. So unafraid. Not cocky and
swaggering like a big cat, just unafraid.

I was an ani mal no bigger than a house cat.

No sharp teeth or talons. And yet just about nothing
in the forest messed with ne. 1 felt the gentl eness of
absol ute confi dence.

| could hear the nmewi ng sounds of the skunk kits within
the burrow

| waddl ed over to the opening and pushed ny head
inside. It was dark, but | could nake out four of
them Tiny, helpless little things. No |onger
i nfants, but not yet able to defend thensel ves or hunt |ike
skunks.

I know some peopl e think animals don't have enotions.
But those kits were happy to see ne. And sonmething in the
m nd of the skunk was relieved and joyful to see them

| retrieved the frozen grasshopper, now
conpletely thawed. | crawed inside that little hole
inthe dirt. | curled around, and the kits nuzzl ed
up against ne. | fed themthe grasshopper

| knew | only had two hours in norph
But even though | had just gotten up a few hours
earlier, | suddenly felt sleepy. The neal was
done. The kits wouldn't starve. And | was sl eepy
and very, very peaceful
Even in ny sleep | knew what was

happening to ne. See, | had al ways | oved
animal s. Always. But now, | think was falling out of
| ove.

Nature wasn't all cute and fuzzy. The
strong ate the weak. The weak ate the weaker. It's
what the Yeerks were doing: trying to nake prey out of the
ultimate predator, Honmo sapiens.

WHUMP

"Hey! Hey! Are you in there? Cassie!"

| woke up. Wiere was |? It was dark. Was |

in my bedroon? Was | ... oh, no, was | in the
termte col ony?!
The four kits still slept, curled up agai nst ne.

I was in the skunks' den. |ess-than
What 8greater-than | said.

"It's me, Jake, Cassie, get out of there.
Now! You've been in morph for al most two hours!™

That woke me up all the way. | shot out of the
burrow and instantly began to denorph

Jake was standing there with Marco. Tobias was in the
tree overhead.

| have seen Jake mad before. But |'d never seen
himthis mad. "What did you think you were doing?!'" he
yel l ed, without even waiting for nme to becone human.
"You were ten minutes away from spending the
rest of your life as a skunk!"

| ess-than like fell asleepeagreater-than | said.
My nouth wasn't formed yet.

"Are you out of your mind? What is the matter with
you?" 1'd never noticed that Jake has this
vein that kind of pops out on his forehead when he's
furious.

"Look, I"'msorry," | nunbled, as
fini shed denor phi ng.



He was a long way fromforgiving me. "This is not
why we have this ability. W are not trying to save every
[ ost skunk in the world," Jake ranted. "W are
an army. A small, weak, pathetic, outnunmbered
arnmy. W have exactly six nenbers. Tobias
has al ready been trapped in norph. But he was
trapped fighting the Yeerks. | can't believe you
woul d nearly get yourself trapped in norph over sone
skunks!"

Marco stepped in and put a hand on Jake's
shoul der and ki nd of pulled himback. "Look, it's
okay, Jake. She's okay."

"Thanks to Tobias," Jake snapped. "No
t hanks to her."

| didn't know what to say. | was too shocked.

And to be honest, | was pretty horrified
by what |I'd al nost done.

"Marco. Tobias. Take a wal k, okay?"

Jake said. Then he turned and stood with his face just

inches frommne. "I know you had a
rea
bad experience last night. |'ve been there.
I've had the nightmares. | know what's going on
in your head right now. "
"I'mfine," | mnuttered.
"Just shut up and listen to nme," he said. But
t he anger was gone now. "I care about you, Cassie.
W all do. And we all need you."
"To win?" | said. "You need nme to fight

battles? What if | don't want to fight any
nore battles? What if |'ve had enough? |'ve
done enough. "

"You' ve done far nore than enough. A hundred tinmes
nore than enough. But the Yeerks are still here.”

| shrugged. "The strong eat the weak," | said.
"It's part of nature. Humans al ways w n, other
ani mal s al ways | ose. Maybe it's our turn
to lose."

Jake nodded. "This isn't about some race called
humans. 1t's about people we know. People we see every day.
My brother, Tom is one of
t hem
So why don't you go tell Tomit's okay that
he's a slave of the Yeerks because it's our turn
to get hammered?"

He turned and wal ked away.

"Jake?"

He st opped.

"Jake? Un ... ny dad will have the skunk nother
ready to be returned here in a day or so. |'m not

going to just abandon these kits."
He put his hands on his hips and glared at ne.
"You can't stay in nmorph that long, and you know it."
"I know. But | have to make sure no predators
cone around. | have to get them food. And | have
to norph at | east sone of the time, so they can
inmprint on their nother here in the wild. Look ..
I know it seenms stupid to you and Marco and
probably everyone. But | have to do this."
less-than |'Il watch theneagreater-than Tobias



sai d.
I'd forgotten how good hawk hearing is.

"Tobias will keep watch. We'll work somethi ng
out," Jake said. "W'll save the |ousy
skunks. After all, it's not |ike we have anything el se
to do. Aside fromsaving the world."
"Thanks, Jake," | said. "And
sorry. | didn't mean to scare you. I'll be
okay now, | think."
He smiled his slowsmle. "I'lIl be okay,

too, Cassie. As long as you're around."
Froma little ways off to our left |I heard Marco
make a | oud gaggi ng noise. It nmade ne | augh
I must have been feeling better, to be able to I augh
LJJ-ELL, this is nmore than slightly insane,"”
Marco said. It was |ater that same day, Sunday
evening. W were all gathered around the skunks' den
"W're going to raise little, stinky skunk
babi es?"
"What's so insane about that?" Rachel asked
sharply. Good old Rachel. She thought it was
ridicul ous, too. But she's ny best friend, and al ways
backs ne up
"They're
skunks, "
Marco said, |ooking from Rachel to Jake to Ax, Ilike
he was the only normal person in a nental ward.
"They're cute," Rachel said, glaring at
Marco and generally | ooking Iike a girl who never used
the word "cute."
"Ah. | see. "Cute." Well that
certainly explains everything."
Jake cut in. "Cassie can't take themto the
clinic or they may get used to humans. They're
young. They'll inprint. So we are taking care of
these . . . these skunks . . . until nomy
skunk can cone back fromthe hospital ."
| ess-than Are skunks a sacred ani nmal
to humans8great er-than Ax asked.
"Al
animals are sacred to Cassie," Marco said.
"She's Doctor Doolittle and that animal guy
who cones on
Letterman
all rolled into one."
| ess-than But you eat sone
ani mal seagreater-than Ax pointed out. |ess-than
Cows, pigs, sheep, dogs. greater-than

"W don't eat dogs!" | said.
| ess-than I n some countries they do. | read it
in the

Worl d Al manao
We had given Ax a
Wrld Al manac to
hel p himlearn about Earth. Ever since then, he'd
become an expert on usel ess information
He could tell you the per capita income of
Tanzania, or the long junp record at the
a ynpi cs.
"Well, we don't eat dogs in



this
country," Rachel said.
| ess-than Do you eat cats8greater-than

"Un . . . excuse me?" Jake
i nterrupted. He rubbed the bridge of his nose.
He was obviously getting a headache. | could

under stand why. "Look, here's the deal: W are about
three hun-

dred yards fromthe edge of the Yeerk | oggi ng conpound.

have sensors, they have guards. Tobias is up top
keepi ng an eye out, so we're safe for now But we
can't get careless. Cassie, tell them what we
want to do."

"Ckay, while we're in school tonorrow and the next
day, Ax and Tobias will protect the den. Ax will
nmor ph the nother skunk fromtime to tinme. Tobias wll
patrol fromabove. 1'll bring Tobias frozen
food so he doesn't have to hunt during that tinme."

"Qooh, Lean Cuisine Frozen Muse
entrees,"” Marco teased.

| ess-than |i ke heard teagreater-than
Tobi as said from somewhere up above the treetops.

"I know," Marco said, grinning snugly.

They

"Then, after school and through the night, the rest of us

will work shifts. I'Il do nost of the skunk norphing,
but in between tinmes we'll have to have Jake and Rache
Marco to help keep up a patrol."

Marco held up his hand.

"Yes, Marco?" | asked.

"Do we get sone "Save the Skunks"
T-shirts and bunper stickers?"

"No one
has
to do this," | said. "Look ... | know it seens
stupid.”

"Nah, it's not stupid," Marco said. "Let's
see, |'mbehind in nmy homework. My dad thinks
I've

joined a gang because |I'm never around. | don't
sl eep nuch because every tinme | try |I'msuddenly a
termte again and I wake up scream ng. | never

get to just sit around and watch TV. And, in ny

spare

time, | have to help figure out how we're going

to keep the Yeerks fromturning sone guy named Farrand
into a Controller so they can wi pe out the forest

and hunt down the Bird-boy and the universe's only

al mnac-readi ng An-dalite. | nean, | knew

and

t he m ddl e-school years would be tough, but this is alittle

nmuch. "
Jake gave Marco a long, skeptica
| ook. "So, in other words, you'll be glad
to help."
For once, it was Jake who made everyone | augh
Even Marco.
Marco shrugged. "You know, actually it's kind of a
relief finding out Cassie is crazy. W
know
Rachel 's nuts. W
know



I'"mcrazy. Cassie's been the only sane one
for so long. Wl come to the | oony bin, Cassie.
Save the skunks! Hug the trees! Let dogs
votel"

The others all laughed. | laughed a little, too.
Marco al ways made fun of ny being an
environnentalist. Usually it was okay, because
knew what | believed in.

But now his humor cut just a little deeper

| wasn't saving the whales or the panda or the
spotted owl. | was saving a handful of
skunks.

There were plenty of skunks in the world. They weren't
exactly endanger ed.

It all went back to the termte queen. A
bug. | had killed a bug, and for sone reason, that
had shaken ny deepest faith.

Maybe Marco was right. Maybe | was crazy.

IB

Iver the next two days we protected and
nurtured a foursome of baby skunks. And as
i npossible as it seens, it worked. Mre or |ess.

Maybe 1'm ki ddi ng nyself, but | think the others
started enjoying it, too. Typically, it was Mrco
who decided, after his first shift guardi ng the skunks,
that the kits needed nanes.

"Joey, Johnny, Marky, and C.j.," he
announced, like it was obvious. "The Ranpones. The
godf at hers of punk rock. They woul d be honored. The
one with the white stripe that kind of goes really w de?
That's Joey. Now, Johnny ..."

At first, | was the only one to nmorph the skunk
nmot her. Then Ax did it. Then the others, one by one.
| almost felt jeal ous.

Ri ght after school three days later, | went to the
skunk burrow and found Tobias flying
cover above the burrow

| ess-than Hi, Cassie. greater-than

"How s it going, Tobias?"

less-than Wll, we had a little excitenent.

A hungry badger stopped by to check things out. But
| chased himoff. greater-than

"So the kits are all right?"

| ess-than There are still four of them if that's
what you neaneagreater-than Tobi as answer ed.
| ess-than But they won't stay inside. They
keep comi ng out and | ooking around. Especially Marky.
This isn't good. Especially if they do it at
ni ght. greater-than

| morphed into the skunk nother and craw ed inside
the den. Tobias was right -- the kits were restless.
They were growing fast, and they instinctively wanted to go
out into the great big world beyond the burrow

| ess-than like think I"'mgoing to take themfor a
wal keagreater-than |I told Tobi as.

I ess-than | s that a good i dea8greater-than

| ess-than Sure. Way not? You should take a
break. Stretch your w ngs. greater-than

Tobi as was relieved to have an excuse to take
of f. But as soon as he was gone | started to have



doubts about ny brilliant idea of taking

the kits out for a stroll. How could | keep track
of then? What if they wandered of f?

But then, while | was debating, Marky nade a

wi | d dash outside and | had to scanper to catch up
to him

As soon as | appeared, though, the kit went
nmeekly to stand behind nme. One by one, the

ot her three babies cane out. And to ny anmaze
ment, they lined up |like obedient first-graders.

| ess-than Ckayeagreater-than | said, although of
course the kits couldn't understand ne. |ess-than
Let's take a wal k. greater-than

| waddl ed sl owy away, took about ten steps,

then turned to | ook back over ny shoul der. The
four of themwere all lined up behind nme. | was
their nother, as far as they knew. And they were
programred to foll ow their nother.

| waddled off, feeling a little strange but

happy.

W wal ked that way for half an hour. W

paused to sniff things fromtinme to tine. Various
ani mal scents, nostly.

And then, | realized sonmething. W weren't
supposed to just be going for a stroll. The kits
were hungry. | was their nother. And it was ny

job to provide for them
If | didn't teach themto catch bugs, they
woul dn't survive. Skunks eat some plants, but
they al so eat crickets and manti ses and grass
hoppers and even shrews and ni ce.
| stopped wal ki ng and | ooked back at "ny
kits. Four alnost identical little balls of
bl ack-
and-white fuzz. Four curious little faces watching
me. Waiting to see what | was doi ng. Eager
to learn.
I'd been feeding themthawed frozen
grasshoppers and thawed mce |1'd brought fromthe
clinic. Just as |I'd been giving Tobias food
since he was too busy to hunt properly. But these
skunk kits couldn't be fed by humans all their
l'ives.
Suddenly ... a crashing sound! Somrething rushing through
t he woods, careless, wild, noisy. And com ng right
toward us!
| started to lead the kits back to the burrow, but the
noi se was getting closer. It was conm ng too quick!
tried to smell what it was, but the breeze was bl ow ng
t he wrong way.
Then . . . ROAR RONR
ROAROARO/R
A dog!
A wol f woul d have known better. A wolf would have
seen the bl ack-and-white fur and deci ded he had an
appoi nt nent sonmewhere el se. A bear woul d have known. Just
about any wild ani mal knew better than to annoy
an adul t skunk.
But this big happy dog was not wild. He lived
wi th humans. He knew absol utely nothi ng about



skunks.
Wthout even thinking, | turned nmy back to the
dog. | raised nmy tail in warning.
The dog kept conming. Drool was dribbling fromone
side of his nouth, and his tongue was
hangi ng out the other side, and he was havi ng about as good
atine as a dog could have. He was in the wods, and he
had a bunch of little black animals to play wth.

The kits were still lined up. They were watching ne
intently. It alnmost made me want to laugh -- if
| could have. It was a big noment for them-- they were about

to learn why no sensible animal picked on adult
skunks.

| had no experience in spraying. But the skunk
mnd within my own knew exactly what it was it had
to do.

| ai med.

| 1 ooked over ny shoulder to judge the distance.

| targeted that dog's face, and | fired.

Just at the instant when | fired, | had the
strange sensation that | knew this dog from somewhere. But
it was too late by then. Way too | ate.

At a distance of ten feet, the spray hit with the
accuracy of a laser-guided smart mssile.

ROAR? RONR?

The dog stopped dead in his tracks. The | ook in
his eyes was sheer horror. How could it be? How could
the little black-and-white creature have done this to hinf

And then, | heard sonething that nade nme fee
real ly bad.

"Homer ? What's the matter, boy?" Jake

asked. "GCh. Chhhhh,

Homer backsl ash

| told you not to follow ne into the woods."

"Rrrreww rrrreeeww rrreeeww, " Honmer
whi ned pitifully.

Jake, Marco, Rachel, and Ax all cane
up at a run. Marco was al ready | aughing.

"You hosed Honer!" Marco giggled. "Cassie
sprayed Honmer! WAit, that
is
Cassie, right?"

| seriously considered pretending to be some ot her
skunk.

| ess-than Sorry, Jakeeagreater-than | said.

"Man, that is nasty," Rachel comented. "No
of fense, Cassie. But | nean . . . gag!

Ch. Ugh."

| ess-than Fasci nati ngeagreater-than Ax said.
| ess-than That is possibly the worst thing I have
ever snelled. greater-than

Honer tried to nuzzle up to Jake, but as nuch as
Jake | oves his dog, he was not going for it. "I
don't think so, big guy. | told you to stay
hone. But oh no, Honer, you had to cone with ne.
Now, go home. HOVE, boy!"

Honer deci ded hone night be a better place
than the forest, after all. He trotted off, tai
bet ween hi s | egs.

| ess-than like believe the snmell is causing ne



to become derangedeagreater-than Ax said calmy.
| ess-than |li ke may have to run away in panic.
greater-than

"Take me with you," Marco muttered.

"Well, this is perfect," Jake said.

"Wonderful . My parents are going to so
appreciate it when Honer gets back to the house
reeki ng of skunk. Man, let's nove away fromthis
spot, okay? | nean, jeez, that's just awful."

We noved away fromthe scene of the stink, back
toward the den. | led the kits inside, where they
seened happy to curl up and sleep. It had been
an exciting outing for them

I went back outside and denor phed. "Honer
will be okay if you bathe himin tomato juice and
| eave himoutside for a few days," | said
to Jake. "Sorry."

"Not as sorry as Homer is," Jake said. "But
we have bi gger problens. Look, Cassie, we
cane to find you and Tobi as. That guy Farrand? Ax
and Marco tapped into the Yeerk conputer at the |ogging
camp. "

"Yeah," Marco grinned. "The Ax-man knows his
way around conputers.”

"Yeah, well, we found sonething out. Farrand
isn'"t arriving this weekend. He's coming early.

He's coming to cast the final vote on the logging in this
forest. In fact, he'll be here in about an hour."

Lj Je have an hour to nmake plans and get
ready," Jake said. "One hour. Less, since
we have to get into position."

"Ckay, what do we know?" Marco asked. "W
know this Farrand guy is the one who nakes the fina
deci sion on the Yeerks going forward. We know he's
not a Controller or he would have already voted to let the
| oggi ng begin."

"We know the Yeerks won't leave it to chance,”
Rachel said. "He's coming here to the site. They'l
be ready to do an involuntary infestation. They have sone
slug sitting in a vat right now, waiting to crawl in
the man's ear."”

| ess-than They may just try to persuade this
humaneagr eat er-t han Ax suggested. | ess-than They
prefer voluntary infesta-
tions. And if they can get this human to give themhis
vote, they may sinply let himgo. greater-than

"So what do we do, attack?" Rachel asked.

"Just stormin and mess everything up?"

| ess-than Hey. Shhheagreater-than Tobi as
sai d.

"What ?" Rachel asked him

| ess-than Don't you guys hear that? Even
human ears shoul d hear that. greater-than

We all listened very intently. Then it cane,
carried on the breeze -- the sound of diese
engi nes.

"Probably just our friends the Yeerks, noving their
heavy equi pnrent around. Putting it in nice, neat
rows for the commi ssioner," Jake said. But then he thought
it over and added, "Tobias? You m nd going up



to take a | ook?"

Tobi as flapped his wi ngs and soared above the
treetops and out of sight.

"Ckay, back to business," Jake said. "One
way or the other, this Farrand guy is the key. If
he votes yes, the Yeerks can log in this forest.

If he votes no, they can't. Not without attracting
way too much attention.”

"Assum ng they let Farrand live | ong enough to vote
no," Rachel said.

"That's our job, then," | suggested. "We have
to keep Farrand alive, and keep them from maki ng him a
Controller."”

Everyone nodded.

"Too bad | have no idea how to do that," |
admi tted.

Just then, Tobias cane rocketing down out of the
sky. less-than They' ve already startedffgreater-than
he yell ed as he shot past to |land on a branch

"Started what?" | asked.

| ess-than The Yeerks. They've started
cutting trees. And they are coming this wayffgreater-than

"Well," Jake said. "I guess that settles
t he question of whether the Yeerks are going to infest this
guy. "

"They don't care what this guy sees when he
gets here," Rachel said. "They don't care about
convincing him This poor man already has a Yeerk
slug with his name on it."

| ess-than You woul dn't believe how fast those
machi nes can rip through treesffgreater-than Tobias
sai d, obviously shaken up. less-than They're
cutting trees like a farmer cuts wheat. greater-than

| ess-than And we have one of your hours to help this
conm ssioner caret Ax said. Then, he focused his
two stal k eyes on the skunk burrow. | ess-than
The small ones are right in the path of the |oggers, if
Tobias is corrects

| expected Marco to make sone snide renmark
about how no one cared about the skunks at a tinme like this.
But to ny anazement he said, "Hey, no one
nmesses with the skunks. Those skunks are under
of ficial Aninmorph protection.”

He wi nked at me and gave ne a nocki ng cl enched
fist salute. "Save the skunks, Earth
Sister!"

Marco is such a pain in the butt. But then, just
when you think he's going to drive you crazy, he'l
cone through big time for you

"Yeah, these are our skunks," Rachel said.

"No one nesses with our skunks."

"Excuse nme? Hell o?" Jake interrupted.
"A plan? A plan, please?"

"Well ..." | began.
"What ?" Jake asked ne.
| shrugged. "If Farrand is the key, we need

to grab the key. Right? Chances are they'll have to turn
the force field off in order to get himinto the canp.
That's when we get himaway fromthe Yeerks. No

matter what it takes."



"Grab Farrand," Marco said. "Sinple.
El egant. And yet, given the Yeerk power in that
conmpound of theirs, conpletely suicidal. |'m
surprised at you, Cassie. Usually Rachel's
the one to come up with a totally suicidal plan."

"You have a better idea?" Jake asked Marco.

"W could go hone and watch TV."

"I'I'l take that as a no." Jake rubbed his
hands together. "Okay, then. W snatch this Farrand
guy as soon as he shows up. In the nmeantinme, we have
to sl ow down those tree-cutting machi nes."

Rachel grinned. "Cool."

| felt sick.
ED

here was only one way for a person to reach the Yeerk
| oggi ng canp by car. They had to drive down the |ong,
dirt road that the Yeerks had cut through the forest.

Jake wanted ne to go with Tobias and see if
we could spot Farrand coming in.

Jake made sone qui ck decisions. He, Mrco
Rachel , and Ax took off, leaving ne with
Tobi as.

| |l ooked up ruefully at Tobias. "You and
me, | guess."

| ess-than |'malways glad to have you
al ongeagr eat er-t han Tobi as sai d.

| began to norph into an osprey. It was ny
bird of prey norph, and the only thing | had that could
keep up with Tobias in the air.
"Look, Tobias? This has been bothering me. And
since . . . you know ... | want to get this off ny
chest. I"'msorry | got mad at you over the
skunk kit. You were just doing what you had to do," |
sai d.

| could feel nmy bones thinning and hol | owi ng out.
Gray feathers began to paint their patterns
on ny arns.

| ess-than like could live off food you guys brought
neeagr eat er-than Tobias said. less-than |ike don't
havet o
hunt. greater-than

"Ckay, then why do you?" | asked, just before ny
nouth nutated into a beak

| ess-than Because |'m not just a human.
I'"mal so a hawk. Hawks hunt |ive prey.
Wuld it be better if | let you do nmy killing for
me? Is it nore noral if | eat a frozen nouse
you get from some supplier8greater-than

| ess-than Look, Tobias, | know all about
how nature works. | know about predators and prey.
It's just. . . it's just confusing. | nean, where does

right and wong come into x8greater-than
Snowy-white feathers were growing all down ny
front, replacing the fabric of ny norphing
suit. My feet were beconing pale gray talons.
| ess-than like don't know | guess if | were
running around killing animals | didn't intend
to eat, that would be wong. But hawks have a right
to live, just as nuch as a nouse or a skunk
greater-than



My human eyes were giving way to the
i ncredi bly amazi ng hawk vi sion. There was some col or
di stortion because these eyes were adapted for seeing through
water. The osprey eats fish. Nature
designed themto see fish, even bel ow the shinmering
surface of a |lake or river

| ess-than Ready to fly8greater-than Tobi as
asked.

| flapped nmy wings a couple of tines.
| ess-than Let's geagreater-than | said, trying
to sound |i ke Rachel

Tobi as fl apped his wi ngs, caught a headw nd,
and suddenly shot al nost straight up. | opened ny
wi ngs and contracted the tireless flying nuscles.
Fl ap, flap, flap, and | also caught the
breeze. | flapped to get above the trees, then a
stronger breeze came up and | soared high

It's like stepping on a very fast escal ator
Zoom | flapped hard, wanting the sensation of
speed.

Tobi as was ahead of ne, and as | flew, |
wat ched him | watched the incredibly subtle
nmoverents of his wings. He al nost seened to be able
to move individual feathers. For him the wi nd was not
invisible. It was a road, as clear as if it was

bl ackt op.
As | followed him | sensed the osprey brain
beneath ny own, adjusting and reacting to the wind. My
eyes saw every small detail. They marked each
ani mal , each hol e where an ani mal m ght be
hiding. | saw a bright stream and saw the shadows of

fish flitting through the rocks.

My osprey had been designed by nature for
this-, flying high and finding prey. Just like To
bi as.
W flew up and up. The tops of trees were |ike
some bumpy | awn beneath us. | could see all of
the Yeerk | ogging canp. And | could see the mas
sive yell ow machi nes that were slicing through
the trees like hot knives through butter. Already there was
an ugly scar of stunps. A scar that
spread |ike sone terrible disease, eating the for

est away.
Tobi as veered right, toward the |ong, w nding
road through the trees. | banked ny w ngs and

went after him

The streamjoined a small river, rushing and
bubbl i ng al ongsi de the road. Through the water, through the
foam and bubbles, | saw the school s

of fish darting. And | could feel the osprey's
brain

consi dering the situation. Measuring the dis
tances. Calculating the angles. Planning the way

it would skim |l ow over the surface of the water
then lower its ripping talons at just the perfect
monent to strike. To snatch a fish right out of the
wat er .

| knew that Tobi as was maki ng the sane ca

cul ations as he flew over mce and rats and rab
bits . . . and skunks.



Tobias and | were two superb, beautiful
killers, riding the wind, while our prey cowered
beneat h us.
But he was right. We had as nmuch of a right to live as
any of our prey. And we had been desi gned
by millions of years of evolution to be predators.

| ess-than Thereeagreater-than Tobi as said.
| ess-than A Jeep. greater-than

| |1 ooked and saw t he vehicle coning down the
road. Then, with my amazingly acute hawk vision
| saw right through the wi ndows, as though the glass were the
surface of a stream |ess-than Three guys.
One driving, and one beside him There's one guy in the
backseat, and he | ooks ol der. greater-than

| ess-than Yep. And on the side of the Jeep it
says Dapsen Lumber. My guess is
the driver and the other guy are Controllers. The guy
in the backseat is looking all around |ike he's very
interested in what's going on. greater-than

| ess-than They'l|l reach the canp in a few
m nutes. As soon as we see how this Farrand guy
reacts, we'll know if he's already been nade

into a Controller caret | said.

| ess-than How s t8greater-than

| ess-than The Yeerks have gone ahead with
| oggi ngeagreater-than | explained. |ess-than |f
Farrand is still a true human, he'll be
massi vely upset. If he's calm he's already
one of them greater-than

| ess-than Good poi nt eagreater-than Tobi as
sai d.

| ess-than What do we do? | nean, if he's
a Controller alr8greater-than | asked.
| ess-than like don't know. | guess we focus
on attacking the |ogging operation itself. greater-than

| ess-than Real l y? You know what we'd do if he
were a nonhuman Controll er8greater-than | asked.
| ess-than W'd go after himand what ever happened,
happened. Ri ght 8greater-than

| ess-than You nean, like a ternite8greater-than
Tobi as asked dryly.

| ess-than Yeah. That's exactly what |
nmeaneagreater-than | said.

| ess-than Look, Cassie, you' re hunman.

Hormo sapien. Your job is to keep yourself and your
species alive. That's all nature wants from

you. That's the whol e point of evolution --

to survive. greater-than He sounded angry.

W were follow ng the Jeep now, heading back
toward the | ogging canp. It would happen in just a few
mnutes. In just a few mnutes Far-rand woul d see
what was goi ng on, and we woul d know what he truly
was.

One of us, or one of
t hem

| ess-than Surviveeagreater-than | said
flatly.

| ess-than That's the |aw of nature. The
nunber one | aw. And humans are part of nature.
greater-than



| ess-than Then so are the Yeerks, and we're no
better than them greater-than

| ess-than |ike guess we'll have to worry about that
one | atereagreater-than Tobias said. |ess-than
Look. greater-than

The Jeep pulled to a stop in front
of the Yeerk fortress.

Farrand flung open his door and junped out. |
could easily see himwaving his arns. Even from where
I was | could see the anger on his face.

Then fromthe building there cane a man.

And yet... this man felt wong. Even fromup in
the air, | felt a chill that seenmed to enanate from
hi m

| ess-than Hi meagreater-than
Tobi as sai d.

| knew instantly what Tobi as mneant.

| ess-than like only saw hi monce in a human
nmor ph, but it's hmeagreater-than Tobi as said.

Vi sser Three.

"isser Three.

The | eader of the Yeerk invasion of Earth. The only
Yeerk in all the universe to have taken control of an
Andal ite body. The only Yeerk in all the
uni verse with the power to norph

It shouldn't have surprised nme that he woul d use his
human nmorph. It nmade sense

And yet | felt a cold rage deep inside
me at the sight. It wasn't logical, but I
felt it just the same. He was a fake hunman. He
was using human DNA and human form as part
of his plan to enslave all of hunmanity.

| ess-than Visser Threeeagreater-than | said
to Tobi as.

| ess-than Yeaheagreater-than he agreed.
| ess-than He | ooks so normal. Except for the
fact that he gives you the creeps. greater-than
| ess-than |i ke have a bad feeling about theagreater-than
| said. less-than like don't think they're going
to wait long. |I think they're going to take Farrand
right away. greater-than

Farrand was wal king toward Vi sser Three, stil
wavi ng his hands wildly toward the heavy nmachi nery that was
chewi ng through the trees. Visser Three was smling.
It was not a nice smle.

| ess-than Where are Jake and the ot hers8greater-than
Tobi as wonder ed.

| ess-than Ch, maneagreater-than | said.
| ess-than This is going to happen real --
greater-than

Al'l of a sudden, Visser Three | ashed out and
sl apped Farrand across the face. The conm ssi oner
st aggered back. He held a hand to his cheek

The two nmen fromthe Jeep rushed to grab Farrand's
arnms. Farrand was an ol der man. He was hel pl ess.

| ess-than Cassie. Look. That's
ei ther Jake, or there is some other tiger |loose in
t hese woodsffgreater-than

| looked toward the clearing. Now | could see it
-- a huge, orange-striped tiger was racing toward



Farrand. But he was too far away. It had al
happened too suddenly. Jake wasn't in

position. | didn't even know where the others were.
Probably still norphing.

less-than It's up to ueagreater-than | said.

| adjusted ny wings, ainmed for Visser Three,
and dove. Down, down, down. Faster and faster,
till my wings were vibrating and ny bones were rattling
fromthe speed.

The target, Visser Three's human head,
grew | arger. Larger. Larger

I raked ny talons forward, |I flared ny w ngs
just enough to keep from overshooting, and |I struck. | could
feel nmy talons bite into his scalp. And then
| was out of there, carried away by ny own nomentum

"Aaarrrgghh!" the Visser yelled.

At the sane instant, Tobias hit one of the
guys fromthe Jeep. Tobias has nore experience
than | do. His aimis better. The guy he hit
woul d be wearing an eyepatch for the rest of his life.

| ess-than Yeee hahffgreater-than
Tobi as cri ed.

Farrand broke free of his remaining captor and
ran.

"CGet him" Visser Three yelled. "Ful
alert!”

The uninjured guard went after Farrand. He
caught himeasily and knocked him facedown in the
dirt. | saw Jake closing in fast, a
bl ack- and- or ange streak.

Looking past him | saw that there was a second
battle out by the edge of the forest. Two wol ves --
Rachel and Marco -- were on the Controllers
operating the machines. The perineter guards had cone
runni ng, automatic weapons ready.

Suddenly, fast as a gazelle, Ax ran
to help
Rachel . The nearest guard turned to take a shot.

Ax's tail flashed, and the Controller no | onger had
a way to pull a trigger.

Just beneath me, the other Controller fromthe Jeep
ki cked Farrand, who was struggling to get up. That was
too nmuch for me. | wheeled in the air and went back
for a second run.

| ess-than Cassi effgreater-than Tobias cried

a war ni ng.
The front door of the building fl ew open and they
began spilling out -- a half dozen

human- Control l ers, each arnmed. And worse ..
far worse, four big Hork-Bajir.

But it was too late to back off. | was already
di vi ng.

BLAM BLAM BLAM

| heard the first two bullets go whizzing past
ne.

| felt the third bullet hit ny wing. It
went straight through ny right wing, and | tunbled fromthe
air, suddenly as ungainly as a chicken

| fell. Helpless, |I fell.

WHUMP



| slammed hard into the ground.

Di zzy and confused, | thought |I saw Jake
| eap toward a Hork-Bajir warrior. But |
couldn't be sure. | was fading. Fading

My world grew small and dark. | could no | onger
see anything far away. | could focus only on the

ground right before ne.
An ant was narching by, carrying a dead bug.
Maybe | was just imagining things, as | sank
i nto unconsci ousness. Maybe ny brain was maki ng up
things that weren't there. But | could al nost have
sworn that the ant was carrying the dead, dried-out husk
of the termte queen
And then everything went bl ack.
L woke up in a sort of large box. It was
dark, but not totally without light. There were small round
holes drilled in the sides of the box.
Airholes. | could see the conm ssioner, Farrand,
unconsci ous on the floor beside ne.
He | ooked old. He was nostly bald and had
hair growing out of his ears. There was bl ood trickling
froma shallow cut on his forehead.
"Turn on the perimeter defenses!" Visser
Three yel | ed.
I could hear himclearly. | was still an osprey,
but ospreys have good hearing. It was strange, being able
to hear the Yeerk Visser's voice. W always
encountered himwhen he was in his own
stol en Andalite body. Then he communi cated only
i n thought - speak.
"You! And you! Keep your eyes on that box,"
Vi sser Three snapped. "If anything
anyt hi ng,
no matter how small tries to get out of there,
destroy it! There's an Andalite bandit in that box,
and there had better be an Andalite bandit in

that box when this is over. O I'll destroy you
bot h! "

Andalite bandit. That was ne. O course, if |
didn't get out of the box, | would have to de-norph

eventual ly and Visser Three would see the truth --
that | was a hunman
And | woul d have to denorph soon. My wing felt
like it was on fire. The pain was terrible.
"Visser! The Andalite bandits have turned the
heavy equi pnent toward us!" soneone yell ed.
"Then turn on the force field!"
"But ... but Visser... our own people will be trapped
outside of the force field."
The Visser's voice suddenly became very
qui et. A very dangerous kind of quiet. "D d
| just hear you question ny order?"
"No! No Visser! |I'mturning on the force
field!"
Farrand noaned. He noved his head a little, but then
becane qui et again.
kay, Cassie, think. Think

Qoviously, nmy friends were still fighting. They



must be wi nning, or the Visser would not turn
on the force field.

They had seized control of some of the machi nes and
turned them against this building. As soon as the force
field went up, the heavy equi pment woul d be usel ess.

And time was on the side of the Yeerks. Visser
Three woul d have called in nore help. The Bug
fighters full of fresh Hork-Bajir could be |Ianding
any m nute. \Wen that happened, all would be |ost.

W were done for.

No! Thi nk, Cassi e!

This was the ganme of predator and prey. This was war.
What was the Yeerks" weakness? \Wat did they need
that | could take away?

Farrand noaned agai n.

O coursel

| took a deep breath. | began to norph
qui ckly out of the pain-wacked osprey body, back
to ny own human form Morphi ng works on DNA, and
DNA is not affected by injuries. Wy
reconstructed human body woul d be normal .

It was cranped in the box, with two humans in
there. | was hunched over Farrand when his eyes
fluttered open. | was al ready begi nning nmy next
nmor ph. What the nman saw was the face of a girl.

But a face that was sprouting | uxuriant

bl ack-and-white fur.

H s eyes closed again. He would think it was all a
dream Hopefully.

"Hah!" | heard Visser Three crow. "The
force field has stopped them"
"Visser! The first Bug fighters will land here in

fifteen mnutes."

| ess-than Got thenffgreater-than Visser Three
said. less-than This tine, |'ve got
t henf f gr eat er -t han

He was using thought-speak. The Vi sser had

denor phed.
| focused all ny thoughts. | knew what |
had to do. But it was dangerous. | had to commrunicate

with the Visser in thought-speak. And | had to do it w thout
giving himany hint that I was a hunman.

No | ong conversati on. Monotone voice. As few
wor ds as possible. No i mages of any kind.

| ess-than Vi ssereagreater-than | said.
less-than I'Il kill the human. greater-than

That was Vi sser Three's weakness -- he needed
Farrand alive. That was the pressure point.
By threatening to kill Farrand, | threatened the
Vi sser's plan.

See, you can't nmake a Controller out
of a corpse

The Visser instantly understood.

| ess-than Everyone in this roonl Wapons on the
box! Be prepared on ny command to shoot the
An-dalite without hitting the human! It rmay be in
any sort of wild, deadly animal norph! Do
not let it escape. greater-than

| got into position. The human ne was scared.
But the skunk ne was perfectly calm The skunk



knew it had the ultimte weapon.

Suddenl y, the door of the box flew open

Vi sser Three stood there in his Andalite body,
with his deadly Andalite tail cocked and ready
to strike.

Beside him on either side, stood half a dozen
armed human-Controllers. And in between the humans,
towering above them five huge Hork-Bajir
warriors.

The human-Controllers | evel ed their weapons.

The Hork-Bajir had weapons, too, but they
didn't need them Hork-Bajir are weapons,
seven feet of ankle blades, knee bl ades,
el bow bl ades, forehead spi kes, and arnored tai
-- like Stegosaurus neets Klingon

Al this awesone deadly destructive
power stared down at ne.

Vi sser Three ained his Andalite stalk eyes
at me. Hs main eyes were already staring in amusenent.

| ess-than This is the best you could do, Andalite
scunBgreater-than He | aughed. |ess-than Such a
terrifying beast you' ve norphedffgreater-than He
| aughed agai n.

He | aughed at the chubby, cat-sized bl ack-
and-white animal in the box. Laughed at the way
| stood with nmy back to him tail raised, |ooking
over ny shoul der.

A skunk can fire its scent with anmazing
accuracy up to about fourteen feet.

The Visser was only six feet away.

| ess-than Kill xeagreater-than Visser Three
ordered col dly.

But |I fired first.

A skunk can fire its scent in five to seven
shot s.

| fired once and hit the Visser in the face.

I fired again and hit the nearest Hork-Bajir
on the left. Again and hit two
human-Control l ers. Again and again, all wthin about
three seconds.

| ess-than Aaaar ggghhffgreater-than

" Cheaguheaguheaohhhhh. ohhhh! "

" Her unt gahal !
Stink! Arrrr!”

The Vi sser staggered back, blinded and reeling from
the mighty stench. The human-Controllers covered their
mout hs with their hands. Sone even dropped their weapons.

The Hork-Bajir | was worried about. |
didn't know if Hork-Bajir even had a sense
of snell.

Turns out they do.

Turns out they have an excell ent sense of
snel . Too bad.

The Hork-Bajir were the first to panic. One
fired his Dracon beamw | dly.
| ess-than Don't shoot, you fool sffgreater-than
Vi sser Three screaned. less-than You'll hit
the human! O meffgreater-than

Actual ly, what they had hit was the floor. A
bi g, smol dering hol e appeared in the wood.



" Reeki ng
fernal | gahal I "
one Hork-Bajir kept bellowing in the odd m x
of English and their own tongue.

Then the Hork-Bajir lost it conpletely. They
turned and ran for the door

Personally, | didn't see what they were so
excited about.

It didn't smell bad to ne.

hey ran. The human-Controllers, the
Hork-Bajir, and Visser Three. They ran from
the horror of ny skunk snell.

| waddl ed as far as the doorway.

| saw an amazi ng scene. The force field was stil
on. Three massive tree-cutters, diese
engi nes roaring and billow ng snoke, were straining against the
force field |i ke mad dogs on a | eash

Inside the force field, the totally denvoralized
Yeerk forces.

Qutside the force field, a bizarre zoo -- a
tiger, a grizzly bear, a gorilla. And sonething
no human zoo had ever held -- an Andalite.

Jake, Rachel, Marco, and Ax.

Around the clearing, a handful of hunman-
Controllers and Hork-Bajir warriors sat
nur si ng wounds. Sone were just lying in the dirt.

It was a weird and tense scene. If the force
field came down, the tractors and tree-cutters
woul d hit the building within seconds.

On the other hand, even though they were reeking of
skunk smell, and staggering and hal f-blind, the
forces inside the field were stronger than Jake,
Rachel , Marco, and Ax.

O course, if the tree-cutters hit the
bui | di ng, they would probably kill Farrand. The
Yeerks didn't want that. Neither did we, but
Vi sser Three didn't know that.

| ess-than What happened8great er-than Jake
asked me in a private thought-speak whisper

| ess-than |ike sprayed theneagreater-than | said.
| ess-than They didn't like it. greater-than

|"mpretty sure tigers can't normally
smle. But | could have sworn Jake did.

Jake nmust have privately told Ax what
happened. Ax was the only one we could trust to speak
to Visser Three. He was the only true
An-dalite.

| ess-than Vi ssereagreater-than Ax said.
less-than It seens to me that we have a standoff.
greater-than

| ess-than Don't try to bargain with ne,

f ool eagreater-than Vi sser Three sneered.
| ess-than |i ke have forces on the way. greater-than
Ax nodded. |ess-than |ike wonder how your

Bl ade ship will snell after you spread your newy
acqui red stench through x8greater-than
| ess-than The snell ... it will go

awayeagreater-than the Visser said.
"Visser, nmy human host has a nenory of
-" one of the human-Controllers began to say.



The Visser's tail blade snapped through the
air. It pressed against the human-Controller's
throat. A twitch would send the Controller's head
flying.

| ess-than Do not interrupt neeagreater-than the
Visser said calmy. |ess-than You were
sayi ng8greater-than he asked Ax.

| ess-than The snmell would go away in about seven

Earth days ... if you were in the open aireagreater-than
Ax said calmy. less-than I n a spacecraft?

Airtight, closed up, cranped? You'll never

|ose the snell. Ever. However. . . thanks

to Andalite chemical technology there is a way
to renove the stench. Let the human Farrand go
free. He's unconscious and hasn't seen what
you are. Let himgo, we'll give you the secret of
neutralizing the stench, and we all wal kaway.
greater-than
less-than | "Il dispose of you nyfffgreater-than the
Vi sser shrieked. |ess-than
Andalitefilthffgreater-than
| ess-than Visser, we both know how i npossi bl e
it isto renove a snell once it gets into a
spacecraft. You would need a full refitting at
a maj or space dock. Your Bl ade ship would be
i ntol erabl e. greater-than
Vi sser Three just stood there. Just stood there and
stared. Hi s stalk eyes drooped a little.
| ess-than Get the humaneagreater-than he mnuttered
to his Hork-Bajir.
"Visser..." one Hork-Bajir npaned,
clearly reluctant to go back where the snell was
even stronger.
| ess-than This has not been a good day for
nmeeagreat er-than Visser Three said. |ess-than
Wuld you really like to feel as bad as | d8greater-than
The two Hork-Bajir went back inside and very
qui ckly reappeared, dragging Farrand. They dropped
himin the dirt.
| ess-than Have one of your nen drive himto the
nearest human hospital. Wen he is safe, we
will tell you the secret. And no tricks. W'l
be watching caret Ax rolled his stalk eyes
skyward. Visser Three followed the direction of
his gaze, and saw, high in the sky, a bird of
prey with a rust-red tail
| ess-than You do realize that one day | will have you
al | eagreater-than Visser Three said. |ess-than
Wth all your clever tricks, I will still find you
greater-than
| ess-than No, | do not think seagreater-than
Ax said. less-than W are sure to snell you
comi ng. greater-than
T
he Yeerks drove Farrand to the hospital.
Once we knew he was safe, Ax told Visser
Three how a certain kind of juice would hel p get
rid of the skunk snell
The Visser was still scream ng when we di sappeared into the
woods.



The next day, Jake, Marco, Rachel, Ax,
and | were able to bring the skunk not her back to her den
She waddl ed inside, and a few mnutes |ater,
waddl ed back out followed by Joey, Johnnie,

Marky, and C.j.

They ignored the four humans and the An-dalite
conpletely. After all, nother skunk was back with her
kits. And nother skunk wasn't afraid of anything.
"They grow up so fast," Rachel said, as they
shuffled and snuffl ed and waddl ed past us in single
file.

"I guess the real nother skunk will give them
di fferent nanes," Marco said. He was joking. |
t hi nk.

"Well, anyway, the forest is safe for baby
skunks now, " Jake sai d.

Jake had norphed a housefly to spy on
Far-rand in the hospital. The comm ssioner was fine.
The first thing he did when he regai ned ful
consci ousness was nake a phone call to say that he was
voting against logging in the forest.

In fact, according to Jake, Farrand swore he'd
never, ever even listen to another word from Dapsen
Lumber. And there was a good chance he'd press
char ges

It al so seened, according to Farrand, that even the
animal s of the forest had risen up agai nst the |oggers.
He clainmed that he hinmself had been visited by the spirit
of a giant skunk with the eyes of a human girl.

"Have a good life, little skunks," Marco said to the
skunk famly. Tiny, furry little masters of the
forest.

Everyone was smling and | ooking pretty pleased with
themsel ves. But | was still confused.

As we wal ked toward hone back through the
forest, Jake hung back with ne, letting
the others nove ahead.

"You don't seemall that happy," Jake said.

"You m ss being a skunk nonmmy?"

| smled. "No. | nean, yes, a little. But
that's not it."

"So? So what's bothering you?"

| shrugged. "Nothing makes sense to ne.

Tobi as eats one of the skunk kits, then he

hel ps save the rest. | kill the termte queen
to save nyself and ny friends, then | feel bad about it.
But when it cane down to it again, | went after Visser

Three without hesitation. One minute | was a rat
bei ng chased by guys with sticks, the next mnute |I'm
bringi ng dead mce to Tobias, who's guarding
skunks he would normally have tried to eat. Sonmehow
it's part of the sane big system How does it al
make sense?"

Jake | ooked Iike he was sorry he started the
conversation. "Un ... boy, Cassie, | don't
know. "

"COkay, just tell me this. AmI| a part of
nature, so | should just live by the |laws of nature,
kill to eat, kill or be killed? O am|
somet hing di fferent because |I'm a human?"



W wal ked in silence while Jake
thought it over. | felt sorry for him | know
he'd rat her have been di scussi ng Spi derman versus
Bat man wi th Mar co.

"Well, | guess you're both," Jake said
at | ast.
"I mean, you are the person who got rid of the
termte queen. You're also the person who went
out of her way to save a bunch of skunks. Just
i ke Tobias ate a skunk kit one day, then saved
them the next."
"That's not nuch help," | said. "That just
nmeans humans are kind of in-between

still

partly wild animals, doing whatever it takes

to survive, and partly . . . partly |I don't know
what .

Maybe sonething nmore than the other aninmals.”
"Well, | know one thing. Al the aninmals take

care of thenselves. But only one aninmal has the
intelligence and the power to help save all the
ot her species.”
| nodded. "You're pretty smart sonetines,
Jake," | said.
"Just sonetines?"
"You're right. Only one animal can help to
save all the other animals. Only humans can do
that. OF course, we have to save ourselves first." |
sighed. "It's still too conplicated."
| saw a shadow fl ash overhead. | | ooked up
and saw Tobi as. He dropped down into the trees
and reappeared on a branch just up the trail
"Hi, Tobias," | called up to him
| ess-than Hi, Cassie. Hello everyone.
Hel 1 o, hell o,
hel | o
He was definitely feeling pretty smug about
sormet hi ng.
"What's up, Bird-boy?" Marco asked him
| ess-than |'ve just been checking on our friends at
t he [ oggi ng canp. They now have two entire
truck-1oads of juice. They've made trip after
trip for juice. They dug out a big pit in the
ground and nmade a kind of swinmng pool filled with the
stuff. Visser Three's been in it nost of the night
and all this norning. Judging by the way everyone is

stayi ng back, |'m guessing he still stinks.
Pl useagreater-than Tobias added with a slightly
evil laugh, less-than the Visser is now a very

| ovely, attractive shade of purple.
greater-than
"Cee, that's too bad," Rachel said. "I
feel so sorry for him™"
| ess-than Soon he may begin to suspect the
trut heagreater-than Ax said.
"Thi nk maybe we shoul d have told himthe truth? That
it's tomato juice, not
gr ape
juice that washes away skunk snel | ?"



asked.

We all | ooked at each other, and broke up
| aughi ng at the same nmoment.
"Nah, | didn't think so," | said.
Don't m ss
The AndrQ d
conf Have
hi s
| arco. What are you doi ng8greater-than
It was Ax. | scanpered down off the beetle,

feeling like |I'd been caught doi ng somet hi ng wong. The
beetle ran on, relieved to have escaped. If
beetles can feel relief.
| ess-than Nothing. | was just letting the spider be
a spider. greater-than It was a pretty

good answer, | thought. less-than |ike guess its
instincts kind of carried me away. greater-than
| ess-than Marco, | norphed the identica

spi der eagreat er-than Ax said.

| felt a wave of guilt and shane suddenly
swell up inside me. less-than Ax, it was just a
cockroach. Wio cares? Conme on, we have a job
to do. greater-than

| ess-than Sometines hunmans worry
neeagreater-than Ax said. . . . less-than like think
it's this way. greater-than He took the | ead and
saw himnoving in front of nme, a big spider
scurrying effortlessly on his eight |egs.

I fell in behind him | was cal mnow. The
i ncredi ble, insane rush of the chase was over. Now t he
spi der was just a tool | was using.
Suddenly, fromthe sky ... sonething fell toward ne!

It |anded right between Ax and me. A grasshopper
three, four tines our size. It |ooked like an
el ephant .

Then . . . THWAP! It fired its huge hind
| egs and shot into the air. It disappeared as quickly as
it had arrived.

We raced on through the forest, covering the two
hundred feet between us and the edge of the party.
| sensed the nearness of humans. | "heard"
vi brations that m ght have been speech, but the voices were
too garbled to make any sense out of.

| ess-than Hey, Marco, Ax, you guys
around8gr eat er -t han

It was Jake's thought-speak voice.

| ess-than Yes, Prince Jakeeagreater-than
Ax answered. |ess-than W are here.greater-than

| ess-than W're not pretty, but we're
her eeagreater-than | added.

| ess-than Cool. I'mnot exactly handsone
nmyself. I'"'ma fly norph. Haven't found our
boy Erek yet, though. greater-than

Sonet hi ng massi ve and sl ow appeared in the air above
me. | scanpered sideways. It |landed slowmy with a
[ oud WHOOOVPHHH!

A human foot. A shoe. N ke.

| ess-than You know, |'d been worrying soneone
m ght step on neeagreater-than | said. |ess-than



But humans are so slow. greater-than

| ess-than Be careful anywayeagreater-than Jake
said. less-than Let ne know if you find Erek
greater-than

| ess-than |ike don't know how |I' m supposed
to recogni ze hneagreater-than | conpl ai ned.
| ess-than These spider eyes aren't good at seeing
di stances. And human heads seemto be way up in the
clouds, fromwhere |I'mcrawl i ng down here. greater-than

But Ax and | went on, skittering swiftly through
a forest of huge, slow noving |legs and feet.

Then, right in front of me, | sawit.

It |ooked like a bare human foot. Except that
I could see through the skin. Through the toenails. Wth
nmy eight strange, distorted spider eyes | could
see right through the electronic haze of the hol ogram

| could see what was beneath the hol ogram

| saw what | ooked like interlocking plates of
steel and ivory. The "foot" had no toes. In
fact, it wasn't shaped |ike a human foot. More I|ike
a paw.

It was not human. And everything in ny tingling,
buzzi ng, hyper spider's senses told me it was not
alive.

| ess-than Ax8greater-than

| ess-than Yes, | see it. greater-than

| ess-than What is x8greater-than

| ess-than |ike do not know. greater-than
less-than It |ooks |like a machine, alnost. Like it's
made out of metal. greater-than

| ess-than Yeseagreater-than Ax said.
| ess-than like think your old friend Erek may be an
androi d. greater-than






