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My nane is Marco.

Peopl e call me Marco the Magnificent.
Mar - vel ous Marco. The Amazi ng Marco.

And of course, all the girls just call ne ..
gorgeous. Ckay, maybe |'ve never actually
heard



anyone call ne gorgeous, but | am confident that
someone, somewhere, nust have called nme gorgeous at sone

poi nt .

O not.

But definitely cute. I've heard "cute" with
ny own ears.

And 1'll soon be hearing it a | ot nore because
|'ve made a mmj or change. |'ve cut ny

hair. O at least ny stylist, Charise, cut it

for me. That's right, Charise. And according to Charise, ny
cuteness quotient has risen froma nine to a defi

nite ten.

Anyway, where was |? Ch, yes. | was telling

you that my nane is Marco. | can't tell you ny | ast
nane. | forgot it.

No, not really, I"'mkidding. | know ny |ast nane.

I"mjust not going to tell you. And |I'm not
going to tell you the conplete names of ny
friends or where | live.

VWhat | will tell you is the truth.

Al except for

that part about "magnificent" and "marvel ous."

Everything else | tell you will be true. | know it
will seemincredible. But it will be the absolute
truth.

Let's start with the reason why | won't tell you
nmy | ast nane: | have enemies. W all sorta do.

But these guys are very powerful, very dangerous
enem es. Not like the guy in your class who keeps
calling you "dork-wad." And if they knew who

was, |'d be dead so fast | wouldn't even

know | was dead. The Yeerks don't play ganes.

The Yeerks don't worry about pity or kindness.
They don't care that I'mjust a kid. The Yeerks
plan to enslave or destroy the entire human

race.

They won't hesitate to roll right over little old
ne.

The Yeerks aren't just

ny

enem es, though.

They are the enem es of every human bei ng. The enem es
of Earth itself. And they are everywhere.

They're a parasitic species. Think

t apewor ns.

That's what they are, when you get right down to
it: intelligent tapeworns.

They are slugs, just a few inches |ong. They enter
t he human body through the ear canal. Once inside,
they flatten thensel ves out and

wrap thensel ves around your brain. They squeeze into al
the folds and winkles of your brain and

tie into your thoughts.

They take over. They make you into what we

call a Controller. A human machi ne. A body

whose own, true nmind is shattered and

hel pl ess.

That's the special horror of the Yeerks. They
don't just take over your mnd and elimnate you
You continue to be aware. You continue to be conscious.



You sit there in your own head watching the Yeerk open
your menory, watching the
Yeerk fool your friends and famly, watching the
Yeerk turn the people you love into the sane kind
of slave you' ve becone.
You try to nove your hand, but you can't. You try
to make your nouth speak, but you can't. You don't even
control what your eyes look at. That's
what it's |ike.
My nother is one of them A Controller
For a long time, we thought she had died.
bel i eved she had drowned. But | learned |ater
that she was still alive.
A very powerful Yeerk had taken her body. |
don't even know how | ong she was a Controller
bef ore she di sappeared. | don't know how many tines her
good- ni ght ki ss was the action of a Yeerk trying
to pass as a human.
She is Visser One now. A Visser is a
sort of Yeerk warlord or general. Visser One
 aunched the secret invasion of Earth.
Vi sser Three is now in charge
Visser One, in ny mother's head, took off after
faki ng her death by drowning. She's sonewhere now .

maybe mllions of mles away.
No one knows about ny nmom but nme and ny best friend,
Jake. | don't want the others to know |

don't want their pity.
The Yeerks are here. Everywhere. Not just my nother, but
maybe yours, too. Maybe your teacher, naybe your
best friend, naybe everyone around you. \Wen you get together
with famly and friends, you may be the only one in the
roomwho is not a Controller.
That's why we fight them W Aninorphs.
| made up that word, by the way. Pretty cool
huh? Ani nor phs. Just popped into my head.
Ani mal nor pher.
See, not every alien in the universe is a Yeerk
The universe has its heroes, too. It was one
dyi ng, dooned Andalite who gave us our power
to acquire the DNA of any animal and then
to becone that ani mal
H s name was El fangor. He, and a | ot of other
Andalites, died trying to save Earth fromthe
Yeer ks.
So for him and for all the people of Earth, we
fight, hoping to slow the Yeerks down enough so that the

Andalites will have a chance to cone
again and save us all

Wo is "we"? Wll, there's ne, Marco the
Magni fi cent.

Then, there's Rachel -who-t hi nks-she' s- Xena. -
Warrior Princess.

And there's Tobias, the Bird-boy. And
Cassie, the tree-hugger. And Ax, our

resi dent Andalite.

And of course, our fearless |eader, ny boy,
Jake.

My way-too-serious best friend Jake.
Responsi bl e, practically adult Jake.



Jake, who grinds ny nerves with his tota
refusal to just have a good tine.
"Look," | said to Jake, "it's not a crime or
anything. There is absolutely no | aw agai nst dogs
goi ng to outdoor concerts. They don't have a
ticket for dogs."
"You know, Marco, the point of norphing is not for us
to get into concerts," Jake said.
W were wal ki ng down one of the streets of our
subdi vi sion. We'd shot sone hoops down at the
out door basketball court, and now Jake
was
dribbling the ball as we wal ked.
"Nine Inch Nails. Alanis. O fspring," |
sai d.
He stopped and stared at ne. "Marco?"

"Yeah?"

"What happened to your hair, man?"

"You're just noticing? Looks cool, huh?"

Jake just stared. "O fspring?" he asked.
"You're sure Ofspring will be there?"

| could see hi mweakening. He was dribbling sl ower.
"I hear they are so great live. They kick. They
domi nate. They crush all opposition under foot.
They rule. They -"

"Marco, after |'ve criticized Rachel and
Cassi e for using nmorphing for personal reasons,
| can't just -"

"Who's going to tell then?" | argued. | ran
nmy fingers through ny new, shorter hair. It was
cool -1 ooking. | wasn't even going to pay
attention to the way Jake just stared at it. It |ooked
cool .

"I"d be a hypocrite," Jake said.

| thought for a nonment. "You know, Jake . . . |
have | ong suspected that Al anis may be a
Controller. And, as a Controller, think of the
damage she could do by | eadi ng young, inpressionable kids

like us astray. Ch, | hate to even think of it!
W have a duty, Jake. W have a sacred
duty to

go to that concert and to find out once and for all whether any
of these major stars are Controllers.”

Jake smiled his slow smile. "That is easily
t he nost pathetic excuse you have ever cone up with."
| laughed. "Get serious. |'ve come up with
lots of nore pathetic excuses than that."

We were al nost at Jake's house, so we stopped.
Jake's brother Tomis one of
t hem
a Controller. W don't talk inside his house.

"You know, " Jake said, "the only possible way
I could go along with this is if | found out

you
were going to this thing anyway. Then, see, |1'd have to go
along -- reluctantly -- just to watch your back."

Jake may be responsible and all, but he

isn'"t a total forty-year-old.
| grinned. "Jake, I'mgoing to this concert,



whet her you like it or not."

"Then | guess |'d better go, just to cover your
butt," Jake said. "You'll have to figure out how
to cover that hair."

| made a face. "Real funny."

"I thought so," Jake said, grinning at his own
wit. "lI'magoing to norph Honer, | guess.
You're right. Dog is the way to go. No one will even

t hi nk anyt hi ng about us being there, since there are al ways
dogs at outdoor stuff. And dog hearing is great.
You need to acquire a dog norph."

"Already have," | said snugly. "An Irish
setter. Grls love Irish setters. Heh
heh, heh."

| laughed nmy "evil" laugh and gave Jake a

| ook, and he | aughed, too.

There are these nmonents in your life that
seemtotally innocent at first, you know? Like nornal
everyday life. But then it's |ike you stepped
off a cliff, and before you know it you're falling.
Suddenly you realize your innocent little decision has
gone spinning out of control
| had decided to sneak into a concert. | had not
deci ded to uncover one of the greatest secrets of
human hi story, or becone the person
who woul d decide the fate of an entire
race.
| just wanted to hear some nusic.

It should have been no big deal

here are a couple of big problenms with nor-

phing. First of all, there's the two-hour tine

l[imt. If you stay in nmorph for nore than two

hours, you stay forever.

Second, there is the fact that all of the an

mal 's basic instincts cone along with the body.
Sonetimes when you junp into that animal brain it's |ike
grabbi ng onto a power Iine.

Finally, there is the total creepiness factor

| mean, major,

St ephen- Ki ng- neet s- Ann- Ri ce

creepy.

The concert was taking place at this big outdoor arena
that's at one end of the city park. W needed a

private place to nmorph, but that turned

out not to be so easy. There were people every-

where. Thousands of people. Kids in black T-shirts.

Di spl aced Deadheads with little granny sungl asses

and dreadl ocks. Parental units carrying babies

and trying to |l ook cool in their Dockers.

And hardcore punk rockers with pierced every-

t hi ngs.

Across fromthe park there was this little street with coffee
shops and restaurants and an ecol ogy bookstore.

There were alleys behind the restaurants, and we headed
there.

Down one alley we found a little dead-end area

stuffed with Dunpsters.

"Wonderful ," Jake nuttered. "The two of us

and the garbage. This is already fun."



"Cone on, let's doit," |I said. | was

i mpatient.

I could hear a warmup band racing through a
power set.

"You haven't norphed a dog before, have
you?" Jake asked ne.

"No. "
He smled. "Don't get
t oo

happy, " he said.

| didn't really pay any attention to him |

| ooked around and saw sone hippie girls walking
by. They couldn't see us. | renoved my outer
clothing and stripped down to my norphing suit.

| stuffed ny clothes and shoes into the bag Jake and
| had brought al ong and shoved it behind the
Dunpst er.

| focused on the dog | had acquired. | saw

it

inm mnd. And as | focused, |I felt the

changes

begi n.

| 've nmorphed much wei rder things than dogs.

But every norph is strange. Every nmorph is un
predi ctable. You really never know how it's going

to go.
| expected the first thing to be fur. It wasn't.
The first thing that happened was the tail. | felt it

just sort of spurt out of the base of ny spine.

| turned to | ook back over ny shoul der. "Oh,
guh-ross!"

The tail was sticking out. But it had no fur

yet. It was just this kind of grayish, chicken-

ski nned whi p.

| 1 ooked back at Jake. H's face was bul gi ng

out like sonmething was trying to clinmb out of his
mouth. At the sane tine ny own nuzzle started

to grow. There was a weird grinding sound frominside ny
head as the bones of ny jaw stretched

out war d.

| felt an itching in nmy mouth as ny teeth

grew

bi gger and rearranged thensel ves.

| saw ny fingers shrink up inside my hands.

At the same tine, the little stubs of fingers grew these
gray-black nails. My pal ns becane thick

and cal | oused.

| felt the bones in my legs and arns stretch-

i ng, changing directions, and | began to grow
slightly smaller. Suddenly, | couldn't stand up
anynore. | fell forward onto ny call oused

pads.

Only then did the fur begin to grow. It was a

good thing, too. | was one ugly animal wthout fur
The reddi sh fur sprouted quickly, like the

worl d's fastest grass. It just seemed to expl ode out
of my skin, long and silky.

| ess-than Cool eagreater-than | said to Jake in

t hought - speak. | ess-than Check out this fur. Every
girl in that concert is going to want to pet ne.



greater-than
He said sonething back to me, but right then
t he dog senses kicked in.
|'ve nmorphed a wolf, so | was prepared. |
knew t he hearing would be amazing. | knew the sense of
smel | woul d be incredible.
But what | didn't expect was the dog's nind
It was not like the wolf. The wolf was a cool, in
telligent, ruthless killer
The dog was just a big goof.
You remenber that old song, "Grls Just Wanna
Have Fun"? That could be the theme song for dogs.
Dogs just want to have fun
That's what fooled ne. The Irish setter's brain
didn't feel like some strange animal. It felt
like it was just tapping into a part of ny owmn mind. It
was a perfect fit with the goof ball part of my own
br ai n.
| 1 ooked over at Jake through ny slightly dim
dog vi sion. He had becone his dog, Honer.
lolled out nmy tongue and panted. Jake/ honer
panted right back at ne.
"RUFF!'" | barked, for no reason. | did a
little
dance. Sort of like | was going to run away, but then
| stopped suddenly and crouched down on
my front legs and grinned like an idiot at
Jake.
I was inviting himto play.
| tore off down the alley at a run
| ess-than Marco, wait upffgreater-than
| ess-than Catch ne! Hah-hah! Like you even
coul df f gr eat er -t han
| scrabbled away at top speed, ny nails
click
ing on the concrete, ny floppy ears flying, ny
t ai
hel d hi gh and waggi ng.
| raced down the alleyway, totally ignoring the
rich, wondrous snells of rotting garbage.
| turned toward the park and raced across the
street. Jake fell back, caught up in a
smal | knot
of peopl e.

SCRRREEEEECCCCHHH!
A car slanmmed on its brakes and m ssed ne
by a couple of feet. A couple of feet! |

nean, if

the driver had been one nmillisecond slower to hit

t he brakes, 1'd have been roadkill. But ny

conpl ete dog-brain reaction to that near-death expe
rience was, "Cool! | snell something!"

I"'mtotally serious. The fact that | snelled
some other dog's pee on a curb was about ten thousand
times nore interesting to nmy dog brain than the squealing
car was.
The driver got out and started yelling. | gave
hima happy dog grin and trotted on nmy way.
| ess-than Marco! Wuld you wait up8greater-than
Suddenly | was surrounded by people. But they were totally



different fromthe people |I'd seen before when | was stil
human.
For one thing, | wasn't really
| ooki ng at
t hese people. | was
snel |ing
them What they | ooked |ike was so totally not
i mportant. But the snells!
| snelled sweat, | snelled shanmpoo, |
snel l ed bad breath, | snelled what they had been
eating, | snelled what they had stepped in, |
snel l ed laundry detergent, | snelled everyone
t hey had touched or shaken hands with.
And | could snell all their animals. The
humans m ght as well have been wearing big neon
signs that said i own a dog, or i have cats. |
could not only smell who owned dogs, | could snell
whet her the dogs were nale or femal e, young or old,
fixed or not. Just by sniffing the people wal ki ng past, |
knew i f their dogs ate canned or dry food.
| mean, when you hook up to that dog nose
it's like you' ve been wal king around with cotton balls
up your nostrils all your life and suddenly
you take them out and wow Ww You're into a
whol e new experience of life.
I'"d been a wolf in the forest. Now it was |ike
was a wolf in civilization. The information from

nmy nose was so conmplex. So full, so rich, so en

j oyabl e.

"Hey, boy!" sonmeone said. Agirl! |I was sure

she was a girl. But was she a cute girl?

tried to

make ny dog eyes focus, but it was |ike sight was
just irrelevant. | could see pretty well, but

ny

dog brain was way too busy snelling and heari ng.

| did notice the scent of patchouli oil, though

The girl reached out a hand and stroked my head.
Instantly a warm wave of pleasure washed over

me. Then she scratched behind ny ear

This was al nost too good. This was sublime. This was
probably the best thing I'd ever felt in

ny life.

I think I could have just stood there and | et her scratch
behi nd ny ear forever. But then she was joined by a guy

a guy who owned a cat,

incidental ly

and she started in on ny ribs. |

lay down and rolled on ny side. The scratching of
my ribs felt like tickling. I was so happy. |

was

beyond happy.

See, dog happy isn't |ike human happy.

Human happi ness always has this little voice in the
back of your m nd going, "Don't be

t oo

happy.
Keep your guard up. Sonething bad could stil



happen. "

But dog happy is just pure, distilled essence of
happi ness. | just lolled nmy wet tongue out and
sl apped ny tail against the grass, and then it started.
My leg started going all on its own.

"Hah, | love it when dogs do that," the guy
said. "That's so funny!"

Hs girlfriend scratched away on ny ribs and ny
back | eg just nmotored away, out of control,

and | was in heaven. That's when Jake found ne.
| ess-than That's nice,

Mar coeagr eat er-than Jake said. |ess-than Very

di gni

fied. What's next? You going to lick

your sel f 8great er -t han

"Ch, it's another dog," the girl said. "He's
even cuter!" She | eaned forward to pet Jake.
That brought nme to nmy senses. No way was Jake a
cuter dog than rne.

| ess-than Okay, okay, that's enough playing
aroundeagreater-than | said. |ess-than Come on,
Jake. Let's get closer to the

stage. greater-than

W took off, tails wagging, |eaving the nice

hi ppi e coupl e behi nd.

| ess-than See? | told you, Marco. Don't

get too happy. A happy dog is al npst

t oo

happy. greater-than

| ess-than Why n8greater-than | asked, a little
wi stfully. |ess-than Wy

not just get happy8greater-than

Then somet hi ng stunni ng happened. There had been no
music for a few mnutes, and all at

once, O fspring clinbed onstage and unl oaded.
They ripped into a song and | cowered a little.
The inmpact on ny dog ears was shocking. But it
wasn't just that it was so loud. It was that | could
hear everything. Everything.

| ess-than Hey! | can understand the lyrics
noweagr eat er -t han

sai d.

| ess-than Cool eagreater-than Jake answered.

W trotted closer, into a thickening crowd of
humans. The snells were just overwhel m ng.

And not always in a good way.

Suddenly, | saw him He was passing out flyers.
He was wal ki ng through the crowd and pass

i ng out handbills.

A breeze caught one of the sheets and it fluttered

to the ground in front of me. | forced ny dog eyes
to look at it. | couldn't read the fine print, but
| could see the two big words at the

t op.

The Shari ng.

The Sharing. The front organization for Con
trollers.

| ess-than Jakeeagreater-than | said. |ess-than
That guy. He's handing out flyers for The Shari ng.
greater-than



| ess-than Yeah. You know what? Does he

| ook famliar,

or is it just my inagination8greater-than

He had brown hair, just a little over his ears. He

was maybe five feet tall, but he nanaged to

ook taller. A slightly shorter version of

Jake, strong and confident-1ooking. |ess-than

Yes, he's fanmiliar.

H's nane's Erek King. He transferred out of our
school like a year ago. greater-than

Erek was coning closer, snmling and handi ng

out flyers to anyone who woul d take one.

He knelt down and sniled at nme. He reached

out to pet me, but | pulled back. Erek shrugged

and wal ked on his way, handing out flyers.
| ess-than Jake, did you notice t8greater-than
| ess-than Oh, yeaheagreater-than he said.
| ess-than Definitely. greater-than | ess-than
Oh, nmaneagreater-than | said. |ess-than There
i s sonething very,

very wong with Erek. greater-than
He
didn't snell,"” | said.

"What do you nean, he didn't snell?"

Rachel dermanded.

"l nean that he didn't
smel I .

He had picked up sone odors off other people, off the
ground, off dogs, whatever, but he had no snell

hi msel f. None. Like a black hole of snell. Like
not hi ng t here, nobody hone."

It was later that same evening. Jake and | had
left the concert shortly after encountering Erek. W'd
called a neeting, and now everyone except Ax was in
Cassie's barn

Cassie's barn is actually the Wldlife
Rehabilitation Center. It's a sort of
hospital for nessed-up wild aninmals.

Cassie's parents are both
veterinarians. Her momworks at the Gardens, this
bi g combi nati on zoo and anusenent park.

Her dad (with a lot of help from Cassie)
takes in every sick or injured wild ani nal they
cone across. The barn is lined with wire cages filled
wi th raccoons, foxes, opossuns, eagles,
rabbits, geese, badgers, crows, squirrels

| mean, you nane it. It's animal central

"Maybe you just didn't notice it," Rachel
suggest ed.

"Rachel , you've been in wolf norph," Jake
sai d. "You know how good your sense of snmel
is? Wll, the dog's sense of snell is al nost that
good. "

Rachel shook her head. That's what she does
when she's frustrated.

She was standing in the mddle of the barn floor,
| ooki ng i mmacul ate, as usual. Rachel is one
of those girls fromthe cover of
Sevent een.

Beautiful, fashionable, way too tall, far too



many bright white teeth, massive quantities of very
clean blond hair. But beneath all that fashionable
clothing and perfectly applied nmakeup there is a
swor d- swi ngi ng Amazon warrior just trying to break
out .

Rachel 's i ke one of those terrible elf-maidens in
Tol ki en's
The Lord of the Rings
beauti ful and dangerous.

Jake is her cousin and Cassie is her best
friend. Cassie actually experiences normal hunman
enotions |like fear and doubt. | approve of this because
| sure experience plenty of fear and doubt nyself.
I've experienced nore fear and doubt since
becanme an Ani norph than nost peopl e
experience in about ten lifetines.

Cassi e has never met a dress she |iked.
She does not subscribe to
Teen
or
YM
She's much nore likely to buy a magazine |ike
Snelly Aninmals of Anerica.
You know, the kind of magazi ne that would have articles |ike
"How to G ve Suppositories to Raccoons,"
or "Let's Examine OM Vomit!"

If you want to picture Cassie, think of a
short, cute girl with very short black hair,
wearing overalls and big nuddy boots and | ooki ng
totally capable of giving a tetanus shot to an
angry bear.

Cassie is our aninmal expert, and our
resi dent ecology nut. 1'd say she likes
animal s better than she |ikes people, except that
she really likes Jake. As in

l'ikes.

Actual |y, she and Jake
li ke
each other, although neither of themw Il admt it, of
course. The only time they' Il act that way
is when we're about twel ve seconds away from doi ng
somet hi ng i nsanely dangerous. Then they'l| kind of

gi ve each other these pathetic sad | ooks.

It's so | ane.

The Il ast original menber of our group was
perched in the high rafters overhead. Tobias had his
tal ons sunk deep into the wood to give hinself a
firmhold. And with his hooked beak he was preening the
feathers of his right w ng.

Tobias is a red-tailed hawk. That's what
he's been since he stayed too | ong in norph

He lives as a hawk now, nostly. | mean, he
hunts and eats |like a hawk. Not that he has nuch
choice. | don't think the school is really

interested in a Hawk-boy as a student.
Tobias lives in the woods, along with Ax.
Ax is an Andalite, the brother of Elfangor
and the only free Andalite within a billion mles
of Earth.



Ax doesn't come to the nmeetings, usually. He
has a human nor ph, but he doesn't I|ike
to overuse it. Besides, he basically figures
Jake is his "prince," and he'll do whatever his
prince tells himhas to be done.
So, that's our little group. Rachel, standing
in the mddle of the room |ooking Iike someone was shining a
spotlight on her. Jake, pacing back and forth and
| ooking far too intense. Cassie, cradling a
duck in her arnms while she changed its bandage.
Tobi as, preening his feathers and | ooki ng around with that
eternal hawk glare. And ne, lolling back on a
bal e of hay.
"Shh, " Jake said suddenly. "I thought I
heard sonet hi ng."
less-than It's just a squirrel up on the
r oof eagreat er-than Tobias assured himin
t hought - speak.
"You sure?" Jake asked.
Tobi as stopped preening and stared down at
Jake. Hi s hawk stare grew even nore intense.
| ess-than Am |
sure?
I
do
know what a squirrel sounds like. greater-than
Jake nodded and | ooked a little enbarrassed.
Hawks not only have amazingly good eyes, their hearing
is better than human, too. And Tobi as knows
the sounds that prey make. He has to. Asking
Tobias if he recognizes squirre
sounds woul d be like asking Einstein if he knows how
to add two plus two.
| tried to bring us all back to the topic. "So,
what does it nean if a kid doesn't smell like
a human?"
"There are plenty of tines when you don't snell
hurman, " Rachel said with a smirk. "But then
maybe that's because you have a small nonkey |iving on
top of your head."
Cassi e made a snorking sound as she tried not
to | augh.
"Next time you decide to get a haircut,
talk to me first," Rachel said
| ignored them both. W had i nportant
busi ness, and | was not going to |lower nyself to trading

insults with Rachel. Besides, | couldn't think of
any.

"He doesn't snell,

and

he's handing out flyers for The Sharing," | said.

"He must be connected to the Yeerks," Rachel said
with a shrug.

"But how?" Cassie asked. She was pushing the
duck back into his cage. "I mean, Yeerks
i nfest various species -- hunmans,
Hor k- Bajir, Taxxons. But that doesn't
change the fact that a human with a Yeerk in his head
should still snell |ike a human. You know?"

"Chapman is a Controller. He still snells



human,” | pointed out. "And by the way, | can't
believe 1'm even tal ki ng about how the vice
principal snells.”

Jake shrugged. "I guess we need to find out
what's going on with Erek."

"But how do we find hinP" | asked.

"Infiltrate a neeting of The Sharing?"

| ess-than |ike could do surveillance of his
school eagreat er-than Tobi as sai d.

"Or maybe we could go back to where the concert was and
| ook for clues," Rachel said. Then she w nced.
"Ww, that sounded so Nancy Drew. "

"Maybe Ax can try and tap into the Internet and
get past all the security buffers and | ocate

him" | suggested.
Cassie held up her hand |Iike she was asking a
guestion at school. "Those are all fine plans, but how

about if we just look himup in the phone book?"

We all just stared at her

"Or we could just look himup in the phone
book, " Jake sai d sheepishly.

Cassi e headed for the house to get a phone book

"You know, she is just not getting the whol e superhero
thing," | said to Jake. "Does Wl verine | ook
things up in the phone book? Does Spider-man?
| don't think so."

"Yeah, well, Wl verine has a big
advant age over us," Rachel said dryly.

"He's not real."

Then she snapped her fingers. "That's what that
hair of yours rem nds nme of: a wolverine. |
knew it was sonething."

"Ch, yeah?" | shot back. "Well, how about
your . . . your "

"My what?" Rachel asked coolly, with the
absol ute confidence of a girl who never | ooked
| ess than perfect.

"Your tallness,” | said lanely. "You're
tall. way tall."
Sonehow this brilliant coneback did not cause

Rachel to break down in tears.

Cassi e canme back carrying the white pages,
al ready open to the "Know edge's." "There are twenty-
seven 'Kings" listed. But you said he transferred
to Truman, so there are maybe six "Kings" that
are in that part of town."

"We work our way down the list," | said.
"Al t hough he still could have an unlisted phone."

"I can't hang out tonight," Jake said. "I have
got
to wite that English paper.”

"Here's a clue on the English paper. Don't
say "I have got to,"" | teased.

"I could go tonorrow, maybe," Rachel said. "But not
tonight. My dad is in town just for tonight. He's taking
me and ny sisters to Planet Hollywood."

Cassie |looked at nme. "I'mfree," she
sai d.
less-than |"mgood till it gets

dar keagreat er-t han Tobi as vol unt eered. Hawks



aren't nuch use at night.
"Fine. Me and Cassie and Tobias till it
gets dark," | said. "Shouldn't be too hard. Qur
mssion: to find the boy who doesn't snell."
"Maybe he just showers a lot," Rachel said.
"Did you think about that?"

1 saw Jake the follow ng day in the schoo
cafeteria.

I was wol fing down the Goo of the Day, drinking
mlk, and trying to wite
ny
Engli sh paper at warp speed. See, | kind of
had some honmework due, too. But |'d spent
yest erday evening cruising around in owl norph | ooking
for Erek's house.

"Engl i sh paper?" Jake asked as he sat down
across from ne.

"Yeah. "

He | aughed. "You're good for me, Marco.
Conpared to you, |'m so responsible. You have a
t opi c?"

| |l ooked up at himand thunped my finger
down on the paper. "lI've already witten three
pages. \What do you nean, do | have a topic?"
But Jake knows me. "So," he said.

"Do

you have a topic?"

"Atopic will . . . energe. I'mgoing to just

wite until | discover a topic. The topic wll

ri se

fromthese pages. It will reveal itself to me. | just have

to keep witing."

He nodded and nade a face at the Goo of the
Day on his tray. "This food is blue. Food
shoul d not be blue. Hey, here's a topic for

you
the use

of total bull in the witing of English papers.”
| grinned. "I amthe master of bull. Three

pages

so far and | haven't actually said a single thing."

"S. Did you guys happen to find our friend?"

| shot a glance left and then right. No one was

seat ed near enough to overhear us. Besides, the cafeteria was
so noisy fromyelling and | aughi ng

and cl ashi ng di shes and scraping chairs that no one could
hear nuch of anyt hi ng.

"Yeah. W found out where he lives. Saw hi mthrough

a wi ndow. Too bad, though. One of the other King

resi dences we checked out had this girl living there who
was amazing."
"You weren't w ndow peeping, | hope."

| gave Jake ny best shocked- and- outraged

| ook. "How coul d you even say that? Wat kind of
person do you think I an®"

Jake nodded. "Cassie wouldn't let you, huh?"

"I amtrying to wite a paper here," | said

"On the topic of



o

"On the topic of howto wite a thousand words and
say not hi ng. Zero.

Nada.

Squat . "

Jake |l owered his voice to just above a whisper
"W need to check Erek out. Definitely something
wrong there."

| put down ny pencil. "You nean get inside

hi s house?"

Jake shrugged. "Not yet. Get Tobias to watch

hi m when he's outside. But Tobias will need sone
hel p."

| shrugged and went back to ny paper. "I'lI

help. 1'll have plenty of time. |I'mdropping out
of

school this afternoon. Right after the teacher
gets done | aughing at this paper."

"Topi c

the use of rhetoric to obscure a | ack

of content,"” Jake said.

| froze. | |looked up. "That's brilliant!

It means

the sane as "the use of total bull"

but it sounds so nuch better!"

"Eat your CGoo. | gotta go."

He left and I saw hi m head over to the spot

where Cassie was sitting.

It's one of our rules. W can never start | ook

ing like a "group.” In school or in public

pl aces,

we keep our distance. W only reveal the

rel ati onshi ps that already existed before we becane
Ani nor phs.

| happened to see Chapnan coning in through the door of the
cafeteria. He grabbed some kid who was runni ng and
told himto slow down. Then he gazed around the
room | ooking for troubl emakers, |ike any normal

vi ce principal would.

But Chapman isn't normal. Chapman is a
Controller. The Yeerk in his head is high-ranking
enough to speak directly with Visser Three.

For about a second, Chapnan's eyes | ocked
on i ne.

It was nothing. But it sent a shiver up ny spine.

Chapman runs The Sharing. The flyers that Erek
had been handing out at the concert had been about The
Shari ng.

Erek had never been some mgjor friend of mne. He
was just this kid I'd say hi to in the hallway.
Except that he had been there for nmy nother's funeral

A funeral w thout a body.

Sone ot her kids from school had come, so
didn't think anything rmuch about it. Still, it was a nice
thing for himto do.

And now he was working for The Shari ng.

The Sharing is a front organization for



Controllers. On the surface, it's a sort of

club. Kids join it and go on canp-outs and

field trips and stuff. Adults join it and

supposedl y do busi ness deal s together and take
weekends at ski resorts.

And probably nmost nmenbers of The Sharing never even
know what's really going on. But the Controllers who
run The Sharing are always on the | ookout for sone
person with probl ens.

See, the Yeerks don't just spread by forcing thensel ves
on people. A lot of people becone Controllers by choice.
| guess they want to feel like they're part of sonething
bigger. O maybe it's the secrecy they think is
cool. | don't know

Al I know is that the Yeerks would rather have a
vol untary host. They'd rather have you surrender
your mnd than have to take it by force.

They work you up slowy through the |evels of The
Sharing, till they decide you' re ready. Then they
make pronises and tell you lies, and the next thing
you know, you're a slave inside your own mnd, al
the nore easily controlled because you

| et
it happen.

| shoved the tray away from nme and picked up ny
pencil again. | stared down at the paper. But | was

seeing a funeral service. Singing. Flowers. Somne
priest talking about how great ny nother had been. He
hadn't even known ny not her
| remenber turning around in nmy pew to | ook at
the church. A lot of people had cone. A lot of sad
faces. Alot of tears. Mst people just | ooking
sol ermn because that's the way you had to | ook at a
funeral .
Erek had been three rows back. He was wear-
ing a suit that was probably scratchy and
unconfortable. But he didn't | ook solem. He
| ooked angry. And he was shaking his head slowy,
barely, fromside to side, as if he was
unconsci ously di sagreeing with everything the priest said.
At the time | figured he was mad because
he had to dress up. | understood that.
And now Erek had reappeared. The boy who
didn't smell human. The boy who worked for The

Shari ng.

"Well, Erek," | nmuttered under ny breath,
"we'll have to see about you. W will definitely have
to see."

| here may be sonething in this world cooler than flying
on your own Wi ngs, but | can't imagine what it is.

Rol | er bl adi ng? Hah! Surfing? Big deal
Skydi ving? O oser, but not halfway to actua

flying.
Not hing is as cool as flying.
It was after school that sane day. |'d finished the

Engli sh paper exactly nine seconds before the

teacher came around to collect it. Then I'd gone

to history and been assigned another paper. That's the
nature of school: It never really ends.



But finally the bell rang and bl essed freedom |
was outta there and | ooking for a private place
to norph. | wanted to check up on Erek
Rermenbering the funeral and all had nade it seem
even
nore important, although I wasn't sure
knew why.

| clinmbed up onto the roof of the gym O
course, no one is supposed to go up there, but hey,
it was for a good reason. | norphed into an osprey.
It's a bird, a kind of hawk that usually lives
ri ght near the water.

| spread ny broad wings and | flew away from
school .

Tell me you haven't sat there in some boring
cl ass, while sone teacher went on and on (and on and
on) about how x equaled y but only if you
multiplied it by pi, and wi shed you could just fly right out
t he wi ndow. Zoonml Good- byel!

Wll, | can't fly right out of class because if
| morphed in class there would be a ot of screanng
and hysteria. But | can cone close to doing it.

Kids were still piling onto the buses as | caught
anicelittle headwind and used it to go airborne.
zoormed hi gh above all the kids heading for their
buses, and all the teachers heading for their cars. People were
just ovals of black, brown, blond, and red hair
to nme. That's nostly what a person |ooks like froma
hundred feet up. A hair oval

| have never felt as totally alive as when I'm
in a hawk norph. Tobias doesn't have
it all that bad, in some ways. There are so many
worse animals to be.
| felt athermal, a pillar of warmair,
bil I ow up
beneath ny wings and I went for it. Zooml Like riding
an elevator to the top floor! Up and up. The
war m
air
currents swept ne hi gher and hi gher
| ess-than Yah- Hahff greater-than
Now the hair ovals were just dots, and the buses were
bright yellow toys pulling slowy away
fromthe school
But even from five hundred feet up in the air,
as high as a fifty-story building, | could still see
faces behind the school bus wi ndows. Wth the osprey's
eyes, it's like wearing binocul ars.
| floated up there, wi ngs spread wi de, mny tai
fanned out to catch every bit of lift, ny tal ons
tucked back agai nst the underside of my body.

Ar

rushed over the | eading edge of ny w ngs,

maki ng a slight fluttering sound. Wnd fl owed
over mny streanlined head, and | kept ny hooked
beak pointed forward to maintain every ounce of
nonent um

| rode that thermal as high as it would carry ne.
I"d | earned that from Tobi as. See, the thernal
will



give you altitude for alnobst no effort,

and you can turn that altitude into distance. It's |ike
soaring to the top of a nountain, then skiing

down the slopes in whatever direction you want

to go.

Still, it did eventually require sone hard

wi ng-flapping to get to Erek's nei ghborhood.

| spotted Tobias fromfar off, when he would

have been invisible to any human eye. He was
riding the wind, just like ne. Maybe with a little
nore style, since he'd had so much nore experi
ence.

When | got close to enough to try thought-

speak, | called to him

| ess-than Tobi as? Can you hear mne8greater-than

| ess-than |i ke can hear you and see you, Marco. |'ve
been

wat chi ng you for twenty mnutes. greater-than

| ess-than No way. | just spotted you

greater-than

| ess-than You have to know what to | ook for

Marco. By the way . . . when | count to three, you
need to

bank a very sharp, very fast left turn. greater-than
| ess-than Turn? Why8greater-than

| ess-than Just do it! One. Two.

THREEFFGREATER- THAN

| raised one wing, |owered the other, skewed

my tail, and cut a sudden, sharp left.

FWOOOOM

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

A mssile blew past nme, doing what seened

like a thousand niles an hour! Only it wasn't com ng
fromthe ground upward, it had fallen

fromthe sky down! And this nmissile had gray

f eat hers.

The wind fromits passing nearly knocked me off

bal ance. It was half a mle away, down and

south, by the time | could even try to think about

f ocusi ng.

| saw swept - back, slate-gray wings and a

tight

tail. It was diving anay fromme so fast it nmade

me | ook like I was standing still.
| ess-than Wat the

What was

t hat| backsl ash greater-than
I yelled.

| ess-than Heh, heh, hen. Wl cone to ny

wor | deagreater-than To

bias said. less-than That's a peregrine

fal con. You know, |ike Jake's norph. They

usual ly prefer to knock off a tasty pigeon or the
occasi onal duck. It nust

have been the way you were flying. He probably

t hought you were a big old clunsy duck. greater-than
| ess-than Jeez. What did | ever do to nake

hi m mad8gr eat er -t han

| ess-than Shake it offeagreater-than Tobi as



advi sed. | ess-than He nissed,

right? I know that bird. He's not as good as he thinks
he is. He's taken a shot at nme before. He

nmust be hungry. greater-than

Suddenly flying didn't seemnearly as fun

| ess-than Yeah. 1'll shake it off. That should be
easy,
since I'lIl be shaking for at |east another hour

greater-than

less-than It's not all just about riding

t her mal seagreater-than To

bias said dryly. |ess-than Come on, you want

to see our

boy Erek8greater-than

I nmoved closer to Tobias. Mich closer. This was
his world up here in the air. He knew what he

was doi ng. |ess-than By the way,

t hankseagreater-than | said.

| ess-than Al ways renenber to | ook

upeagreat er-than Tobi as advi sed. |ess-than The
danger is usually above you. But on a

lighter note . . . that's Erek right there. He
wal ks

hone fromhis school. See hin? Comng to the

cor ner 8great er -t han

| spotted the oval of hair below ne. |ess-than
Yeah, |

see him greater-than

| ess-than |i ke watched himthis norning on his way in.
| wat ched him play soccer during gym

greater-than

| ess-than They play soccer? They play soccer
during gyn? Man, we never get to play soccer
greater-than

| ess-than Now he's heading horme. |I'm

going to let you

t ake over because | am hungry. And | am al so
bored with | ooking at the top of his head. greater-than
| ess-than Did he do anything weird or

di fferent 8greater-than

| ess-than He scored a goal in soccer. Does

t hat

count 8greater-than

| ess-than Hey. Look. greater-than | had

noticed three guys closing in behind Erek. Something
in the way they noved caught ny attention. From high
up, it looked alnost as if they were hunting Erek
| ess-than Hmm That's not goodeagreater-than
Tobi as sai d.

W both spilled air fromour w ngs and dived,
wanting a closer look. | could see the face of
one

of the guys behind Erek. It was an expression

had seen before: the idiot, giggling sneer of a
bul ly.

Suddenl y, the guys raced forward. Erek spotted
them and started to run.

It was a street on the edge of a devel oprment. There
was a lot of traffic to Erek's left and a stone



wall to his right. The stone wall ended about
fifty
yards away, where it opened for the entrance to
t he subdi vi si on
less-than I f this guy is a Controller, these
punks are nmaking a serious nistakeeagreater-than
| said. less-than They may get hi mtoday, but they
mght regret it later. greater-than
| ess-than Maybe I'Il just give that one jerk
alittle talon haircuteagreater-than Tobias said.
Tobi as hates bullies. Back when he was
human, he was the kid nost likely to be pounded
on. Jake nmet Tobi as when Tobi as's head was
just about to be flushed in the toilet. Naturally,
Jake hel ped him
| ess-than Tobias, | don't think
congreater-than | started to say, but it was too |late.
Tobias was in a stoop and aining for the biggest guy's
head.
It all happened in a flash
Erek ran. He tripped. He spraw ed
forward, out into the street. He slanmed into the broad
side of a passing bus.
WHAM | could hear the inmpact fromup in the
air.
And then .
And then ... for just a second, Erek wasn't there
anynore. Sonething el se was where he had been
Sonet hing that seened to be made of patches of stee
and mlk-white plastic.
Then, in the next split second, Erek was
back. A normal boy, |ying wi nded on the
si dewal k.
The bullies ran off. The bus driver never
even noticed and drove on
Tobi as opened his wings and nearly stopped in
m dair.
| ess-than Did you see t8greater-than Tobi as
asked.
| ess-than Yeah. | sure did. greater-than
| ess-than What was t8greater-than
| ess-than |ike don't knoweagreater-than | said.
| ess-than But 1 know what it
wasn't.
It wasn't human. greater-than
| ess-than W need to talk to Axeagreater-than
said to Tobi as.
| ess-than Definitely. That was not human. That
was seriously not human. greater-than
| ess-than So you did see it, right? |I'm not
crazy8greater-than
| ess-than Yes, you're crazy. But |
did see
xeagreater-than Tobias said. |ess-than Very
weird. greater-than
Bel ow us, Erek clinmbed up off the sidewalk,
dusted hinself off |ike nothing had happened, and resuned
wal ki ng toward hone.
| ess-than Hang a righteagreater-than Tobi as
said. less-than W'll|l get sone good updrafts



of f the road. Whatever your friend Erek is, |
don't think he's fromaround here. greater-than

W flew hard and fast toward hone. Tobias
split off to round up Ax. | denorphed and headed
hone to check in with nmy dad and I et himknow | stil
exi sted. Then | called Jake.
| got Tom i nst ead.

"Hey, Tom |s Jake around there?"

"I don't know. JAKE!" he yelled. "He
said he's comng."

"Cool . "

"Haven't seen you around here much," Tom sai d.
" Keepi ng busy?"

| felt alittle chill. It's weird, talking
to Controllers when you know that's what they are. It was
Tom s voice, and it acted like Tom but it
wasn't Tom Tom was cowering helplessly in a
corner of his own mnd.

I was talking to a Yeerk

"Yeah, | guess so," | said.

"Uh-huh. W're going up to the | ake, do sone
wat er ski i ng. "

"You and Jake?"

"Yeah, right. No, ne and The Sharing. You know
Jake's too much of a social msfit to join,"
Tom said with a totally human, big-brother |augh of
derision. "It's just that we have too many girls going
and not enough guys."

Alie, of course. Alie that was supposed
to entice me. Why was Tom suddenly trying to get
me interested in The Sharing again? He quickly gave ne
t he answer.

"S. | heard your dad was back at work. That's
cool . "

"Yeah, | guess so," | said. My father had
gone

through a bad tinme after ny nom"died." Now he was
back at work. He's an engineer, but he's

heavily involved in conputers, too. He had been
wor ki ng with the new observatory on ways to design
software that would ai mthe tel escopes bet

ter.

He was al so worki ng on sone projects he

couldn't even talk about. Projects | figured

must involve the nmilitary.

"You could bring your dad," Tom said as ca

sually as he could. "I nean, not |ike anyone wants
their fathers along, usually, right? But I

mean, maybe he's ready to get back out there in the

world and all. The Sharing is a good place to nake
busi ness connecti ons, you know?"
"Yeah, I'Il ask him" | said.

"Do that, okay? Your dad could probably use sone
down tine to relax, take it easy, neet sone

peopl e. "

S. They were after my father now | felt something
burning inside me, like I'd taken a gul p of

lava. | wanted to reach right through the

phone and take a baseball bat to the evi
creature



in Tom s head.

"Here's Jake," Tom said. There was a scuffling
sound as he handed the phone off. Then

Jake' s voi ce.

"Hey, Marco. \Wat's up?"

I went off. "What's up?! What's

up?

Those

scunbags are after ny father, that's what's up

How do you live with that? How do you | ook at

that piece of crap every day? He's all like, "Bring
your dad to The Sharing, do a father-son bonding thing,
oh, by the way, would you mind if we

stuck a

o

"Shut up," Jake hissed.

| shut up. But nmy hand was squeezing the receiver so
hard | could have snapped it. Jake |et

me cal mdown for a minute. He nade "uh-huh"

noi ses in the phone, like he was listening to ne
tal ki ng. He made a coupl e of |aughing sounds.
guess Tomwasn't far away fromthe phone.

| knew Jake was right. We don't talk

secrets

over the phone. There's no way of knowi ng who
m ght be listening in.

"Ckay, I'mcool," |I said. | wasn't

cool, but I

was under control again.

"That sounds good to ne," Jake said, stil
pretending to have a conversation

"W have to get together," | said. "lIt's a nice
day out."

That was the signal that we should nmeet in

t he woods.

"Ckay. Later," Jake said casually.

He hung up

I took a couple of deep breaths. Then I
took a

coupl e nore.
The Yeerks had taken my nother. They weren't
getting my father. Before that happened 1'd tell him
everything. Before |1'd let that happen |I'd take
Tom down, no matter what Jake said
I'd take Tom |'d take Chapman,
I'd take every Controller | knew of before I'd

| et them have nmy father. | had power. Deadly
animals lived inside ne. Their DNA swam wi th
ny own.

| could feel the rage flowi ng through ne, the blind,
violent rage that becane little films in ny head --
little head-novies of revenge and destruction. |
pictured the things | would do to Tom ... to Chapnan

someday even to Visser Three. | would do

terrible things to them Terrible, violent things.

It was a sick feeling. It was sick, and
knew it, and yet | ran those i mages over and over
in ny head.

Rage is addictive, you know. | guess it's

and



sorta |like a drug. Anger and hatred get you high
They get you high, but |ike any addiction, they holl ow
you out and tear you down and eat you alive.

| guess | knew all that. But all | could
thi nk of was that they were
not
getting ny father.

So | ran the scenes of violence over and over in
nmy head. | rode that rush of fury till at |ast
it burned itself out and left nme feeling enpty and
beat en.

-L hooked up with Jake and the two of us
rode our bikes to Cassie's farm He didn't
say anyt hing about mnmy conversation with Tom Jake
knew how | felt. W've all felt it before.
From Cassie's farmwe wal ked across the
fields to the edge of the forest. There's a place we
nmeet there, deep enough in the trees that no
one is likely to see us.
Rachel and Cassie were already there. Cassie
was on her knees in the pine needles, looking into a
burrow hole. | have no idea what was in
there, but she seened fascinated. Rachel was
sitting on a fallen |og.
"Tobias is off finding Ax," Rachel said as we
appr oached.
"I think there are three of them" Cassie said. |
guess she was tal ki ng about whatever was in that burrow
"So? What's the big panic?" Rachel asked.
Bef ore Jake or | could answer, | heard somet hi ng
crashi ng through the brush.
He | eaped into view, sailing over the log
Rachel was sitting on
Aximli-Esgarrouth-Isthill.
"Hey, Ax," | said. "Very dramatic
entrance. "
O course, any appearance by Ax was going to be
dramatic. Ax is an Andalite. The only
Andalite to survive when their Done ship was
destroyed by the Yeerks in high orbit. He's an
alien.
You know how on
Star Trek
the aliens are always just humans with a little nose putty
and sorme bad outfits? But they basically
| ook human and act human and speak English?
Well, Axisn't like that. You take one | ook
at Ax and you know he isn't from around here.
Picture a sort of big, blue-and-tan deer.
Only instead of a deer neck and head, you have a
sem - human chest with two weak arns, topped by a
head that is definitely unusual. Ax has no
mout h and four eyes. Two of his eyes are in the
usual | ocation, but his other two eyes are nounted on
stal ks on top of his head. The stal k eyes can aim
totally independently. Ax can look right at you with his
two main eyes, and still be |ooking be-
hind himwith one stalk and off to the right with
hi s ot her stalk.



It's kind of unsettling, till you get used to it.
But not nearly as unsettling as his tail. The tai
makes you think scorpion. It curves up and

over, so that the razor-sharp blade-tip is usually
poi sed sonmewhere above his sl oping shoul ders.

That tail is fast and dangerous. Very fast, very
dangerous. Basically, Ax could slice-and-dice a
human into bite-sized chunks in about two

seconds.

Fortunately, Ax is on our side.

| ess-than Hello, Prince Jake.

Hel | o Marco, Rachel

Cassie? Did you | ose sonet hi ng8great er-than
Cassi e stood up. Then, as an afterthought,

she brushed off her knees. "Baby opossuns,”

she said, by way of explanation. "Too big for the
pouch, not ready to | eave the den."

"Don't tell Tobias," | said. "He'll

eat "em"

| ess-than |ike al ready know about theneagreater-than Tobias
sai d.

| looked up in surprise. He was in the tree

above ne. | hadn't heard himarrive.

Cassi e shrugged. "Tobias is a hawk. He

has a right to be a hawk." Then she | ooked up at
Tobi as

and smled. "OF course, they are awfully cute."

| ess-than Oh, maneagreater-than Tobias

groaned. |ess-than Okay, okay, this

litter is off-limts. Happy now8greater-than
"You're a sweetheart, Tobias," Cassie

sai d.

| ess-than We shoul d nove while we

t al keagreat er-than Tobi as suggested. |ess-than
There are sone kids playing soldier just about three
hundred yards west. Let's stay well out

of range. greater-than

We all started wal king east, and Tobi as went
up again to scout ahead for any danger

"COkay, Marco," Jake said after a few
mnutes. "This is your party. Wat's up?"

| told themall what Tobias and | had
seen. Tobias cane back and added sone details.
Then | | ooked to Ax.

"So, Ax, you're the official alien. What
does this sound like to you?"

Ax turned his head toward e, naking eye
contact with his main eyes. |ess-than Marco?
Sonet hi ng has happened to your hair. | believe it
has becone shorter. Are you suffering from sone sort of
i Il ness8greater-than

"That does it!" | yelled, as the others al
broke up giggling. "It'lIl grow out, all right?
It'Il grow out. Besides, it's easier to take care
of . Man! | make one little change!"

| ess-than Have | said sonething
wr ong8gr eat er -t han Ax wonder ed.

"No, " Jake assured him "Not at all
Marco is just a little sensitive. Go ahead, Ax.
What do you think about this Erek person?”



| ess-than |like do not know It ... it
doesn't sound |ike any species | know of.
greater-than
"\What ? Dude, you're the expert on aliens," |
poi nted out.
| ess-than Marco, even we Andalites don't know
every species in the gal axy. greater-than
| swear he sounded enbarrassed. Although since he
was usi ng thought-speak, maybe
"sounded" isn't the right word.
"You don't recognize the description?" Jake
asked.
| ess-than No. greater-than
"The way you guys describe it, it sounds nore
like a robot or sonething," Rachel ventured.
"But how does it pass for human?"
| ess-than Oh, that is technol ogically
possi bl eeagreat er-t han Ax
said, relieved to be able to add something to
our specul ation. less-than It's probably a
hol ogr aphi ¢ projection. Like your primtive
TV, only three-
di mensi onal car et

"Primtive

TV? Hey, we have cable at ny

house,” | said. Ax didn't think it was
funny, but

Cassie smiled.

Tobi as swooped | ow over our heads and cane

to rest on a branch. |ess-than So when Erek

gets hit by

t he bus, he drops the hologramfor just a split
second. greater-than

| ess-than The power supply nmay have been inter
rupted or overl oadedeagreater-than Ax suggest ed.

| ess-than But that's

the interesting question: Wat power supply? It
woul d take a great deal of power to mmintain such a
hol ogram hour after hour, day after day. greater-than
"Hey, maybe Erek is nucl ear-powered," |

sai d.

Ax | aughed. Then | guess he realized

wasn' t

joking. less-than like don't think nuclear power is
i kel yeagreater-than he

said, still sort of giggling like | was the prinitive
noron of the universe. less-than like think it would
t ake somet hi ng much nore advanced. greater-than

"I's there any way to see through this holo

gran®?" Cassie asked.

"We could hit himw th sonmething as big as a

bus," Rachel suggested.

"Now, there's a classic Rachel suggestion,"” |

said with a laugh. | was feeling better, hanging
with nmy friends.

"Marco found out The Sharing is having a lit

tle waterskiing thing up at the |ake," Jake said.
He bit his lip and added, "Tomtold him Erek

is

in The Sharing. He'll probably be there, too.



Per
fect chance for us to get a good | ook at him
That's the 'where."” Now we just need the "how
Ax thought for a nonent as we anbl ed
t hrough the woods. | ess-than The hol ogramis neant
to
trick humans. It would be tuned for
human
si ght.
Hawk eyes are better than human, but still see
simlar wavel engths of light. Maybe a totally
dif
ferent sort of vision would be able to penetrate the
hol ogram greater-than
My heart sank. | knew what was com ng next.
Sone gross norph
"Unusual vision is our specialty,"
Rachel said with a carel ess | augh. She sl apped ne
on the back like life was just one big adventure.
Sonetimes Rachel really grinds ny nerves.
"No bugs, okay?" | said. "All I'm
saying is, no nore insect norphs. Is that too nuch
to ask?"
J. guess it
was
too nmuch to ask, as | found
out a couple days later.
"What do you nean, we're going to draw straws?"
| asked suspiciously.
"To see who norphs our new norph," Rache
said. "Ax is in, regardless. W need his
expertise in aliens. One of us has to go in with
him"
"What's the norph?" | asked suspiciously.
"Spider," Cassie said.
W were at Cassie's barn. It was Saturday
nmorning. On Friday 1'd found out 1'd gotten
aB
on ny English paper. How cool is that? I'd
stayed up watching TV with ny dad and been late for
thi s meeting.
This was the kind of insanity they cooked up
when | wasn't there.
"Excuse me? | nust have sonething wong with ny

ears." | tapped the side of nmy head with

nmy palm "Because, see, | thought | heard you

say the word "spider." And | renenber saying

"no

i nsects.""

Cassie held her hand out to ne. And in that

hand was a spider. "It's not an insect. Arachnids

have ei ght | egs and two body segnents. |nsects have
six legs and three segnments."

| swear, | took a |look at that spider and al npst
passed out.
"Since | knew we were doing this today, | decided

to do sonme reading. This is a wolf spider. It has
pretty good eyesight. In fact, it has eight
eyes. "

Cassie said this like having eight eyes was a



good thing. Like eight eyes was sonething everyone shoul d
want .

"Go away, Cassie. Go away. Go away, Qo

away,

I am

goi ng to norph a spider

You

can nor ph

a spider. | don't like spiders."
Jake gave nme a | ook. "Marco, Cassie
al ways

gets stuck doing the new norphs. Besides, this is nore
your m ssion than anyone else's."
"What ? Whay?" | demanded angrily. "Why is this
nmy mssion nore than yours or Rachel's?"
Jake shrugged. "Erek is your friend."
"My friend? When did | ever say he was ny friend?
He's not ny friend. | barely know the guy!"
"Marco, you're such a wuss," Rachel said.
"Hey,
you
want to be a spider?"
Rachel shuddered slightly. "Sure." She was
lying. | just knewit. "If |I draw the short
straw, 1'd love to go spider."
Then she grinned. She couldn't keep a straight
face.
"Look, you don't
have
to do this," Jake said. "It's just that we're
going to be infiltrating a meeting of The Sharing. The
Yeerks are totally on alert for animl norphs.
We have to fit into the environnent of the | ake. Watever
nmor phs we use have to belong there. W can't be show ng
up there as lions and tigers and bears.™
"Ch, ny," Cassie interjected.
"W need good vision, but not standard mammual -t ype
eyes. And we can't all go in the same way. |
want two people to hang back as a rescue squad in
case we get into a mess. Ax has to go because we
need himto see if he can figure out what Erek
is. AX is going in as a spider, and we need
someone to go with him"
"Has anyone told Ax about this?"
"He was here earlier. Wile you were sleeping in
| ate. He said he thought a spider's body was nuch
nore sensible than a human's body, "
Cassie said. "Hi s exact words were, "Ah,
good. Wth eight legs it won't fall over like a
human. " "
"Be glad we waited for you at all," Rache
grow ed. "Just draw a straw. "
Jake had five pieces of hay in his fist.
There was no way to tell which was the shortest one.
"Hah. | know how to beat this," | said.
"It's mathematical. If | choose first, ny
odds are just one in five. The next person to choose
has odds of one in four, then one in three, and so
on. So the safest thing to do is choose first."



| took a deep breath, reached out, and yanked
up a straw.
| took another deep breath and | ooked at the very
short straw. "Really, it made perfect sense
mat hematically,"” | said
| felt like crying.
Rachel rolled her eyes. "You know, if you're
going to be a big baby, I'lIl doit."
| should have just said "okay." That's what | shoul d have
said. What |

did say

to Rachel was, "Don't condescend to ne, oh

m ghty

Xena.

Just because I'mnot a reckless idiot doesn't nean
I'"'ma wuss. |'ve never chickened out on a

nmorph yet. And if Ax is in, so aml. You

can hang around and be the backup, Rachel. 1'm

goi ng where the action is."
To which Rachel replied with a very calm "Okay."
See, this is why guys and girls should not be
in conbat together. Because it's much harder for a guy to be a
coward when sone girl is watching. Especially when
she's all gung ho. If it had just been Jake and

Tobi as, |I'd have been weepi ng and groveling on the
ground.

Cassie held out the spider. "It's not bad,"
she said. "I norphed the spider yesterday, just to see

what it was |ike.
Charlotte's Wb
was one of ny favorite books.™"

"It would be," | muttered. Well, that was the
clincher. Rachel was ready to go, and Cassi e had
al ready done it.

| reached out a finger to touch the spider. It was
shaki ng. My finger, not the spider

| touched the spider's back. It tried to get
away but Cassie closed her hand around the spider
and the tip of ny finger

The spider becane very still as | acquired it.
Thanks to the Andalite technol ogy that had
transformed ne, the spider DNA entered ny
system

Maybe the Yeerks were right. Maybe the
An-dalites were just the big meddlers of the universe.
| know one thing: At that noment, as | touched
the spider's bristly body, | really w shed the
Andal i tes had found soneone el se to give this power
to.

lake is in the mountains. It's a long way from
where any of us live. And if we'd had to walk it
woul d have taken several days. Fortunately, we
didn't have to wal k.

We have our own little airline. TWA: Travel
Wt h Aninorphs.

It was a beautiful day. Just a few puffy clouds
in a blue sky. Bright sun. A canopy of
trees spread out beneath us as we flew toward the
nount ai ns.



Wth nmy osprey wings spread wi de and the sun
toasting the ground so it sent up elevators of warm
air, it was as perfect as life can get.

If you overl ooked the fact that we were head-
ing toward utter, unspeakabl e grossness and certain
destructi on.

less-than Tinme to split upeagreater-than
Tobi as said. |less-than The |ake is just over that
next ridge. greater-than

W had not been flying close together because that woul d have
| ooked massively suspicious. Two
ospreys, a harrier, a bald eagle, a
peregrine, and a red-tailed hawk, all flying together?
Not in the natural world. But we were all within a nmle
of each other, and all heading in the sane direction

Tobias went into a |azy upward spiral
hangi ng back. Rachel and Cassie split off,
too. The Yeerks woul d have heavy security around the
neeting of The Sharing. The Yeerks know all about
nmor ph-+. They woul d be on alert.

Ax, in a harrier norph, Jake, in his
peregrine falcon nmorph, and | flew on toward

the | ake, though still far apart.
| ess-than You know, one of your kind tried
to kill me the other dayeagreater-than | said to Jake.

| ess-than Tobi as tol d neeagreater-than
Jake said. less-than Gotta watch out.
Fal cons rule. greater-than
| ess-than Yeah, well | noticed he
didn't try it a second tinme. greater-than
| ess-than Don't diss fal conseagreater-than
Jake said.
| ess-than One-on-one in a fair fight, an
osprey would kick your butt. greater-than
| ess-than As ifeagreater-than Jake sneered.
| ess-than Excuse mneeagreater-than Ax
interrupted. less-than |'s there some special meaning
to this conversation that | don't understand8greater-than
| ess-than Yeaheagreater-than | said. |ess-than
The neaning is that Jake and | are scared, so we're
babbling in a desperate effort not to think about it.
greater-than
| ess-than Ah. | amfrightened, too. |
don't really like norphing tiny animals. | keep
t hi nki ng about all the rest of ny mass. greater-than
| ess-than Your what8greater-than | asked, not
really caring. | was focused on the norphing ahead.
| ess-than My nass. Wen you nor ph sonet hi ng
smal l er than yoursel f, your body mass must go somewhere.
So it goes into Zero-space. Zero-space is the
space that ships travel through when they are going faster
than light. It's not very likely to happen, but
sometines a ship traveling in Z-space will
intersect with a tenporarily parked mass.
greater-than
This got ny total, conplete attention
| ess-than Wait a minute. Are you telling ne
that when we get small, all the leftover
stuff ... all the extra flesh and guts and bones
go bulging into Zero-space |like sone big balloon of



human tis-sue8greater-than
| ess-than Of course. Where did you think al
t he mass went 8great er-t han
| shuddered. less-than like really didn't think
about it. greater-than
Jake was no nore thrilled than I was. |ess-than
So right now there's a big bag of Jake floating
in Zero-space? And it's possible sone spaceship
will zoomalong and hit it and splatter it al
over 8great er -t han
| ess-than No, no, of course neagreater-than
Ax said.
| breathed a huge sigh of relief. Too
soon, it turned out.
| ess-than Of course no ship would actually
hit a
floating nasseagreater-than Ax said, talking to us |like
we were nitwits. | ess-than The ship's shielding
systens woul d disintegrate the nass. That's what
troubl es ne about doing small norphs. It very
sel dom happens. The odds are millions to one.
But it
coul d
happen. greater-than
Jake and | thought about this for a while. About a
spaceship "disintegrating" sone big wad of
our mass. It was not a pretty picture.
| ess-than Hey, Ax8greater-than Jake said.
| ess-than You know how we wanted you to be honest with
us? To tell us everything you know8greater-than
| ess-than Yes, Prince Jake. greater-than
| ess-than Small change. In the future,
don't tell us things that will scare us silly just as
we're going into possible battle. greater-than
| ess-than A big wad of Marco in
Zer o-spaceeagreater-than | nuttered. |ess-than
Li ke hangi ng your butt out of a car wi ndow, waiting
for a truck to cone along and sidesw pe it off.
greater-than
Just at that nonment, | topped the crest of the ridge.
Tall pines nearly scraped ny belly. And there,
spread out before me, sparkling in the sun, was a large
| ake nestl ed between the surrounding hills and nountains.
| ess-than Okay, boyseagreater-than Jake
said. less-than This is where | peel off. Just

one final word. | know spiders eat bugs, so do

not, | repeat, do

not,

eat any flies. I'll have enough to worry about in fly

nor ph. greater-than

| ess-than Remi nd me ageagreater-than
| said. less-than Wiy are we doing this instead of
stayi ng home and sl eeping in | ate8greater-than

| ess-than W' re saving the worl deagreater-than
Jake said.

| ess-than Oh, yeah. Great. My nass is
hangi ng out in the Zero-space hi ghway and |' m about
to become Spiderman. | knew there had to be a
pretty good reason. greater-than
here were probably two hundred peopl e around the | ake bel ow



us -- boys, girls, older people. Sone were sw nm ng.
Sone were water-skiing. Sone were grilling burgers and
hot dogs over charcoal fires. A lot were just
mlling around and tal ki ng and | aughi ng.

You' d swear it was some kind of big comunity
picnic. Fromthe air they all | ooked so nornal.
And probably nost of the people below us were nornmal. But a
ot of themwere Controllers. And one of them was FErek,
who was certainly not nornal.

We stayed well back fromthe | akeshore and
dropped down into the trees. W cane to rest on the
ground, inside a cluster of tall bushes.
My osprey vision and osprey hearing had reveal ed
no one within a hundred yards. But | was tingling with
nervousness, just the sane.

| ess-than Shal |l we
denor ph8great er-t han Ax asked.

| ess-than Not yet. Tobias said he would
swi ng back over, once we were on the ground.
greater-than

So we waited there, looking a bit weird, two
birds of prey just hanging out inside a bunch of
bushes at the edge of the forest. | could hear the whine of
power boats out on the water, and closer, little
snhat ches of human | aughter

| ess-than Okay, guys. greater-than
Tobi as' s t hought - speak voi ce suddenly spoke in
nmy head. |ess-than Looks clear to nme. You've
got a guy and a girl maybe a hundred yards
off. But | think they're making out, so they should be
busy for a while. greater-than

I quickly began to denmorph. One of the linitations
on norphing is that you can't just norph straight fromone
formto another. You al ways have to return to your own body
i n between.

In AX's case this meant returning to his
An-dalite form That had to make hi m nervous. There
were dozens of Controllers just a few hundred feet
away. Yeerks might overl ook one kid sneaking
around. They woul dn't overl ook an An-dalite.

| ess-than Are you ready to norph
ag8greater-than Ax asked nme, once we were back
in our normal bodies.
"1
never be
ready to norph a spider,” | said. My teeth were
chattering, and it wasn't cold.

| ess-than |i ke have to norpheagreater-than Ax said.
| ess-than like can't stay here in Andalite form
greater-than

"Yeah, yeah, | know. | know Ckay.
kay, I'mgoing to do this. But |I'mgoing to keep
nmy eyes cl osed.”

| focused ny mind on the spider. But | |ost
concentration, nostly because even the image of that wolf
spi der grossed ne out. Then Ax started to change.
| knew still couldn't just stand there and watch. | knew
| had to norph.

"It can't be any worse than nmorphing a fly,
right? O an ant?" | asked no one. Not that |



wanted to think about the ant norph. W'd had a very,
very

very

bad time in ant norph

| closed ny eyes and focused again. This tinme |
kept ny concentration

| felt nyself starting to shrink. Shrinking is always
alittle weird, but now !l was al so thinking about sone big,
di sgusting balloon of Marco mass suddenly bul gi ng
out into Zero-space.

What ever Zero-space was.

I could feel nyself getting smaller. | could
feel very strange things happening inside nme: sudden
feelings of enptiness where organs were sinply
di sappeari ng.

And there was a distracting squi shy sound that cane up
nmy spine and through nmy skull
The sound of bones turning to marrow, and of marrow sort
of 00zing away.

| wouldn't be needing any bones, | guess.

| kept ny eyes tightly shut, not wanting
to see what was happening. And | held on to ny
fears with a death grip of determnation. | nean, if
there's anything worse than being a spider, it's being
some di sgusting mx of half human, half spider

But then .

POP! POP! PCP

| could seel | tried to close ny eyes, but
no! | didn't have eyelids. It's very hard
to close your eyes when you don't have eyelids.

Eyes were poppi ng open in ny forehead.

Eyes were erupting out of my head like zits.

| almpst lost it right then. | would have screamed if
I'd had a voice any longer. But | was already
hal f spider. And | was staring at Ax as he
underwent a change very simlar to ny own.

I was watching himw th vision that was half human and
half the shattered, broken-mirror vision of the
spi der's conmpound eyes.

Sonet hing horrifying was growi ng fromthe place on
Ax's face where a nmouth shoul d have been. Sonethi ng huge
and bul ging and foul. Two nonstrous, swollen things
like . . . like nothing 1'd ever seen before. They were
jaws, but huge and
outsi zed. Fromthe end of each one, a w cked, curved
fang grew

Sonetimes you really, really need eyelids. There
are definitely some things you don't want to have
to see.

| knew the same thing was happening to ne. My
bul ging jaw parts grew till they entered ny own
distorted field of vision.

Fortunately, | didn't have to worry too |ong
about the jaws. See, | becane di stracted when
| egs suddenly expl oded frommy chest.

SPROOOT!

Four new | egs, two on each side, just shot
out of ne, like | was a tube of toothpaste soneone had
stonped. They sprouted all Gunby-unformed, then
began to formjoints. Wy too many joints.



My human | egs and arns were changing to match these

first spider legs. |I fell forward, no | onger able
to stand erect.
It wasn't rmuch of a fall. | was already pretty
smal | . The pine needl es beneath ne already seened to be

as big around as a hunman finger

Not that | had any fingers left to conpare wth.

Al the while, new eyes kept opening suddenly
where eyes absolutely did not belong. Some were
conpound eyes. Some weren't.

Then, as if the extra legs, and the mx "n
mat ch eyes, and the huge jaw and-fang conbo weren't
enough, sone new | egli ke things cane sprouting out of
my ... well, out of where ny neck used to be. They
were |like extra legs, only they weren't. | had no
i dea what they were. But they noved. Miuch | ater
I found out they're called
pedi pal ps.

A sort of cross between a nouth part and a | eg.

My head was swel ling, conpared to the rest of ny
body. It was gigantic ... in a small
way. My entire body was now divided into two
bi g chunks: a sort of bul ging head and an even
bul gi er body.

I was alnost entirely spider now. The pine
needl es that had seemed as big as fingers were now as
bi g as two-by-fours.

As the last touch, strangely soft hairs began
to grow from everywhere on my body.

It was the hair that seemed to trigger the awakening of the
spi der brain.

The wol f spider has good eyes for a spider. But
it's all the thousands of tiny hairs that really get the
spider brain's attention. They sense every subtle
clue in the wind. Every ninor novenent in every
direction.

And all of a sudden it felt like the whole world was
nmovi ng: | eaves, pine needles, the dirt beneath ny
clawtipped eight |egs, bugs in the dirt,
nmol es under the ground, birds in the air.

Al of it seened to be hardwired into the hairs that
covered ny spider body.

Wth all that sensory overload, the spider brain
woke up. | had been afraid it would be like the
brain of an ant: a mindless machine. O that it would
be the terrified, fearful, panic-stricken
m nd of a prey ani nmal

But oh, no. Definitely no.

They didn't call it a wolf spider for nothing.

This guy was tiny, no nore than two inches fromthe end
of one outstretched leg to the end of the farthest back
leg. A toddler could easily crush hi munderfoot.

But | guess it isn't size alone that makes
a predator, because as soon as | felt the edge of that
spider brain | knew this boy was trouble.

The wol f spider was a killer

Hunger .
That was pretty much what the spider mnd had
to say: hunger, it was hungry. It wanted to hunt.



It wanted to kill. It wanted to eat up a few
nice juicy bugs. It was hungry.
Did | nmention hunger?
And it didn't care what kind of bug. Could be
beetl es, could be grasshoppers, could be
crickets, could be a big nmean mantis. The
spider didn't care. It ruled the world of bugs.
It was to bugs what a lion is to a herd of
antel opes. It was a shark anobng guppi es.
They could run fromthe wolf spider, but they couldn't
hi de.
Moti on! Sonet hing noved, left to right across
my field of vision, and | was after it like a dog af
ter a rabbit.
Ei ght | egs powered up and | bl ew across the
forest floor like a drag racer firing out of the start
i ng gate.
The world was weird to ny eight spider eyes. |
saw colors no human ever saw. It was |ike when
you mess with the color and tint knobs on the TV.
Thi ngs that should have been brown were bl ue,
and green was red, or whatever. From sone an
gles the pictures were al nost clear, but a second
| ater everything would shatter into bits and I'd be

watching a million tiny nmonitors at once.
| never could nake | ogical sense out of it.
But nmostly what | saw was novenent. | was very, very

interested in movenent. My eyes and

every hair on ny disgusting little body were about
spotting novenent.

And when the right thing noved, ny body just
answered all on its own.

It was a rush, as they used to say in ny dad's
day. A charge. It was like tapping into the main
pi pe of adrenaline. It was electric. It was

nucl ear .

| blew across pine needles and fallen | eaves and
over patches of dirt and | kept that noving bug in
my field of vision and | knew what | was doing,

I mean, | knew | was Marco, a human in

nor ph,

and | knew |l didn't really want to eat that

raci ng

bug, but man, | was too jazzed to stop

The prey was running and | was the predator. | had
evol ved for hundreds of nmillions of years to do
exactly this. Wien Tyrannosaurus rex was stil
mllions of years away from even thinking about
evolving, tiny arachnid hunters were killing and

eating. The entire history of Honb sapiens from
cavenman to soccer nomwas a blip in the history of
spi ders.

| was death on eight |egs.

It was a beetle. That's what | was chasing. A
big old beetle, nuch larger than | was.
Larger and slower. He grewin ny distorted field
of vision. He grew and grew and | powered on

I wish | could explain why | kept on with the
hunt. Sonetines the aninmal brain takes over for a
whil e and sort of overwhelns the human nmind. But



that's not what was happening to nme. | wasn't
overwhel med. | was just into it.

A last burst of speed!

My front |egs touched the beetle. He
dodged | eft, but too sl ow

| clanmbered right up on his back

| positioned ny jaws with their deadly fangs, and

| ess-than Marco. Wiat 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 like guess its instincts kind of
carried nme 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
neeagr eat er-t han Ax sai d.

I didn't ask himwhat he neant.
Way had | gotten so into the hunt? Wiy hadn't |
resisted the urge?

| flashed on the rage I'd felt when
talked to Tom Was that it?

less-than like think it's this wayeagreater-than Ax
said. He took the lead and | saw himmoving in
front of ne, a 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

me!

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" vibrations
t hat m ght have been speech, but the voices were too
garbl ed to make any sense out of.

| ess-than Hey, Marco, Ax, you
guys around8great 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
myself. I"'min 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 knowif 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 |egs 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 ny
ei ght 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 Iike 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 |ike a machine, alnost. Like
it's nmade out of metal. greater-than

| ess-than Yeseagreater-than Ax said.
| ess-than like think your friend Erek nay be an
androi d. greater-than
andr oi d8gr eat er -t han
| ess-than Yes. A robot. A nachine nade
to seemlike a
life-forneagreater-than Ax said, as though it was just the
nost common idea in the world.
| ess-than This is |ike something you know about,
Ax8gr eat er -t han
| asked, looking up at the thing called Erek
| ess-than This is not a type of android I
knoweagr eat er -t han Ax
said. less-than It is not Andalite. | don't
think it is Yeerk.
| don't know who
or
what
it is. greater-than
My spider eyes could see the foot and nost of the



way up the leg. It was like looking at a
doubl e- exposur e phot ograph. There was the out
ward appearance of a human | eg and, way up

hi gh, shorts. But beneath ail that there was this
machi ne made of what seened |ike steel and ivory.

It was thousands of interlocked plates,
al rost like the chain mail arnor knights used to wear.
Each of the individual |inks was roughly triangular
i n shape. The "ivory" segments were a little |arger
than the segnents that |ooked |ike steel

The robot . . . android . . . whatever it
was, was smaller than the human Erek. The |eg
I was | ooking at was oddly constructed. Mre like a
stretched-out dog |l eg than a human | eg.

The robot leg, along with its hol ographic
projection of a human foot, lifted off, as Erek
went on his way.

| ess-than JakeB8greater-than | call ed.

| ess-than Yeah? Hey, | think | see our
guy. There's this person . . . it's hard with fly
senses, but | see this person who is kind of
shimering all over, and it's like there's something hiding
underneath all the shimrering light. greater-than

| ess-than Yep. That's hneagreater-than |
confirmed.

| ess-than Wait a minute! There's anot her
oneffgreater-than
| ess-than Whatl greater-than

| ess-t han Anot her one of
t hemreagr eat er - t han
Jake answered. less-than |ike just buzzed
right past him There are two of these things. greater-than

| ess-than Okay, northings have gotten
congreater-than | started to say.

FWAP! FWAP! FWAP! FWAP

A hurricane of wi nd!

The ground in front of nme exploded as two big
taloned feet landed in the dirt.

A shadow over ny head! | ran

Two big black triangles cane down fromthe
sky above me. They dug in, just in front of ne!
Just behi nd ne!

Li ke a power shovel, the two triangles closed
together. | was inside. | was in darkness. Tota
dar kness. Sone bi g, nuscul ar thing was crushing ne,
squeezi ng ne.

| couldn't breathe. | couldn't see. | was being
squeezed and pummel ed.

And then | realized .

| was being swal | owed.

| ess-t han AAAAAHHHHHFFGREATER- THAN |
yel | ed.

There are two kinds of thought-speak. Private,
which is |ike whispering right in one person's ear, and
public, which is Iike yelling.

| was yell ing.

Every person near that |ake heard nme. Nornal
humans, who probably wondered, "What was that?"

And Controllers, who knew it was thought-speak

But | didn't care. | was being swall owed.



| ess-than Marcoffgreater-than Jake yel | ed.
| ess-than What's happeni ng8gr eat er -t han

| ess-than Marco! Everyone can hear
yffgreater-than Ax warned

| tried to control ny panic. | was being
swal | owed, but | wasn't dead yet.
| ess-than Sonmething . . . sonething just grabbed

meffgreater-than | said, aimng ny thought-speak at
Jake and Ax only.

| ess-than like think it was a birdeagreater-than Ax
said. less-than like sawit. Very big and black. It
flew of f. greater-than

My spider |egs were crushed agai nst mny side
Two of them were broken. The hairs all over ny
body were blind. My eyes were blind. There wasn't enough
air even for ny spider body to live on

| was being forced down the gullet of a bird, flying
t hrough the air, and seconds away from suffocating.

| ess-than Tobi as8greater-than | cried
desperately. less-than Can you hear
nme8gr eat er - t han

| ess-than Marco? What's happeni ng8great er-t han
Tobi as answered. H's reply came fromfar off.

| ess-than A bird ate ne. Black bird.

W're flying. Can you see . . . his
Hel pf f gr eat er -t han

| ess-than Marco, there are a dozen big crows
flying. I can't tell which one. greater-than

| felt my mind beginning to fade. The spider was
dyi ng.

What woul d happen if the spider

di ed?

| wondered, as my attention drifted away.
What woul d happen to the big wad of Mrco
mass in Z-space?

That thought did it. | was outta there.
Mor ph out!

| tried to forma nmental picture of ny own
real self. A nental picture of a human naned
Marco. But it was all confused. My mind was dying,
and as it sank it called up a thousand inages.
| mmges of wolves and giant ants and
gorillas. Images of all the animals | had
been, all the minds | had lived in.

| couldn't grab that human i mage and hol d
onto it. But then, floating up in ny
di sintegrati ng consci ousness, cane the inmge of ny
not her.

| guess that's not a surprise. They say dying
soldiers on the battlefield often call out for their
nmothers with their dying breaths. And | guess that's what
| was doing, too.

But this was ny real nother. The way she'd been when
she was truly alive. Not the Controller. Not the
Control |l er known as Visser One, but nmy own rea
nom

She was smiling at me. She was much taller than
me, but she bent down to pick nme up. | flew,
up in the air, up to her face. She kissed ne.

"You are going to grow up to be so cute," she said.



"My little Marco."
Marco. The human boy. | saw nyself clearly
then, like |I was |ooking through her eyes at the little
toddler 1'd been. Not the Aninorph Marco, but
the little kid Marco

Suddenly .
The pressure was growing. G owing. | was squeezed
fromall sides. | felt nuscle tensing to restrain

me, but then, the nuscle weakened and qui vered.
A ripping, tearing sound!

Li ght! Light!

| was denorphi ng. Denorphing and growi ng. | had
burst through the throat of the crow And now, | was
falling!

| ess-than Marcof fgreater-than Tobias yell ed.

Muddy, distorted vision showed nme the crow falling
al ongsi de ne.

| was falling. Falling through the air, a vile
m x of crippled spider and emergi ng hunan.

I was the size of a baseball, | guess, and
getting bigger. | hate to even think of what |
| ooked like. I know | wasn't pretty.

VHAMVIVIVM

| hit the ground. | bounced. | hit the ground
agai n.

| lay there, not knowi ng where | was, or what |
was. But | knew one thing for sure. | was going
to denmorph. | was getting OUT OF THAT
MORPH!

If I'd had a mouth, | would have started scream ng
and never stopped. But ny nouth reappeared | ate.
Four of ny spider legs withered and di sappeared. M
remai ni ng | egs becane human arns and |l egs. My
tiny claws becane toes. My fangs and jaws
becane teeth and Iips.

My ei ght spider eyes shut down one after
another, leaving only two. And slowy, those two
eyes becane fully human.

| |1 ooked up through hunan eyes at a bl ue
sky. At the high branches of trees |oom ng above
ne.

And then, | | ooked up into the face of my fornmer
school mat e, Erek

Erek the android.

Marco?" Erek said. "Didn't you used to have
| onger hair?"

The hair thing again. Anyway, to my human eyes
Erek | ooked conpl etely, one hundred percent
human. | knew it wasn't true, but even so, it
was al nost inpossible not to believe the hol ographic
projection that surrounded the android.

Could I renorph into sonething powerful enough to ..
to make sure he wouldn't be a probl en? Probably
not. There were Controllers all around the area. A
he had to do was yell for help.

Just then, a girl cane running up. She | ooked
down at ne, then at Erek

"Who is this?" the girl asked.
"His nane is Marco," Erek said calmy. "You



know the "Andalite bandits" Chapnman is
al ways tal ki ng about? The ones who use Andalite
nor ph-+ technology to carry on a guerrilla

war ?"
"Of course," she said.
Erek pointed down at ne. "I think this human

is one of them"

There it was: the end. The end of our existence as
Ani norphs. We'd al ways known that if the Yeerks
ever discovered our true identities, or even that we
were humans, they would wipe us out within a matter of

days.

| felt sick. Sick with fear for nyself, and for the
others. 1'd blown it. 1'd given away our great
secret.

Erek jerked his head toward the girl. "This is ny
friend Jenny."
I was not pleased to nmeet her.
| heard the sound of people rushing through bushes.
"Not hi ng over here," Erek said |loudly. "Jenny
hurt her ankle. I'Il help her. Keep
searching. | think |I heard sonmething over there."
Erek nust have noticed the extrenely shocked and
puzzl ed expression on ny face. He grinned.
"There are nore things in heaven and Earth than are dreant
of in your phil osophy, Horatio.""

"Shakespeare?" | said, anmazed.
"Yes.
Ham et .
| saw the very first performance.”
"But ... but that would have been |like centuries ago."
Erek nodded. "Do you know where | |ive?"
| nodded, with my head still down in the dirt.

"Morph into sonething small enough to escape fromhere,"
Er ek suggested. "Cone to see ne at ny house, you
and your friends. W have a lot to tal k about."

For some stupid reason | said, "You re not
human. We know you're an android."

"And you're not an Andalite bandit," Erek said.

"How do | know I can trust you?"

Erek shrugged. "I could turn you in, right now.
I'"d be Visser Three's new best friend. Even the
Vi sser knows how to reward those who carry out his
orders well."

"Maybe you want to catch all of us at once,”
| said. Don't ask me why | was arguing with him
Maybe it was the hum liating position | was in.
Maybe | felt like | had to act tough since
was on ny back in the dirt, wearing severely
unattractive clothing.

Erek squatted down. "Marco, if |
gave you to Visser Three, he would get the nanes of
all your friends fromyou. | know you're a brave
person. You'd have to be, to do all you and your friends have
done. But you are not brave enough to survive the
Visser's torture. You would tell."
| took a couple of seconds to think about that. He
was right, of course. | had a healthy respect for the
kind of torture Visser Three could inflict.

"We' || be there," | said. "I guess we



don't have a choice. You have us by the ... you have us
cold."

Erek shook his head. "It's not like that. It will be a
nmeeting of allies, Marco. You see, we, too,
fight the Yeerks."

My dad made chicken for dinner that night. I'd
spent the afternoon with ny friends, debating the mess with
Erek. We'd gone round and round, but in the end we
knew we woul d show up for the neeting. W had no
choice, really.

Bar becued chi cken, skin-on nashed pot at oes,
roasted corn on the cob. This was the absolute
hei ght of ny father's cooking ability. So | had
toeat it. | had to.

But man, there is something about popping out
through the throat of a bird that totally destroys your
appetite for dead bird.

"How is it?" ny dad asked.

"Great," | answered.

We were on the deck in our backyard. It was a
house li ke the house we'd lived in | ong ago when we
were a conplete famly. After ny noms "death" --
that's still how | thought about it- my dad had spiral ed
down for a long tine. He'd lost his job. W'd
nmoved out of the house and ended up living in a pretty
terrible apartnent on the edge of a bad part of town.

It was okay, really. | mean, having a | ot of
stuff and a nice house is cool, but it wasn't being
poor that bothered ne. It was being alone. My father had
been off in some world of his own for a long tinme. 1'd
been the one who had to cook and clean and all that.

It was nice to have a house and a yard and a barbecue
again. But it wasn't about the house. It was that ny dad
was ny dad again.

| know that sounds corny, coning from ne.

" Anot her pi ece?"

"Sure. Breast." | held out ny plate and
tried not to think about exploding crows, or the fact that
I'd cone very close to having beetle for |unch
Sonetimes ny life was just too weird

| had questions to ask my father, but | wanted t hem
to sound natural. You know, like |I was just making
normal conversation

"So, Dad. What are you doing at work

| atel y?"
He shrugged and gave nme a wink. "W're
finishing up the observatory project. | still can't

figure out what happened there. That software your
friend No accidentally created just sort of disappeared.

My friend "No" was really Ax. There was a | ong
story behind all that. You could probably ask our
friendly nei ghborhood Andalite about it, but it
wasn't a story | could tell ny father.

"What' Il you do then, after you get done at the
observatory?" | asked, trying to seemtotally
casual by chonping on corn the whole tine.

My dad's eyes flickered toward me, al nost
suspi ci ously. He shrugged. "A project |
can't tal k about for this conpany called Matcom"



| laughed, trying to stay very casual. "Building
a better bonmb?"

He didn't answer for a few seconds. Then
in a strange voice, he said, "I've never done
weapons research.”

| was actually surprised. "Wy not?"

"You gonna eat that chicken or just tease it?"

He gave ne a long | ook, like he was trying
to decide if | was old enough to hear what he was goi ng
to say.

| picked up the chicken breast. Chicken
wasn't crow, after all.

"It was your nom" he said.

| stopped eating.

"The | ast year, year and a half before . . . you
know. Before. It was like this perfect time for us." He
smled at sone picture only he could
see. "W used to fight every now and then when you were
younger, |ike nost couples. But then it was as if all our
probl ems were gone, settled. Maybe | had
changed. Maybe she had. | don't know "

| felt cold fingers around ny heart.

"I't was the best time of nmy life," he said. "It
was |ike we'd achi eved sone | evel of perfect peace and
perfect love. But at the sane tine, there were these
ti mes when your nmom woul d seem upset. Like she was
struggling with sonme probl em she wouldn't tell ne about."

| had stopped breathing. | knew. | knew now
when the change had been made. The perfect |ove
nmy father was tal king about was the Yeerk at work in ny
not her's head. The Yeerk wasn't interested
in stupid little donestic battles. It wanted
peace so that it could focus on deeper goals.

"Anyway, one day | woke up in the mddle
of the night. Your momwas sitting up in bed, w de
awake. | knew she'd had a bad dream or
somet hing. But it made the hair on the back of ny
neck stand up. It was just. . ." He shook his head
"It was so strange. She sounded |ike she was trapped in
a deep well, and trying to call out to ne."

There were tears in ny eyes. | hoped mny father
woul dn't noti ce.

"She said, They won't take you if you stay away

fromthe mlitary." It didn't make any sense.
But the way she said it... like it was the hardest thing
she'd ever said . . . like it was the nost inportant

thing she'd ever said."
| had sone idea just how hard it had been for ny
nmot her to say that. Sometinmes, when there is sone terrible
need, the human bei ng crushed beneath the Yeerk can force
its way out. It can seize control for a few
desperate seconds.
They say the price the human host pays is
terrible. The Yeerk has mental tortures it can
carry on for weeks.
My not her, ny
rea
not her, had struck when the Yeerk was distracted, and for a
few seconds regai ned control
"Anyway," ny dad said, "I know it was just your



nom havi ng a bad dream But ever since then, whenever
an opportunity came up to do defense work, | just
got this bad feeling about it."
| couldn't even pretend to eat any nore.
"Dad, are you thinking about taking on a mlitary
proj ect now?"
He avoi ded ny gaze. "There are sone very
exciting things going on with this Matcom The thing they
want me on isn't nmilitary in any way.
But... well, they do carry on sonme very secret work.
| guess sone of what they do is probably
mlitary."
There it was. The reason Tomwas trying to get ne
to bring ny father to The Sharing. My father was working on sone
project that the Yeerks wanted to control
My nmot her had warned him It may have been the | ast
words that she, the real, human woman, ever spoke
to him
He was going to ignore that warning, and now the
Yeerks wanted him
92
We had decided to neet with Erek at his house.
W had not decided to trust himconpletely.
Jake, Cassie, Ax, and | were going to the
neet i ng.
Rachel and Tobi as stayed outside as backup
Rachel was all primed to use her grizzly bear
morph if we called for help.
"I'"ll be within range of Ax's thought-speak,"
she said for the tenth tine. "I can norph nmy bear in a
m nute and go through that door about ten seconds later."
"I'f you do that, try not to stonp over nme in the
process, okay?" | said.
| glanced up and saw Tobi as swoopi ng down
to settle in the tree in Erek's yard.
| could joke about it, but the truth was, it did
feel reassuring to know Rachel and Tobias were
ready to be the cavalry.
We went up to the front door of the very
ordi nary-1 ooki ng house. | sent Jake a | ook that
said, "Man, | hope we're right about this." But
Jake was busy exchangi ng sol emm gl ances with
Cassi e.
"So? Soneone knock on the door," | said.
gl anced at Ax. He was in his human norph. His
human nmorph is made up of DNA
gathered at the sane tine fromall of us except
Tobi as. There's sone of Jake and Rachel and
Cassie and nme in AX's human shape. In the end
result he's nmale, but alnost as pretty as a
girl.
Pl us, he's annoying in human norph
"Knock? Knock on the door? Wy?
Knockon. Knock- kuh."
Andal ites don't have nouths, and Ax can't get
over how fun it is to make actual sounds.
Pl us, you don't even want the boy in the sane
roomw th certain foods.
Jake knocked.
The door opened. | was surprised. It wasn't



Erek. It was his father, M. King.
He nodded. "Cone in."
We stepped inside. | felt conpletely

dorky. It

was |ike we were conming over to ask if Erek could come out
play. | nean, the house | ooked so normal

i nside. Normal furniture and normal lights

and nornmal dishes displayed in a hutch. A
normal TV on "mute," showi ng pictures from
CNN.

There were two dogs, a Labrador nix
and a fat little terrier. The Lab just lolled over on
its back. The terrier cane running over to sniff
our shoes.

"I's Erek here?" | asked.

M. King nodded. "Yes. Wuld you |ike a soda
or anyt hi ng?"

"No thanks, M. King," Cassie said. She
bent over to scratch behind the terrier's ears.

"You |like dogs?" M. King asked.

"She likes any animal ," | answered.

"She even |ikes skunks."

"But dogs, do you like dogs?"

Cassie snmled. "If reincarnation were real
I'd want to cone back as a dog."

M. King smled, nodding as if Cassie had just
sai d somet hi ng profound. "Wuld you all conme with ne?"

He turned and | ed the way toward the kitchen
Once again, the total normalcy of it seened
jarring. There were little Post-It notes on the
refrigerator saying things |ike "dozen eggs, bel
peppers." Soneone had left a box of Weaties out
on the counter.

M. King opened a door. It |led down to the
basenent. We foll owed hi mdown the narrow wooden
st eps.

At this point | started to wonder. | noticed that
Ax was norphing slowy out of his human shape,
returning to Andalite forma little at a tine.

Good ol d Ax. He sensed danger and he want ed
his tail avail able.

I wanted his tail available, too.

M. King paused when we all got down to the
baserment. He watched with absolutely no
surprise as Ax finished transform ng. He waited
politely for Ax to be done.

Then, to ny utter amazenent, | felt a slight
droppi ng sensation. It took a few seconds
to realize what was happeni ng. The basenent was droppi ng
like an el evator. Wen | |ooked up | couldn't
see a roof overhead, just darkness.

"Whoa, " Cassi e conment ed.

"Don't be afraid," M. King said.

It didn't last |ong. W may have dropped
four or five floors. At least that's what it
felt like to me. Then, with a slight lurch, the
baserment st el evat or stopped.

"I's this the floor for nen's clothing?" | asked.

I was al nost not surprised when one entire wall
of the basenent, hung with tools and garden hose and a

and



rake and hoe, sinply disappeared.
Where the wall had been was now a hallway it with a
gol den li ght.

"My basement won't do this," | nuttered
to Jake.

"Have you ever tried?" he asked.

"This way," M. King said.

We followed him It was way too late to start
WOrryi ng now.

The hal lway wasn't long, just fifty feet or

so. It reached a dead end, a blank wall. But then
that wall, too, disappeared.

"Yah!"

"No way!"

| ess-than Strange. greater-than

"This is just a hologram right?" | said. But
sonehow, | knew it wasn't. It was real
Unbel i evabl e, yet real

VWhat was beyond the hallway was a vast, vast
chanmber, lit in glowing gold Iight, soft and
buttery warm

| stepped out of the hallway onto springy
grass. And over ny head, maybe a hundred
feet up, there was a glowing orb, like a sun. That's
where the yellow |ight cane from

Stretched out before us, for nore than the length
of a football field, was a sort of park.

Trees, grass, streanms, flowers, butterflies

flying around jerkily, bees buzzing fromfl ower

to flower, squirrels racing up and down the trees.
Wal ki ng here and there were androids. Androids in their
natural form machi nes made of steel and sonething
white. The androids had nouths that were al nost |ike
nmuzzl es, clunsy-Ilooking | egs, and stubby fingers.

But it wasn't the presence of hal f-dozen or so
androi ds that was really shocking. What was really shocking
was that there were hundreds, naybe even a thousand dogs.
Normal , everyday Earth dogs, every breed and
hal f - breed you coul d i magi ne, running in packs,
yi ppi ng, yappi ng, bowwow ng, how ing, grow ing,
ruff-ruffing dogs. They were chasing squirrels,
snel ling each other, and generally having a great ole
dog time.

Jake, Cassie, and | stood there with our jaws
hangi ng open like conplete idiots. If Ax had
possessed a nouth, his would have been hangi ng open
t 0o.

It was doggi e heaven. Dogs and robots in a
huge, underground park

One of the robots cane trotting toward us. As it
got near, a hol ogram shi nmered around it.

A second later, it was Erek.

"Wl conme," he said. "I guess you're

probably a little surprised.”

e are the Chee," Erek said.

M. King had left, and Erek had brought us to a
pl ace beneath a large tree. Alittle streamtrickled
by, just a few feet away. A wall of silence
had come down, as if someone had turned down the sound



of all the barking dogs. | could still hear them but it was

as if the sound were far away now.
| ess-than You are androi dseagreater-than Ax
comment ed.
"Yes."
| ess-than You show a very high | evel of
t echnol ogi cal sophistication caret Ax said.
Erek smiled with what | ooked exactly |ike human
lips. "W are just the creation. It is our
creators who were the great builders.”
"Why did you bring us down here?" Jake asked.
"Why show us all this?"
"W want you to trust us," Erek said. "W know
that you're suspicious. You have to be. |I'msure
you' ve left sonme of your people outside, just in case we
betray you. | wanted us to be equal.
want ed you to know our secrets, since we know yours."
"W saw you at the concert," | started to say.
He | ooked surprised, then nodded. "Ah,
yes. You were the two dogs, weren't you? | sensed
somet hi ng odd about you. Tell me: Wat's it |ike
to actually be a dog?"
"It's truly cool," Jake said. "You knew
we were the two dogs?"
Erek shook his head. "W didn't know, but I
felt something strange. W' ve known there were
nor ph-capabl e forces on Earth. There is very little that
the Yeerks know that we don't al so know. "

"You were handing out flyers for The Sharing. You were at
nmeeting of The Sharing," | accused.

"True. But maybe | should tell you our story.
Then you' |l understand who we are. And why we are your
allies. And also why we ... or at |east
somne
of us ... would lIike your help."

"That woul d be nice," Cassie said.

You have to say one thing for Erek: The boy
knew how to tell a story. Suddenly, everything around
us dissolved. In its place there grew a
vast, three-di nensional picture. It |ooked as
rea
as FErek.
W were no longer on Earth. There were two
suns in the sky, one small and al nost red, the other
four times as big as Earth's sun and a
deeper gol d.
The trees and flowers and grasses around us
were definitely not anything that had ever grown on
Earth. The trunks of the trees were green and snoot h.
But instead of |eaves, the branches just kept
splitting into ever smaller branches and tw gs that
grew gradually fromgreen to silver to a brilliant
shade of pink. These pink tw gs were al
intertwi ned, so that froma distance the trees
| ooked |i ke huge balls of pink steel wool.
The trees were no larger than Earth trees, it
seened to nme, but what was huge were the
mushroonms. At |east, they |ooked kind of Iike
mushroonms. They were half as large as the trees
t hensel ves. Messy nests of sonme | eathery, |eaping,

a



t hree- | egged ani mal seened to be perched

on each of the nushroons.

There were ot her animals around, each stranger than the
last. But the main ani mal we

saw was a two-| egged creature that stood may

be four feet tall. It had |ong,
floppy ears and a
nuzzl e.

It |ooked weirdly like a dog that could walk on its
hind legs. It |ooked, in fact, a little |like Erek
when he dropped the hol ogram and showed his true
sel f.

"Qur creators," Erek said. "They were known as
Permal ites. A hundred thousand years before the
Andalites learned to make fire, the Pemalites
were capable of faster-than-light travel."

| noticed AxX's tail twitch alittle at that.

"And of course, humans were just hairy apes when the
Pemalites first visited Earth. The Pemalites
were not interested in conquest, or in interfering in the
lives of other planets. They enjoyed life."
Erek snmiled. "They loved to play. They |oved
ganes and jokes and | aughter. And they had been a
fully evolved race for so long that all the harsher
instincts were gone fromthem They had no evil in their
hearts. They had no evil in their souls."

| found this hard to believe. But as | watched the
hol ogram around ne, it was possible to believe that on
this weird planet the Penalites had found sone
deep i nner peace. There was just a sense of deep
cal m about the place. Like one of those Zen
gardens or sonething. It just felt peaceful
Peaceful, but not dead or tired or boring. In
fact, everywhere |I |ooked, | saw Penalites
j unpi ng around, chasing, playing, and nmaking
an odd
CHUK
CHUK CHUK that must have been
| aught er.
The scene around ne changed, |ike a novie
doing a flash-forward. Now, mingled in with the
Pemal ites, were androids |ike Erek. The androids
| ooked vaguely like their canine creators.
"W were toys, originally," Erek said. "The
Permalites made us to play with. They called us the
Chee. It's a word that neans "friend." They
al so had work for us to do, but they created us
nostly to be their conpanions. An artificial
race,
yes, but not a race of mechanical slaves."
Erek | ooked at us and | swear there were tears
in his holographic eyes. "W were their friends and
equal s and conpani ons. They taught us to
| augh and play. They loved it when they were able
to create androids who could tell a joke. There was a
celebration that |lasted a year."

Then . . . 722727777 AAAAAAAARRRRPPPP!
| jerked back. A nonstrous beam of |ight
sliced the ground open right in front of us, |ike sone

i nsane plow tearing up the earth. It inciner



ated the pink Brillo pad trees and the huge
mushr oons.
"Then the Howl ers cane," Erek explained. "They
suddenl y popped out of Zero-space, thou
sands of powerful ships. They had cone from cl ear
out side this gal axy. The Pemalites had no
i dea who they were. And they never found out what the
How ers wanted. The How ers made no demands.
They just attacked. Maybe that's all they wanted:
to destroy."

What Erek showed us next was |ike one of those
horrifying films fromWerld War I
Pe-malites hunted fromthe air. Penalite
space stations blown apart. Permalite ships
sliced open, and hel pless Pemalites |eft
to drift through cold, dead space. The scenes of
massacre just went on and on

| noticed Cassie was crying. | think | was
crying, too. It was too horrible.

"Alnost the entire race of Penalites was w ped
out," Erek said. "A few hundred Chee
and a few hundred Pemalites |l eft the planet,
escaping in a single ship just seconds ahead of a
new wave of How er attacks.

"W escaped into Zero-space. W had no
pl an, no idea what to do."

"Way didn't you fight back?" |I demanded.
"I mean, you tal k about how advanced the
Pemalites were. If they could create androids,
t hey could create weapons."

Erek | ooked at me and nodded, |ike he agreed.
"The Penalites had forgotten the ways of conflict
and war. They were creatures of peace. They'd
forgotten that there could be such a thing as pure evil."
That answer just frustrated ne. It made no sense.
But | let Erek tell the rest of his grimstory.

"As we ran for our lives through Zero-space,
we di scovered that the How ers had achi eved a speci al
revenge. The Pemalites began to become sick
They began to die. The How ers had unl eashed germ
weapons. The Pemalites were doonmed. But we
Chee, we androids, were unaffected.”

The scene around us becane the inside of a space
ship. A scene of Chee, |ooking on hel plessly
while one of their creators withed in pain.

"Then we remenbered a planet. A
pl anet similar to our own, but very far from our hone
and the How ers. It had only one sun and the |ight was
pal e, but there were trees and grass and wonderfu
oceans. "

"Earth," Cassie said.

"Earth," Erek said. "The Peralites had not
visited Earth in fifty thousand years, and in that tine,
everyt hing had changed. The wandering tribes of
primates had created cities. They had
donesticated animals. They were planting crops.

"We | anded on Earth with just six Pemalites stil
clinging to life."

The hol ogram di sappeared, and the underground cavern was
back to its normal self -- a wide park of



Earth trees and Earth plants, with dogs everywhere.
"We could not save the Peralites. They
woul d die. But we could try and rescue sone
part
of them W hoped we could keep their hearts,
their souls alive somehow. W | ooked for an Earth
speci es we could use to harbor the essence of
the Penmalites. Their decency. Their Kkindness.
Their playful ness and | ove. "
"Wl ves," Cassie said, once again way ahead
of me.
Erek | ooked surprised, but he nodded his
hol ogr aphi cal |l y projected human head. "Yes.
They | ooked nost |ike the Pemalites thensel ves. W
grafted the essence of the Penmalites into the
wol f species. And fromthat union, dogs were cre
ated. To this day, nost dogs carry within themthe essence
of the Permalites. Not all, but nost.
Wherever you see a dog playing, chasing a stick
runni ng around barking for the sheer joy of life,
you see the remmants of the race of Penalites.”
"That's why all these dogs are here," Jake
said. "They're your. . . what, friends? Creators?"
"They are our joy," Erek said, "because they
remind us of a world without evil. The world we | ost.
We Chee are all that is left of Pemalite
tech
nol ogi cal genius. The dogs of Earth are all that
is
left of Pemalite souls.”
i. don't think I would have believed any of it.
Except for the small fact that we were in a huge
under ground park. And there were androids wal ki ng around.
Plus, there was the fact that my entire life had
becorme one I ong, incredible, unbelievable story.
So who was | to laugh at Erek's story?
"So you all pass as humans?" | asked
Er ek.
He nodded. "Yes. W |ive as hunans.
W play the role of children and then grow ol der, and
eventual ly our hologramis allowed to "die"
and we start again as children."
"How | ong has this been going on?" Cassie
asked.
Erek snmiled warmy. "I helped to build the great
pyram d."
"You desi gned the pyrani ds?"
"No, no, of course not. W have never interfered

in human affairs. | was a slave. | hel ped
to quarry the stone. It was a chall enge, because |I was
new at pretending to be human. | had to hide ny

real strength, of course. The Penalite home world
had a gravity four tines stronger than Earth's.
Natural ly, we were designed for that gravity, which
nmeans we are quite powerful by human standards.™
"And you stayed as a slave?" Jake asked. "You
coul d have taken over Egypt. You coul d have taken over the
world."
"No. We are not the Yeerks," he said
coldly. "You see, when our creators made us,



they hardwi red us for nonviol ence. W are
not capable of hurting another living being. No Chee
has

ever
taken a life."
Just then, | noticed a group of four Chee

wal ki ng qui ckly toward us.

Erek saw them too. Even though | know his
"face" was just a hologram it seened to nme he was
annoyed.

"What have you done?" one of the Chee denanded.
"What have you done, you fool ?"

The four Chee came up and glared at us with
robot eyes. "Humans? An Andalite? Here?

What have you told then?"

"Everything," Erek said defiantly. "These are the
ones, these humans and this Andalite, who have been
resisting the Yeerks. They're the ones who can
nmorph." His voice rose. "They are the ones who
are fighting the battle
we
shoul d fight."

"W are Chee. W do not fight," one of the
androids said. It turned on its hol ographic
projector. A human body appeared. The body
of an old woman, maybe eighty years
ol d.

"I am Chee-1onos. My human nane for now
is Maria," she said. "I did not nmean to seem
angry toward you humans, or you, ny Andalite
friend. My dispute is with this Chee called Erek and
sone of his friends."

"W stood by hel plessly as the How ers
anni hil ated our creators,” Erek said to Maria.

"We can't stand by hel plessly and watch this world be
destroyed, too. Dogs and humans are intertw ned.

They have evol ved a dependency. Dogs cannot

survive w thout humans. If the humans fall to the
Yeerks, we, the |l ast great masterpieces of the
Permalites, and the dogs, their spirit-homes, wll all
die, too."

| gave Jake a look. That's why the Chee
wanted to hel p humans? To save dogs? Jake
shook his head slightly in anusenent.

"W do

not

fight," Maria said heatedly. "W do

not

kill. You know that, Erek. Yet you bring these

outsiders here. You blurt the secrets we have kept
for thousands of years. Wiy? Wat good can cone
fromit? W cannot fight to save the humans.”

"That's where you're wong," Erek said softly.
"W
can
fight. Wile you and the others nmerely hope everything will
work out, nmy friends and I have been infiltrating the
Yeerk organi zati ons here on Earth. The Yeerks
even think that |I am one of
them™



Maria and the three unhol ogrammed Chee just stared.

"The Yeerks have been busy. They control a
conput er company called Matcom"

It took ne a couple of seconds to renenber
t hat nane.

Erek went on. "The Yeerks are working on a
master conputer to infiltrate and rewite all the
software in all the conputers on Earth. Wen they have
achi eved sufficient force anmong humans, they will
| aunch this computer bomb, and in a flash, contro
all computers.”

"What does this have to do with us?" Mria asked.

"The heart of this systemis a crystal the
Yeer ks obtai ned froma Dayang trader. The
Dayang didn't know what he had. But the Yeerks
did. The crystal is a processor nore
sophi sticated than anything even the Andalites could
create. And it is nore than fifty-thousand Earth
years old."

"A Pemalite crystal!" Maria gasped.

"Yes. A Penmlite crystal. If we had
it, we could rewite our own internal systens. Do
you understand now? We coul d erase the prohibition against
vi ol ence. W could be free! Free to fight!"

"A Pemalite crystal," Maria whispered.

"You can't do this, Erek. You can't!"

But Erek just turned away. "If we can get the
crystal, there is very little we can't do. Qur strength,
joined with these Ani norphs? The Yeerks woul d have
to double their forces just to contain us."

| ess-than How did you convince the Yeerks that you
are one of thenBgreater-than Ax asked him

Erek turned of f his hol ogram and becane a
machi ne once again. And then the front of his head
split open. Inside his steel and ivory head was a
chanmber, just a few inches in dianeter

And inside that chanber was a gray sl ug,
hel pl ess, unable to escape. Tiny wires, no
t hi cker than hairs, wapped around it.

| ess-than Yeerkffgreater-than Ax hissed.

"Yes," Erek said. "The Yeerks

believe I am human. | accepted infestation. But
of course the
Yeer k cannot nmake a Controller of ne. | nmade a

pl ace for himinstead. He sees nothing. Knows
not hing. | tapped
hi s
menory, not the other way around. And now | can pass
anmong the Yeerks like one of them"
| had two reactions. One, | was sick at the
t hought of that Yeerk, trapped inside a steel cage.
As nmuch as | hated Yeerks, it seened harsh just the
sane.
But anot her reaction was much stronger. W had an
allyl! A powerful ally. An android who coul d
pass as a Controller, who could enter Yeerk
society. And an android with many powers of his own.
"How do you keep the Yeerk alive w thout
Kandrona rays?" Cassie asked.
See, every three days a Yeerk has to return



to the Yeerk pool to absorb Kandrona rays. Wt hout
that, they die.

"I amable to use ny own internal power
to generate Kandrona rays to keep this Yeerk
alive," Erek explained. "Wien | go to the Yeerk
pool | amable to trick the Yeerks
into believing that nmy Yeerk is swinmng in the pool
| generate a hol ogram of a Yeerk | eaving ny ear
and dropping into the pool. Later, | create a
hol ogram of it returning. The Yeerks never
notice that they don't encounter this Yeerk actually
in
t he pool. Yeerks comunicate very little in their
natural states."”

"How do we fit into all this?" Jake asked. "I
nmean, what do you want with us, Erek?"

Erek resunmed his human appearance. He stepped
toward us, eager, excited. "W could fight together
agai nst the Yeerks. W could be allies. If only

we need that Pemalite crystal. But the
Yeer ks have created a maze of defenses |ike nothing you
can imagi ne. That crystal is in a roomat the
heart of the Matcom buil ding. There are
Hork-Bajir everywhere. Elite Hork-Bajir
warriors, the best.

"And the crystal itself is guarded by an ingenious
system It is concealed in a room of absolute
dar kness. Absol ute darkness. The slightest,
faintest light, ultraviolet, infrared, any

light, will set off alarns. Wthin the darkness are
wires that are set off by the slightest
touch. "

"So to get to the crystal you'd have to be able to find it
wi t hout seeing it, and avoid the wires that are al so
invisible in the darkness," | said.

"It's like finding a needle in a haystack when
you' re blindfolded and can't touch a single piece of
hay. The walls, ceiling, and floor are al
pressure-sensitive, so you can't touch them It
may be inpossible," Erek said.

"How are we supposed to do that?" | demanded.
"How can you find sonething you can't see? It's not |ike
it'll smell or call out to us."
"Un . . ." Cassiesd.
"Excuse me?" Jake asked in surprise
"It can be done," Cassie said. "I nmean ..
if we
want
to."
"OfF course we want to," | said. "Wth these

guys on our side, we actually have a chance of
Wi nni ng. O
cour se
we want to. Aninorphs and Chee together? Qur
nmor phing ability, their strength and hol ographic
tricks? We'd kick Yeerk butt."
"No," Maria cried. "You don't understand.
Chee do not hurt. Chee do not kill. No Chee
has ever taken a life." She grabbed my arm and
| ooked right in ny eyes. "While humans and



Yeerks and Andalites and Hork-Bajir and a
mllion other species on a mllion worlds
warred and sl aught ered and conquered, we renai ned at
peace. Wuld you end all that? Wuld you make us
killers, too?"

"Yes, ma'am | guess | would," | said,
alittle coldly. "W're in a fight for our lives
here. Qur parents, our brothers and sisters, our friends
-- they are all going to be slaves of the Yeerks,

if we don't win. So I'll do whatever it
takes. If you'd fought all those thousands of years
ago, the Pe-malites would still be alive. And you

woul dn't be living with dogs in a big underground
kennel . "
| didn't nmention the sudden interest The Sharing had

inm father. | didn't want to nmake this personal
Maria | et me go, and Erek nodded.
"A big underground kennel," Erek said

bitterly. "Exactly."

"We'| | get your crystal for you," Jake said.
"Tell us all you know about this Matcom and
we'll get your crystal." He | ooked at the
Chee called Maria. "Sorry, but Marco is
right. The Yeerks have ny brother. There's nothing
won't do to get him back."

W rode the fake basement back up, |eaving the
eerie golden world of dogs behind.

"S. Do we have a deal ?" Erek asked. "You'l
hel p us get the Pemalite crystal? And then

we' Il fight alongside you to defeat the Yeerks."
"Sounds good to me," | said quickly.
"Unl ess anyone has any objection -" Jake

started to say.

That's when Cassie interrupted. "Erek, let us
talk it over. It's a big decision.”

| was surprised, but not as surprised as Jake
was.

Then we heard a noise conming fromdirectly above
us.

" Hhhhr r r AAAAWNANRRRR!
"Ch, man," | said. | knew that sound. W
all knew that sound.

"Rachel ," Cassie said under her breath.

"W were down there a long tine," Jake said.

"Erek, | think a friend of ours may have cone
into rescue us."
Erek shrugged. "I don't think it's going to be
a problem"”
"You don't know our friend," | said.
The basenment had settled back into its normal
place. | tore up the stairway. "Rachel
Chillt"
| burst back into the utterly normal kitchen and
raced into the utterly normal |iving room
The front door of the house had been ripped off
its hinges. The couch was thrown agai nst one wall. And
there, in the mddle of the room standing so tall its head

scraped the ceiling, was a full-grown grizzly
bear .



" HhhhRRAAAAWARRR! " Rachel roared in
rage and frustration.

Frustration, see, because the Chee who passed as
Erek's father had her in a full nelson. Hs
human- hol ograph arnms were w apped around the
unbel i evabl y massive shoul ders of the grizzly,
and he was actually holding the great bear still.

He had pinned a grizzly so powerful it could
literally turn a Toyota into an al um num can

"Ckay, now |'ve seen everything," | said.

| ess-than You Chee are very
st rongeagr eat er-t han Ax conment ed.

This was the understatenent of all tine.

| ess-than Where have you been8ffgreater-than Rache
demanded. less-than |like waited as long as | coul d.
| figured you were dead or sonething. And if you don't
have a good expl anation, you
will
be deadffgreater-than

"Ch, we have a story, all right," Cassie
sai d.

Rachel had cal mred down and stopped roari ng when she
saw us. Now the Chee slowy rel eased her, and she
began to change back out of norph

Jake | ooked enbarrassed and started to pull the
couch back down. "Urn, Erek, this is our friend
Rachel . "

"It was smart of you to keep a reserve," Erek

commented. To Rachel he said, "I hope you weren't
hurt.”

"How cone you can westle a grizzly if you have
to be nonviolent?" | asked Erek

"OfF course, ny "father" here knew she was not a
true bear. And he only held onto her. He
did not destroy her. If Rachel had been strong
enough to win, ny "father" would have had no choice
but to allow hinmself to be destroyed."

| laughed. "I see why you want to change that."

| expected Erek to agree. Instead, he
| ooked a little sad. "Yes," he said. Just that one

wor d.

We started to leave. | let the others get a
few steps ahead of me. | pulled Erek over.
"Hey,

Erek. You were at my nomls funeral. | don't

think | said thanks at the time."
Erek | ooked away and bit his lip. "Mrco
there's sonmething | have to tell you."
"I think | already know. My nother isn't dead.
She's a Controller. She's Visser One."
It was Erek's turn to be inpressed. "You
guys have learned a lot."

| shrugged. "Is that why you were at the funeral ?
D d you know?"

Erek nodded. "I knew. | m ght have been able
to save her... if."

I met his gaze. "Too late to save her,"
| said. "But payback is going to be very painful for
those filthy slugs."

On the way hone, we filled Rachel and



Tobi as in on what had happened. It
took a while. W were back at Cassie's barn
bef ore we were done.
"I say do it," Rachel said. "That Chee guy
held onto ne like I was a baby. They're strong.
They have technol ogy we don't. They' ve al ready
penetrated The Sharing. They woul d doubl e our chances.
End of story."
“No,
not
end of story," Cassie said, contradicting her friend.
"What right do we have to interfere and destroy the thousands
of years of peace this species has had? D dn't
you hear Maria? No Chee has ever taken anot her
life. You
want themto be saying a thousand years from now that no
Chee ever took a life til
we
made themkillers?”
I rounded on her, angry. "Wat | don't
want a thousand years fromnow is for people to be saying,
Too bad about the humans. They ended up as dead as
the Pemalites.""
"Ax?" Jake asked. "You haven't said nuch."
Ax was in human norph, of course, since we
were in the barn. "As you know, we Andalites
are not supposed to interfere in the lives of other

species. | amalready breaking that |law with you. And
| amproud to be breaking that law in this case. But
the Chee . . . Chee! It makes a funny sound,

doesn't it? Chee." He smiled with his human
nmout h, then grew serious again. "The Chee are a
di fferent species. Ader than Andalites.
feel . . . badly . . . hel ping another
species to becone violent."
Rachel said, "Look, no one |ikes violence.
Al right? But we didn't ask for this war with the
Yeerks. Wien the bad guys conme after you, when
t hey
start the violence, they | eave you no choice: fight
or die."
"Fight or die," | agreed. "And you want
proof ? Look at the Pemalites. They didn't
fight, they died. All gone. No nore. Scratch a
whol e species. Now their 'essence,"” whatever that
means, is stuck inside dogs, and their robots

feed t hem
extra kibble. Yippee. That worked out real well for
them And even that's better off than we'll be if

we | ose to the Yeerks."

"Law of the jungle," Rachel said.
"You eat or you get eaten."

| ess-than Maybe seagreater-than Tobi as said,
speaking up for the first tine. less-than But still,
wouldn't it be nice if that wasn't the
| awBgr eat er -t han

"How can you take that attitude?" | demanded.
"You're a predator. You know how it is."
| ess-than Yes. | know exactly how it is.

That doesn't nmean | like it. Look, the



Permal ites were w ped out, maybe because they didn't
fight. Maybe they'd have | ost even if they had

fought. W'll never know. But the Chee have |ived for

t housands of years. | know they're androids, but
they're a species, too. They've survived w thout
killing. Doesn't sonething about that nake you jeal ous?

Don't you wi sh we could say the same? Don't you
wi sh Hono sapi ens could face the universe and
honestly say, "W do not kill? W don't

ensl ave. W don't nmake war"8greater-than

"l don't make the rules," | said. "I
didn't start this war. Humans didn't start this
war. Look, | don't want to make this

personal , but | know the nane Matcom M dad

is involved in some work with them And the other day Tom
." | shot a glance at Jake.

"Hi s brother was on nme to come to The Sharing and bring

nmy father. The Sharing

is targeting ny dad, and now we know why. So for

me, it's sinple: If we take this Penalite

crystal,

maybe my dad isn't involved with Matcom any

nore. And maybe the Yeerks find someone el se

to infest."”
No one had an answer to that. | knew they
woul dn' t .

Cassi e wal ked down to the far end of the barn

and canme back carrying a small cage

"Total darkness, can't touch walls, floor, or
ceiling, and you have to travel through a room
strung with sensitive wires you can't even see."
She held up the cage. "Meet the animal that can

do all that."

It was no larger than a small rat with its |eathery
wi ngs fol ded back

"Cool," | said. "First |I'm Spiderman, now

I

get to be Batnman."

I thought for once we'd get a chance to practice
with the bat norph. W were planning to go after the
Pemalite crystal the next weekend.

Plenty of time to plan and prepare.

Yeah, right.

"Marco?" My dad yelled up the stairs to ny
room where | was desperately trying to figure out
sone mat h homewor k.

"Yeah?"

"Phone. "

""X" equal s point oh-three-nine," |
rem nded nyself so | wouldn't [ ose ny place.
went out into the hall to grab the upstairs phone.
"Point oh-three-nine. Yeah, who is it?"

"H, Marco. It's nme, Erek."”

"Ch, hi, Erek, what's up?" | hoped he woul d
renmenber our phones coul d be bugged.

"Not much," he said, sounding very convincingly human.
"I was just thinking, though, you know that thing we were going to do
next weekend? Wiy don't we just do it tonight
i nst ead?"

| knew what the "thing" was. And | knew



Erek wasn't calling on a whim Sonething had gone
wrong. | swallowed ny heart, which had junped up
into ny throat. "Okay. Maybe I'I1 cal

Jake and see if he wants to do it, too."

"That' d be excellent,"” Erek said. "Later
man. "

I hung up the phone and thought seriously about
pretending | hadn't gotten the call. | rmean,
| wanted to do this. It was inportant, life and
death. But it was |ike sonething out of
Ms
sion: Inpossible.

And wi t hout planning or practice, it was beyond
i mpossi bl e.

Plus, | had homework to do.

| picked up the phone and call ed Jake. Four
hours later, with all of our parents asleep in their
beds, we nmet at Cassie's barn. Al of us,

i ncluding Ax. Erek arrived |ast.

He didn't waste time with small talk.

"There's a problem The Yeerks are putting in a
brand new security systemon top of the existing
systens. | don't think it's active yet, but

| can't find out what it is."”

| ess-than Fine. W can wait a few weeks

till you can get the detail seagreater-than Tobi as
sai d.

"The crystal is already so well protected that
any new system nmay put it beyond our grasp for
good, " Erek said. "And don't forget -- the Yeerks
are racing to use this crystal to create a
conput er system so powerful it can take over every conputer
on Earth. They're not there yet. But the |onger we
wai t . "

"Ch, man, this sucks," | said. "No
pl anni ng? No preparation? Just go in and hope for the
best ?"

"Il tell you everything I know, " Erek said.
"Listen carefully. It's not too conplicated."

For a few seconds we sort of teetered on the
edge. W weren't sure what to do. Erek wanted us
to go in, obviously. But he had his own interests, which
m ght not be the sane as ours.

It was the worst possible situation. Any one of
our parents could wake up and di scover we were not at
hone. That woul d nmean frantic phone calls back
and forth fromour folks to our friends' parents, calls to the
cops, probably search teanms out beating the woods.

"Go or don't go?" Jake asked

"Co," Rachel said, but with | ess enthusiasmthan
usual . A lot |ess.

"CGo," | said. "But personally, | can't blane
anyone who wants to sit this one out."

Cassie gave ne a dirty |look. | guess

she took

it personally. "I say go," she said. "I

don't sit

anyt hi ng out, Marco."

less-than |"'mnot in theagreater-than Tobi as said.
| ess-than |' m usel ess



on this mssion, so |l don't vote. greater-than

| ess-than |i ke go where Prince Jake

goeseagreat er-than Ax said.

"Don't call me "prince,"" Jake said

wearily for the thousandth tinme. "OCkay, we go."

Erek imredi ately began telling us all he knew about
Mat com and the security for the Pemalite crystal
After about two minutes | was ready to

change ny vote.

But by then it was too late. W'd made our

decision, and it was as if we were being swept toward a
wat erfal |

i ke a bunch of canoeists

who'd lost their last paddle. W'd survive

or

not

but one thing was sure. W were definitely going over
t he edge.

"Qrek was not going with us. But he would

be waiting outside Matcom when we came out.
Assum ng we cane out.

W flew fromCassie's barn to the Matcom

buil ding. It was one of those boring-I| ooking,
three-story glass and cenment buil dings you see in
i ndustrial parks everywhere. Just a bunch of bl ue
gl ass rectangles with a big parking lot in back
In fact, it |ooked so nuch |ike every other bor
ing square building in the industrial park, we had
trouble finding it. W flew around, a | ost gang of
ow s, for a good fifteen minutes before Rache
spotted the Matcom sign

W | anded on the roof of the building. Erek

had assured us there were no caneras or guards

up there.

"Let's find that pipe," Jake whi spered as soon

as we were all human again. O, in AX's case

An-

dalite

"Erek said southwest corner, right?" | said.

"Ast ost 8st 8west, " Cassie said.

She sounded sure, so | decided to agree.

"Yeah, that was it. Which way i s northwest?"

Ax | aughed in thought-speak, till he realized

was serious. |less-than You can't find

di rections8greater-than He sounded shocked. Like
he'd just discovered we had hidden tail bl ades.
less-than It's that corner over

there. greater-than

The pi pe was about three inches in dianeter.

"I hope this works," | said. "I don't even
know i f ny Spiderman can make silk."

" Spi derworman, " Cassi e said. "Your spider

nmorph is female. Wl f spiders don't nake

webs, but they do make silk. It should work."
"Easy for you say. | don't even know how to

turn on the silk thing."



But Ax was already norphing into the wolf spider, so |
hurried to catch up. By the tine Ax
and | were in spider norph, the others had all be
conme cockroaches.
| ess-than Man, you two are ugly at this
scal eeagreater-than Rachel said. |ess-than
Jeez, | don't ever need to see another sp
der ny own size again. greater-than
| ess-than W're ugly? You want to know what
you
| ook like right now? You | ook Iike
di nnereagreater-than | said, laughing evilly.
| ess-than Juicy cockroach. This spider norph
is hungry, and you |l ook tasty. greater-than

| ess-than Marco, get a gripeagreater-than
Jake said patiently. less-than lancet's do this.
greater-than

less-than |'Il demorph and step on your ugly
butt eagreater-than Rachel grow ed

From where | was standing in the gravel of the rooftop, the
pi pe | ooked like a round skyscraper. It extended
above the roof by about a foot, which is quite a distance when
you're half an inch high

| scanpered around the pipe. One side had been
splashed with tar. It would be easy to grip. | raced
easily up the pipe to stand precariously on the
[ip.

| could feel a breeze blowi ng up fromthe
bl ackness beneath ne. It was |ike standing on the edge of the
Grand Canyon. The pi pe went down through all
three stories and an extra underground story. Four
floors. Bad enough when you're human size. A
mllion nmles when you' re a spider

Ax came crawling up to teeter al ongside ne.

| ess-than Oooookayeagreater-than | said.
| ess-than Now cones the fun part.
greater-than

| tried to search the spider brain, |ooking for the
subtl e, secret signals that would start me spinning
si | k.
Fortunately, the spider wasn't exactly
Al bert Einstein. It only knew how to do about four
t hi ngs, one of which was spin silk.

The spider body sort of... well ... pushed
out a strand of gooey white filament. It stuck to the
edge of the pipe.

Ax did the sane.

| ess-than Wll, this is certainly
di sgustingeagreater-than | said. |ess-than Ready,
Ax8gr eat er -t han

| ess-than Yes. greater-than

| ess-than Then
Yeeeeee- Haaaaahhhf f great er -t han

| sprang fromthe lip of the pipe into the darkness.
It was so totally Spiderman.

| fell slowy down, down, down, tw sting and
turning nmy way down the pipe. Behind me a | ong
white string grew. It braked ny fall, so that |
was dropping in slow notion. The spider eyes were not
bad at seeing in the relative dark. A bit of



nmoonl i ght foll owed us down part of the way as
we dropped.

And then it started being fun. | kicked away fromthe
side of the pipe and cartwheel ed through the air. M
web | ooped around Ax's, and soon we were weaving a
weird silk rope

It was cool inaway . . . till | felt a
certain enptiness.
| ess-than Ax! |I'mrunning out of web.

greater-than

| ess-than Yes, me, too. greater-than

| ess-than How far do you think we've
dr opped8gr eat er - t han
| ess-than like don't know. greater-than

| ess-than You know which way is northwest but you
don't know how far we've dropped? W could still have
two stories to geagreater-than | said.

| ess-than |ike think our plan has a ni nor
fl aweagreater-than Ax said with his usual understatenent.
| ess-than But we are very light, small
creatures. W should survive a fall. So should the
others in cockroach nmorph. greater-than

| ess-than Maybe. See, the problemis,
there's only one way to find out if we'll
survive. By dropping. greater-than

Ax didn't say anything.

| ess-than Oh, maneagreater-than | groaned.
| cut the strand of web.

And | fell. Down through the darkness, toward a
landing | could only hope wouldn't kill ne.
It was a | ong drop.

| ess-t han Aaaaahhhhhhhff greater-than

| ess-t han Aaaaahhhhhhhff greater-than

VHAP!  WHAP

We hit sonething hard. We bounced. W hit
agai n.

VHAP!  WHAP

| ess-than You okay8greater-than Jake called
down.

| ess-than Oh, yeah, |'m greateagreater-than
| said. less-than like fell about a billion feet
and | anded on a steel tranpoline. Couldn't be
better. greater-than

| ess-than Sarcasneagreater-than Rachel comrented
coolly. less-than He nust be okay. greater-than

| ess-than Laugh now, Rachel. W'll see
how much you | augh when it's
your

turn. greater-than
The plan was for Ax and me to create a silk cable the
others in cockroach nmorph woul d be able
to clinb down. That way, they wouldn't all have to go
spider. Not that it would have hel ped, anyway.

| ess-than W' re com ng downeagreat er-than Jake
said. less-than When we reach the end of the silk
we'll junp. If you two survived, we will
Not hi ng kills a cockroach. greater-than

| ess-than Way don't you stand right beneath ne,
Mar co8gr eat er -t han Rachel suggested. |ess-than
You can break ny



Ax and | scurried out of the way. A few
seconds later, after they had cl anbered down to the end
of our silk . .

VWHAP! WHAP! WHAP! Three cockroaches
| anded near by.

| ess-than \Where are we8greater-than Jake
asked.

less-than It's pretty dark. Wo
knows8greater-than | answered. less-than It's a
heati ngstair-conditioning vent, | guess. Erek said it
woul d be part of the furnace system Supposedly we
go west a hundred feet or so, then drop down,
then go across the furnace, then down again, then right.
Then we're at the edge of the High Security
Room where the real trouble starts. greater-than

| ess-than Excuse ne? Did someone
say furnace8greater-than Cassie asked.

| ess-than Yeah. | said furnace. greater-than

| ess-than Does it occur to any of you that the
furnace mght actually come on8greater-than
Cassi e sai d.
| ess-than Not till right this mnuteeagreater-than
| said.

less-than It's not very cold oueagreater-than
Rachel pointed out.

| ess-than Okay, |'ve
seriously
changed my mindeagreater-than | said. |ess-than
Let's go hone. greater-than

O course, no one listened to ne. W scrabbl ed
along the steel floor, two spiders and three
cockroaches. Qur rough claws seened to nmake a
horrible din on the nmetal, scuffing and scratching.

But it probably wouldn't have sounded |ike anything to a
human.

As we ran, there was nore and nore dust on the floor
of the vent. It was weird, |ike walking through dried
| eaves. My eight |egs kicked through it, and it
swirled behind me as | passed. Eventually the dust
became as thick as a carpet, although in reality it was
probably no nore than a few
mllineters thick.

Every ten feet or so there would be a grilled opening.
Through the massive upright bars |I could see offices.
The light in the offices was very dim just the gl ow of
conput er screen savers and red or green function
lights. But it helped us to find our way through the
dar kness of the vent.

Then .

| ess-than What's t8greater-than Rache
yel l ed. She was the farthest back. |ess-than
Uh-oh. Somet hing comng! | feel the vibrations!
Sonet hi ng bi gf f great er -t han

She took off. | took off. W all took

of f.
Now | could feel the vibrations, too. Quick,
conf used- soundi ng footsteps. And a draggi ng sound, I|ike

somet hi ng was bei ng haul ed.
I ran. To ny left, another spider. Ax.
Ahead of



me, two roaches, alnobst as big as | was.
Rachel

was just back to ny right.

| couldn't exactly turn and gl ance over ny
shoul der. | had no shoulder. And | had no
actual head to turn. So | paused,

spun around, and in

the dimlight froma vent, | sawit.
Huge. Twenty times ny size! A vast,
horribl e

nenace.

| ess-than Aratffgreater-than
| yelled. less-than It's a RATFFGREATER- THAN
The thing 1'd heard dragging was its naked tail and
furred abdonen. It was hungry, and it was after us.
And, unfortunately, it was faster than ne.

| ess-than Go! Go! Go! It's
gai ningffgreater-than | yell ed.
W bl ew at top spider and cockroach speed.
Whi ch seens really fast when you're an inch
long, but isn't really that many mles per hour. A
rat can do maybe five or six mles per hour
A spider is lucky to break one nph.
| ess-than W' Il have to norph backffgreater-than
Jake said.
| ess-than Not in hereffgreater-than Cassie
cried. |less-than Not enough
room greater-than
| ess-than Next venteagreater-than Jake said.
| ess-than W go out through the next vent. greater-than
The next vent was about ten feet away. |
couldn't turn around to | ook at the rat, but every hair
on ny spider body told ne it was just inches behind
ne.

Yet there was sonething el se making ny hair tingle,
too. Sonethi ng about the breeze . .

| ess-than YAAHHHFFGREATER- THAN | heard
Jake yell

A split second later, ny spider |egs were
clawing air. It was |like a Roadrunner cartoon
| zooned out into space, seemed to hang there with ny
little feet notoring away, and then | fell

| ess-than Oh, yeseagreater-than Ax said
calmy. less-than Erek nentioned we had to go down
agai n. greater-than
VHAM WHAM  VWHAM  VWHAM  WHAM

We hit steel again, and each inpact sent dust
cl ouds swirling.

| ess-than Keep runningffgreater-than Cassie

cried, and fortunately, for once, | didn't
ar gue.
Buh- Booooon
The rat dropped behind us! It was still after us!

Fortunately, it was a little stunned by the inpact,
whereas we were outta therel
Suddenl y, ahead of us, the steel floor
opened up again. But instead of a drop into darkness, there
was a weird, vast plain of jagged spires. Each
of the spires was steel, three times as tall as ny
little spider body. Each nmetal spire opened at



the top. There were hundreds of them all arranged in
perfect rows. A foul snell, sonething
nmy spider mnd knew not hing about, came fromthis
field of spires.

A weird, flickering glowlit the | andscape.
In the eerie light, it |ooked |ike some awful
graveyard, with the spires like industrial-strength
gravestones or sonmething. | nmean, it was creepy.

| ess-than What is th8greater-than | asked.

| ess-than Let's just get going, al
ri ght 8greater-than Rachel suggested. |ess-than W
can sightsee sone other tine. greater-than

I woul d never have wal ked into that "field" if the rat
hadn't been just two feet back and gai ning again. |
didn't need spider senses to know t here was danger
here. It screaned danger

| stuck out one spider |leg and touched the top of the
nearest spire. Then another and another. | wal ked
fromspire to spire, carefully, cautiously. The
cockroaches crawl ed and squi rned through the valleys
bet ween spires. Unable to stand nornally, they
had to drag thensel ves inch by inch.

| ess-than What is th8greater-than | asked
agai n.

| ess-than You don't want to knoweagreater-than
Jake said grimy. less-than lancet's just get out
of here, okay8greater-than

Right then it hit nme. Fromthe tone of Jake's
t hought - speak voi ce.

| ess-than Oh, man. This is the furnace,
isn'"t it? These spires . . . the holes in the
tops of them. . . it's where the gas cones
ouf f great er -t han

| ess-than Not if no one turns on the
heat eagreater-than Rachel said grimy
Over ny head now, | saw the source of the
eerie glow It was the pilot light. It was a jet
of
blue flane as long as ny body. | could feel the
heat fromit, even though it seened to be as far
above ny head as the ceiling of a cathedral
The rat, smarter than we were, decided to stop at
t he edge of the furnace. But there was no goi ng back
W had to cross the furnace. W had
to hope the Matcom Corporation was into energy
conservation and didn't waste heat. W had
to
pray that no one had nessed with the therno
stat.
Because if the heat canme on

HI SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS!
| ess-than Gasffgreater-than
The gas blew with hurricane force up through the tops
of the spires. In seconds the gas would
rise to the pilot light. In seconds the entire
| and
scape would erupt in flanel!
| thought |I'd been noving as fast as | could
nove.



I was wong. | had a whol e extra speed.
Ahead of ne | saw Jake, Rachel, and Ax
all reach safety. Only Cassie and | were stil
deadly inches away from safety.

| ess-than RUNI RUN!
RUNRUNRUNRUNFFGREATER- THAN

HI SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS!

Then . . . WHOOOOOOSH!
Fuh- Vewwuuunmmmp!
The whol e world seenmed to expl ode around
me. Awall of flane

a hurricane of hot air.

I was bl own head over heels, sonersaulting

through air as hot as an oven

JL sonersaul ted backward, hit steel floor

agai n, and screeched like a skidding car. | plowed
straight into Jake, and a split second | ater
Cassie plowed straight into ne.

| ess-than Cassie! Cassie! Are you
okay8greater-than Jake asked.

| ess-than Yes, yes. | think so. Who can
tell with this roach body8greater-than

| ess-than |' m okay, tooeagreater-than | said.
| ess-than You know, just in case anyone cares.
greater-than

| ess-than |ike guess they like to keep this building
nice and warm eh8greater-than Rachel said.

| ess-than That was very close to being a
di sastereagreater-than Ax said. |ess-than W shoul d
thank the rat. If he had not chased us, we would have
been crossing those gas jets several seconds
| ater. greater-than
That was not a nice picture to think of. W would have
fried, sizzled, and popped open faster than we could
even try to think about de-norphing.

| ess-than That woul d have left a big wad of
Marco mass floating in Z-spaceeagreater-than
| muttered. | could joke about it, but | was
qui vering inside.

The rest of the trip through the heating and air-conditioning
systemwas calm But that just gave ne tine to think about
the close call. One second slower, and |'d have
gone out as a roasted spider

| ess-than There are walls up hereeagreater-than
Jake warned fromthe head of our little pack of singed
bugs. less-than No, wait, not walls. Like a
maze. Like Erek said. greater-than

W travel ed through a series of swtchbacks,
around a steel panel, then back around another. It
was a |light-blocking system It would bl ock out every
| ast photon of light that m ght cone through the vent.

Then we came to the edge of a drop. Beyond it, |
knew, was the Hi gh Security Roomitself -- the
| ocation of the Permalite crystal.

We were six feet up. We had to drop, and then
stay within two feet of the wall. Any novenent
farther toward the center of the huge room and we woul d
set off pressure sensors in the floor

By this time, we were used to falling.



| ess-than Next | want to try
junping out of a plane.
W thout a parachuteeagreater-than | said as | stepped
into
the bl ack voi d.
It is an eerie experience falling in total dark
ness. You have no idea where the floor is. It's
a
nmost |like you're not falling at all. Until you hit
the bottom that is.
| ess-than Stay close to the wall eagreater-than
Jake rem nded everyone. |ess-than Hug the wall
and denor ph. greater-than
| was relieved to be human again. But ny hunman
eyes were no better than spider eyes at pen
etrating the darkness. It was darker than any
ni ght. Darker than hiding in a closet at
m dni ght .
This was the darkness of being buried alive.
"There could be six Hork-Bajir standing three
i nches away, and we wouldn't knowit," | said, in a
whi sper that seened to be deadened by the
dar kness itself.
"That's a nice thought,"” Rachel said dryly.
| ess-than Even a single photon of |ight would
set off
the Iight sensorseagreater-than Ax said. |ess-than
This is conplete
dar kness. greater-than
"And according to Erek, if we stepped two feet away
fromthe wall, we'd run into a nmaze of
ultrasensitive wires. Any contact and the al arm
goes off. W& have to travel forty feet w thout
touching a wire. Wthout touching the floor or ceiling
or walls," Jake rem nded us.
"Let's norph. W'll be able to see then,"
Cassie said. "Or maybe not see, exactly, but
you know what | nean."
What she neant was that we would be able
to echol ocate. Kinda |ike the dol phin nmorph. W
woul d be able to make very fast, ultrahigh sounds that the
human ear woul d not even hear
Those sounds woul d vibrate off any solid
obj ect and send back a sort of sound picture.
At |east, that's what we hoped. W had been
pl anning to practice and find out if it was true.
I nst ead, we were norphing wthout any know edge of what we were
getting into.
"Someday we'll think all this is funny," |
said. "You know, if we happen to live |ong enough.”
I focused nmy mind on the bat norph
we had each acquired. They aren't as creepy as people
think. Certainly not as creepy as norphing a
spider. This particular bat was very small, just a few
inches long. It |ooked like a mouse, with huge ears
and the face of a Pekinese dog. If you forgot about the
| eathery wings, it was just another basic mammal .
But this was one case where the weirdness wasn't
somet hing you saw. | couldn't see anything. Nothing.
| couldn't see nyself shrinking, the ground rushing up



at me. | couldn't see the way mnmy | egs shrank
to al nost not hing and brown fur sprouted from ny body.
I couldn't see the way
my fingers grew so long and a paper-thin | eather web
filled the spaces between them
| saw none of it. | didn't even know | was
a bat, until my bat brain sent an order for
me to open ny nmouth and chirp out a pul se of sound.
| fired a string of superfast sound pul ses. Like
maki ng a | oud machi ne-gun sound, only a | ot
hi gher, and way, way faster
And then .
| ess-than Whoa, hoffgreater-than | said.
The entire black, pitch-black, invisible
room had just lit up
It wasn't like seeing, exactly. It was

like . . . like feeling, alnbst. Except it was like you were
feeling froma distance. |

felt

a vast room |

felt

t housands of wires strung taut, up and down, |eft
to right, at angles.
And, at the center of the room beyond the maze of
wires, |
felt
a raised, flat surface, and a sort of pedestal
There were curling wires coming fromthe top of the pedestal
Al that cane in a flash. Then it was gone. The
others each fired off their own echol ocating bl asts,
but | couldn't
f eel
their sounds as clearly.
| ess-than Okay,
t hat
i s cool eagreater-than Rachel said. |ess-than
That is way cool. greater-than
| ess-than The wires seemawful ly cl ose
t oget her eagreater-than Cassie worried. |ess-than |ike
wi sh we'd had tinme to try out
these wings. | guess all we can do is
hope for the best. Trust the bat to do the flying.
greater-than
| ess-than Abandon yourself to the Force, Cassie
Sky-wal ker caret | said.
| ess-than Thanks, Darth. You first. greater-than
| ess-than Me
first? Oh. greater-than Suddenly, | didn't
feel at all like laughing. | licked ny lips with
my little bat tongue. Assuming | had lips.
wasn't sure.
| opened nmy wings. | spread them w de and
t hought ,
Wll, this should be interesting.
| tested the wings cautiously. They noved
differently than bird wings. Mdre like |I was reachi ng out
with each stroke to grab the air and push it behind ne.
| ess-than Okay. Here goes. greater-than
| fired an echol ocating burst and took off.
Fired again! There were tight strings all around ne!



Left!
Left again!
Down!
No, up!
Right, left, right, right, straight up!
Agai n and agai n the high-pitched sound machi ne
gun fired. Again and again | dodged, mllineters
froma wre.
It was insane! It was so fast ny human brain was
three steps behind. It was instantaneous. It
was i npossible! The speed, the agility, the instant
translation of the echol ocating bl asts.
And suddenly, | was through! | was through the wres.
| landed on the table in the center of the room It was
all over in ten seconds of lunatic flight.
| ess-than Okay, now
t hat
is aroller-coaster ridel Yesffgreater-than I
said, incredibly jazzed from having nade it
| ess-than Yesffgreater-than
The others came, one by one. | could watch them
fly, seeing themin ny echol ocating fl ashes.
Everyone nmade it. And we were feeling pretty good
about it, too. It was a rush
| ess-than W did xffgreater-than | said.
| ess-than These bats can flyffgreater-than
Rachel added.
less-than | s that the crystal 8greater-than
Cassi e asked.
Ax fired a burst and said, |ess-than That nust
be it. greater-than
It was no bigger than a grape. It rested on a
smal | pedestal. Wres -- not the sensor wres,
but curling electrical-type wires, edged in al
around it. But the crystal itself was not attached to anything.
It just lay there, where anyone could grab it.
It nmade a | ow sort of humri ng noise. | know
it makes no sense, but it was alnost |ike that crystal was
alive.
| ess-than Um... | have a stupid
guesti oneagreater-than | said. |ess-than How do we
grab this thing8greater-than
For about ten seconds, no one said a word.
| ess-than W don't have handseagreater-than
Cassie said, pointing out the obvious.
| ess-than W can grab it in our
nmout hseagr eat er -t han Rachel said. |ess-than Ri ght?
Bats eat moths and stuff. They must have pretty
strong jaws. Strong enough to get that crystal back to the
air vent. greater-than
| ess-than Oh, duh. O courseeagreater-than
Jake said, sounding relieved. less-than |I'Il do
it. greater-than
| ess-than |ike believe that may not workeagreater-than
Ax said.
| ess-than Jake8greater-than Cassie
said. |less-than Jake? If you have a crystal in
your mouth, how do you fire the echol o-cating
bur st 8gr eat er -t han
At which point we were suddenly no | onger fee



i ng so good.

| ess-than |ike believe our plan now has sonmewhat
of a flaweagreater-than Ax said quietly.

| ess-than See? We shoul d never get
cockyeagreater-than Cassie said. less-than It's
tenmpting the irony gods. greater-than

| ess-than Irony gods8greater-than Ax
asked.

| ess-than Yeaheagreater-than Cassie said.
| ess-than The bitter spirits who wait around till you
get cocky, then hanmrer you. greater-than

| ess-than These are
real 8great er-than

| ess-than No, of course neagreater-than
Cassie said inpatiently. |ess-than How do we
get out of here with that crystal 8greater-than

| ess-than W power our way oueagreater-than
Rachel said.

Ax said, less-than Erek's opinion was that there
were many guards here in this building. greater-than

| ess-than W didn't see any on
our way through the shaftseagreater-than Jake renarked.
| ess-than But Erek's been pretty

accurate so far. | have a feeling if he says there
are guards here, there are
guar ds

here. great er-t han

| ess-than No choi ceeagreater-than Rachel said.
| ess-than W norph whatever we have that's big,
mean, and nasty, then slam our way out of this place.
greater-than

| ess-than Speaki ng of irony godseagreater-than
I muttered.

| ess-than What do you nean8greater-than Rache
asked.

| ess-than |i ke mean, we canme here to get this
Pemalite crystal so the Chee could be free to be
violent. And now, despite all our clever
pl anni ng, all our sneaki ness and subtlety, we're
stuck in the end going for total Schwarzenegger
greater-than

| ess-than Rachel's righteagreater-than Jake
said. He sighed. less-than W're | ooking at a
fighting retreat. greater-than

Cassie said, less-than like think there's a door
over there. Try echolocating. You'll see
a raised rectangular outline. | think it's a
door. greater-than

| ess-than Yepeagreater-than Jake agreed.
| ess-than Morph out, keep that direction in mnd
Rermor ph, and be ready to haul butt for that door
Head for any way out of this building. Don't stand and
fight, just try to force your way past anyone who cones
after us. greater-than

It was tinmes like this | was gl ad Jake was our
so-cal l ed | eader. W all knew what we had to do,
but someone had to actually
say
it. And boy, was | glad it wasn't ne.

| ess-than |i ke have such a bad feeling about



t heagreater-than | mnuttered.

Have you ever watched those old war novies where the

Ameri cans woul d be headi ng for sone enemy beach? You

know, they'd be in a little boat, riding through the surf,
getting ready to junp out on a beach that was going to be
chewed up by machi ne-gun bullets and nortars?

That's what this felt like. Like we were pretty calm
now, but in a few seconds it was going to be life and
deat h. Thi ngs woul d happen very fast. And none of it was
goi ng to be good.

| mor phed back to human. Then

focused ny mind on the norph | |iked for
fighting.
It was still absolutely dark, so | didn't see

nmy body grow big and hairy. But | could fee

nmy shoul ders bul k up beyond anything any

bodybui | der ever even dreaned of. | could feel the
strength. Strength |like no human coul d ever possess.

It was conforting to think that I was stronger than three,
four, maybe five strong nmen. But not even the

gorilla is invincible.

| ess-than Everyone ready8greater-than Jake
asked.

There in the darkness, near enough to touch, but invisible, was
enough power to shred a small army. Jake was in his tiger
nor ph. Cassi e had gone wol f. Rachel was one
of the few animals mghtier than nmy gorilla:

She was a full-grown, massively powerful

grizzly bear. And Ax ... well, Ax was Ax.

And trust nme, when you've seen an

Andalite in battle, you know that tail is all he
needs.

| ess-than Ready? Wy, |'m | ooking forward

to xeagreater-than

said, trying to sound like | wasn't scared silly.
less-than |'Il go firsteagreater-than

Rachel said. And before anyone had tinme to object

HHHRRRRRAAAAVWNNARRR!
Rachel barreled past me, hitting ne and
practically spinning me around like a top
A mcrosecond | ater.
Scr eeEEEEET! Scr eeEEEEET!

Scr eeEEEEET!

The al arm was deaf eni ng.

The others barreled after her. | hesitated for
just a nmonment while | felt in the dark for the Pe-
malite crystal. Aside fromAx, | was the only
one wi th hands.

Then | went after them | plunged wildly into
total darkness with a tiny crystal in ny massive
fist.

Rachel tore a path through the alarmw res, and
could feel where she had gone. | slamed

into Ax, then bounced into Jake, then sud

denly

VHAM

hit the wall.



Scr eeEEEEET! Scr eeEEEET!

Scr eeEEEET!

Ka- Rrrrunch! A | oud, screeching, tearing
noi se.

Sudden light! | could see.

Man, it was a relief to be able to see sone

thing at |east.

Dimlight came through the door. Or what was |eft

of the door, after Rachel had given the door a thousand
pounds or so of nad, ready-to-fight grizzly.

The door was splinters. It was steel, and it was

still

splinters.
| saw a flash of orange and bl ack, moving
fast but alnost delicately -- Jake, in tiger

nor ph. Cassie the wolf followed him Ri ght behind
her was the one animal that wasn't from anywhere on
Eart h.
There was a hal I way outside. Jake said
| ess-than Leftffgreater-than and we went left.
Past doorways, past offices, past normal
things |ike copiers and computers and fax machi nes and
desks and cubicles, we ran. Rachel was in the
| ead, a huge, lunbering truck on four Iegs.
Her roars mixed with the endl ess scream of the al arns.
Scr eeEEEEET! Scr eeEEEEET!
Scr eeEEEEET!
Suddenl y, anot her door, a dead end. Rache
hit it with her shoul der, and the door was gone. There was a
bi g room beyond. Hi gh ceilings, open space, a
| obby sort of room Wndows! | could see faint
stars through the tinted gl ass.
Escape was just a hundred feet away.
Freedom Life!
And all that stood in our way was twenty nen:
hurman- Control lers, arned with automatic rifles.
And behind them two dozen or nore Hork-Bajir
warriors.
Rachel ' s bear had very poor vision, especially in
this dimlight. |ess-than
Hor k- Baj i r 8gr eat er-t han she asked. |ess-than
Yepeagreater-than | said. |ess-than How
many8gr eat er-than | ess-than Too nany. Wy too
many. greater-than

Dcr eeEEEET! Scr eeEEEEET!
Scr eeEEEET!
The al arm was how i ng. And then, a far worse sound:
Cha- Kl'i ck
The human-Controllers had cocked their rifles,
chanbering a round. If they fired, we'd be
bl own apart before we could twitch.
A human- Control |l er stepped out in front. She
was a ni ce-looking, mnddle-aged woman weari ng
normal street clothes. She had bl eached bl ond
hair. She could have been someone's grandnot her
"S. The Andalite bandits," she said. Her
face was twitching with tension, but she tried to sound
calm "You've done me a big favor. \Wen |
turn you over to Visser Three he'll pronote



me two grades. Maybe three!"

| ess-than Or he nay decide to destroy you
for letting us get this fareagreater-than Ax said
cool ly.

"Surrender. You can't escape," the wonan
snapped. "l1'd rather take you alive, but the Visser
woul d still be happy to have your corpses."

W stared at her. And we stared at the nuzzles
of the twenty automatic rifles that were |evel ed at
us.

| held up ny hand. Between ny thick, brute
fingers | held the Pemalite crystal

The woman turned as pale as her hair.

"Gve nme that."

| shook ny big gorilla head.

"Lower those guns," the wonman snapped.

"What ?" sone guy behind her yelled. "W have then
W have themcol d!"

The wonman's jaw twi tched again, but she stayed in
control. "Wat do you think a bullet would do to that
crystal ?"

"But the odds that a bullet would hit the crysta

It's not going to happen.”

The woman smiled grimy. "That crystal is
worth nore than the nmother ship and everything init,'
Then she started yelling. "You want to shoot? CGo
ahead, fool! If you hit the crystal, you can
explain it to Visser Three."

She got a grip on herself while the guy who
had spoken out decided he was not interested in
expl ai ning anything to Visser Three.

"Al'l human-Controllers, back. Wapons
on safety,"” the wonan snapped.

The rifles faltered, then | owered toward the ground.
But | knew better than to breathe a sigh of
relief. See, | knew what was comi ng next.

The woman | ooked right at ne and snil ed.
"Hork-Bajir, forward."

The Andalite who'd given us our powers had told
us that the Hork-Bajir had once been a gentle,
decent race before they were all enslaved by the
Yeerks. Al Hork-Bajir were Controllers
NOW.

But it was hard to believe the Hork-Bajir had
ever been the sweethearts of the galaxy. They were death
on two | egs: seven feet tall, eight, if you
counted the forward-raked bl ades that protruded fromthe
top of their snake-heads. They had bl ades at their
el bows, blades at their wists, blades at their
knees. They had huge clawfeet |ike
tyrannosaurs, and a short, thick tail that ended in
cruel -1 ooki ng spi kes.

They were wal ki ng razor bl ades. Al sharp
edges and |i ghtning speed.

|'ve fought Hork-Bajir before. And | can
count. Two dozen Hork-Bajir was at |east a
dozen nore than we had any hope of defeating.

Then, behind the Hork-Bajir, beyond the retreating
human-Control |l ers, outside the building,
staring horror-stricken through the glass, | saw

she sai d.



Er ek.

Erek, who could do nothing at all to help us. Wo
was hel pl ess to do anything but w tness our slaughter.
felt like throwing up. The fear was all over me. The
fear was surging through ne, washing over ne, drowning ne
frominside and out.

We were going to | ose.

W were going to die.

And life, any kind of life alnost, is so nuch
better than being dead.

"Attack," the wonman said. Her voice was
nearly a whisper.

The Hork-Bajir |eaped forward, a wall of
sl ashing, whirling bl ades.

Right in front of ne!

SEEEEVWANY

A huge Hork-Bajir slashed and a bright red
line cut across ny black | eather chest!

I swung ny fist and hit the Hork-Bajir
hard enough to fold himin two. But another |eaped over

hi mand cane at me. | blocked his arm but he
kicked at ne with his clawed foot.

I fell back. | |ooked down and saw a
hol e in ny stonach.

A hole! | could see the gorilla's insides!

My insides. M insides!

| ess-than Ahhhhhffgreater-than | screaned in
t hought - speak, as the gorilla bellowed in agony.
The Hork-Bajir |eaped on top of me. |
swung agai n and knocked his |l egs out fromunder him He
toppl ed down, but | anded beside me. My left
hand went to his throat and | squeezed.
squeezed with all the strength I had. The
Hork-Bajir slashed at ne again and opened a gash
inm hairy arm But | kept my grip tight.

| screamed as the Hork-Bajir tw tched and
scrabbled wildly and began to jerk
uncontrol | ably.

The battle raged all around ne.

Screans. Cries. Bellows of animal
rage. The garbled roars of the Hork-Bajir. Even
the guttural roar of the human-Controllers, who
wat ched and cheered the Hork-Bajir on

| saw Jake | eap through the air and cl ose his
jaws around a Hork-Bajir's face.

| saw Rachel swi ng her paw and open up a
Hork-Bajir |ike someone cleaning a fish

| saw Cassie dodging swiftly, biting,
backi ng away, lunging to bite again, red foamflying
from her nuzzle.

And Ax, striking again . . . again . . . again with the
deadl y speed and perfect accuracy of his Andalite
tail.

But we were losing. It would be over in a few
seconds. W were | osing.

| ess-than Oh, Godffgreater-than
someone screaned. Maybe it was ne, | don't know.
| ess-than Hel p! Hel p! Get him off
mef f great er -t han

| ess-than Look ouffgreater-than



| ess-than No! Noooooffgreater-than

It was all one conbi ned thought-speech scream

And still the alarmhow ed its screeEEEEET!

| felt nmy grip weaken on the throat of the
Hork-Bajir. But it didn't matter anynore.

It was safe to Il et himgo.

My vision was red. Red and fading.

| felt a sharp stab as another Hork-Bajir
sunk a blade into ny gorilla heart.

None of it mattered, though. It was all coming to an
end ... all coming to an end. .

Through a red mist | saw a face on the ot her
side of the glass. Erek. Sonmehow, in the battle,
| had ended up not far fromthe wall of w ndows.

Erek was just a few feet away. Just on the other
side of the gl ass.

| felt something hard in ny palm The crystal

| craw ed. A vicious Hork-Bajir
kick, and I went sprawling right against the gl ass.

| ess-than Oh . . . noeagreater-than | said.
| could see the damage the kick had done.
| was dead. | could feel ny brain shutting down.

Human-Control l ers were closing in around ne,
hamrering ne with the butts of their rifles.

Wth ny |ast ounce of strength, | ranmed ny
fist through the gl ass.
| felt strong fingers pry open nmy hand. | felt
the fingers lift out the crystal
And then . . . later, nuch later, someone
sl apped ny face.

"Mor ph back, Marco. Morph back! Do it!"

-L woke up on the ground. Not a floor, the
ground. Dirt and | eaves.

| sat up very fast. | |ooked at ny body.

"Hurman!" | said. | wanted to cry fromthe sheer
relief of being nyself again. Myself and alive.

| | ooked around. Jake. Cassie. Rachel
Ax. Al there! Al human! Except for Ax,

of course.
Tobi as was perched in the tree above us.
Soneone el se was there, too. | heard a voice
sobbi ng.
"You okay, Marco?" Jake asked.
"Yeah. Yeah. Ch, man. Man, | was so

cl ose to being dead!"
"You were," Jake said solemmly. "He gave you
an electric shock to start your heart again."
"Who di d?"
Jake jerked his head toward the source of the crying.
It was Erek, sitting in the dirt with his head down.
"Where are we?" | asked
"Little bunch of trees, just down from Mat-corn
O what's left of Matcom"
"How did we get here? How did we get out of
t hat place? W were toast!"
Cassi e canme over and sat beside ne. "You saved
us by getting the crystal to Erek. He used it. He
rewote his programing. He's the one who
" She | ooked away. "He . . ."



"He took care of the Hork-Bajir," Rache

said. "I saw sone of it. | was still conscious."”
| was confused. "How did Erek take care of the
Hor k-Baj i r ?"

| ess-than He destroyed them al | eagreater-than
Ax said.

| al most | aughed. "Erek took out two dozen
Hor k-Baj i r ?"

No one |aughed with nme. Erek had stopped sobbing.
| thought,
Why woul d a robot cry?

| ess-than All the Hork-Bajireagreater-than
Ax said. less-than All the
human-Controllers. All of them greater-than

| stood up. | could see the Matcom
building. It was only a few hundred yards
away. There was a big hole in the front gl ass.
| had a very bad feel-
i ng about what was on the other side of that glass.

Al 1 could think of to say was,
"Al
of then®"

"It |asted about ten seconds," Rachel said.
She cl osed her eyes, trying not to renenber what
she had seen. But | guess the inages weren't
easily shut out. She opened her eyes again, and to ny
utter amazenent, | saw tears.

That's what brought the horror hone to ne --
Rachel ' s tears.

| ess-than It was extrenely
brut al eagreater-than Ax said. |ess-than Very
brutal, and very swift. He carried us here. He
revived you. He even reattached ny arm
greater-than

| saw a scar on Ax's left arm

"He hasn't said anything since then,"
Cassie said sadly. "He won't talk to any of
us."

"He saved us, though, right?" | said.

"Yeah," Cassie agreed, sniling a deeply
sad smile. "He saved our lives. And lost his
own soul . "

I went to Erek. | wanted to thank him |
wanted to tell himhe' d done what was right. He'd
beaten the bad guys. Saved the good guys.

He stood up as | cane over

"You okay, man?" | asked him

He | ooked at ne with hol ographi c human
eyes. Maybe he had to
choose
to make themcry. Maybe he had to choose to give
them that enpty, hollow |l ook. | don't know what
the connection is
bet ween the android Chee and his projected human body.
But his expression answered ny question.

No. Erek was not okay.

"You saved our lives, Erek," | said.

"How do you . . . how do you live with the menory?"
he asked ne.

I knew what he meant. See, win or |ose,



right or wong, the menory of viol ence
sits inside your head. It sits there, like some |unp
you can't quite swallow It sits there, a black hole
t hat darkens hope, and eats away at everyday
happi ness |like a cancer. It's the shadow you take
into your own heart and try to live with.
| shrugged. "I guess | try not to think about
it. I try and forget. And after a while, the
ni ght mares don't happen as nuch."
Erek put a finger to his head. "Android," he
said. He made a bitter, ruined smle. "I
can't forget. See? | can never forget
anyt hi ng. "
| looked at him Already in ny own human
m nd, the nenories of that night's horror were
fadi ng. The flash of blades and the pain and the sickening
feeling of nmy fist closing around the
Hork-Bajir's throat . . . they were being covered
over by scar tissue.
VWhat if | could never forget?
VWhat if all those nenories were fresh forever?
| realized then why the Pemalites had forbidden their
creatures to kill. The Chee lived forever. Forever was
along time to remenber what Erek had done
"I"'msorry," | said.
Erek nodded. "Yes." He held out his
clenched fist, palmdown. | knew what he was
doing. | didn't want it. But | held out ny
own hand, and took the Permalite crystal from him
"I'"ve changed mny programi ng back," Erek

said. "W ... | ... maybe at tines | can
tell you things. Information. But 1'll never fight
again. | can't join this war, my friend."

He wal ked away. W& went to our hones and
craw ed i nto beds our parents never knew we'd
left.
I was beyond exhausted. But | couldn't sleep
Too many images. Too many nenories. And
was afraid of the nightnmares.
There are evil things in life, and | guess there
are times when a human being has to fight those evils.
| closed ny eyes and wandered | ost and afraid
t hrough mmy ni ght mares.
And already, nmy mind was forgetting
Teah! Yeah! Go boy!"
Honer ran flat out, kicking up divots of sand
as the Frisbee soared over his head. Wth a burst of
speed, Honer got out in front of the Frisbee,
junped, pivoted in midair, and snatched the disc
out of the air. His junp carried himto the water's edge
and he landed in the surf.
"Yeah! Good boy!" Jake said.
"Not bad," | said. "He's not quite that Frisbee
dog we saw on TV, but he's not bad."
"Hey, that was a
pr of essi ona
Frisbee dog. Homer's just in it for the sport.
Homer doesn't even have any endorsenents.”
Honer cane trotting back across the sand with the
Frisbee in his nouth.



It was a week after our battle for the Pemalite
crystal. Jake and | were at the beach. Tobias was
hi gh overhead, riding the thermals. | didn't know
where the others were.

And mmy hair had finally grown out a little. But
I'"d gotten used to having it shorter. | decided
to keep it that way, just to spite everyone.

There weren't that many people on the beach because it was a little
too chilly for lying out. Instead, people cane down and
flew kites, or wal ked al ong, | ooking for sand
dollars and shells. And they played with their dogs.

Jake knelt down and tried to take the
Frisbee from Honmer. But Homer, |ike just about every dog
in all of history, refused to give it up

"They just don't get the point of this whole
gane," | said. "You throw, they catch
they bring it back for you to throw again. Wiy is that so
hard to figure out?"

Jake scratched right behind Homer's ear, and
Hormer dropped the Frisbee. "Ch, they know how
to play the gane, all right," Jake said with a | augh
"For them the game is "I throw, they catch, they
bring it back, they get a good head scratch

t hen
they give up the Frisbee.""
But just then, Homer lost all interest in the

Frisbee. Two dogs were trotting by, tails in
the air. Homer jogged over to greet them They
sni ffed each other by way of introduction, then took
of f,
running |ike the giddy, happy, always-excited, dog
goofs they were.

It made nme snmile to watch them

"It nust have been a nice place," | said.

Jake knew exactly what | was tal king about.
"Yeah. A planet where the people were as sweet and
decent as dogs. Yeah, that woul d have been okay."

"I ran into Erek at the 7-El even yesterday,"
| said. "I think he was | ooking for a place to
"accidentally" run into nme. Anyway, he gave
me a phone nunber. He says it's an
absol utely safe phone. He says the Yeerks
couldn't tap it or trace it if they tried.”

"Yeah? So?" Jake asked.

| shrugged. "So, he says if we ever need him
we coul d | eave a nessage at that nunber. And if
he has sonmething to tell us, he'll record a
message for us."

"Huh, " Jake grunted. "Think anything will ever
come of it?"

"I don't know," | said honestly. "But I
think the Chee are going to go on fighting the Yeerks.
They' Il just be doing it in their own way."

| reached into nmy pocket and drew out the small,
di anondl i ke crystal. "I still have this, by the way.
| don't know what to do about it. Erek didn't even
want to talk about it. But this is the
nost powerful conputer ever created. It could rewite
the Ghees' progranmng. It could take over every
conputer on Earth. The Permalite crystal. W



al nrost died getting it. What am| supposed to do with
it?"

Jake and | stood there, |ooking down at nore power
t han any human had ever held in his hand.

Suddenly, | realized we weren't al one.
Honer and the other two dogs were standing right
in front of us, watching us. | know this sounds

crazy, but | swear sone flicker of intelligence
appeared in those | aughi ng dog eyes.

The three of them | ooked at us, and we | ooked
back.

| held out ny hand, pal mup, to show the dogs the
crystal. Homer scarfed the crystal out of ny hand as
if it were a dog biscuit. But he didn't
swallow it, just held it in his teeth, where it
glittered |like a dianond.

The three dogs turned and ran down the beach
They ran into the surf and splashed out into the water
paddling for a dozen feet or so.

Then they cane back to shore, and had a gl orious
ti me shaking thensel ves violently and sprayi ng water al
over two old | adies who were hunting shells.

Maybe soneday the Pemalite crystal will wash
back up on sone beach sonewhere. Maybe
by the tinme it does, we'll be as wise as the race that

created it.
"Homer!" Jake yelled. He threw the
Fri sbee
And all three of the dogs, happy, silly,
loving fools that they were, went racing after it.
Don't; m ss
™
8:42 P.m
It was crowded inside the Bug fighter
Especi al | y because Ax takes up a |ot of room
But we huddl ed together and | ooked over Ax's
shoul ders as he worked the controls. And we | ooked
past Ax, out through the transparent panels at the
front of the Bug fighter.
| ess-than This ship is very difficult
to handl eeagreater-than Ax said. |ess-than The
design is strange. Sone controls are
psychotronic. But others require physica
handl i ng. Unfortunately, those controls are designed
for Taxxons. They have nore hands than |ike. greater-than
"Can we do anything to hel p?" | asked.
| ess-than Soneone shoul d take the weapons
st ati oneagreater-than Ax said.
"Cool ," Marco said. He | eaped forward, but |
was cl oser.
| slipped into the area beside Ax. Ax's pilot
"seat" wasn't a seat at all, of course
Taxxons are |ike huge centipedes, so they can't
really sit. Which was good, because Ax doesn't sit,
ei ther.
But the weapons station was built for
Hork-Bajir. Hork-Bajir are seven feet
tall and have thick, spikey tails, but they do sit.
" No
way



you shoul d handl e the weapons," Marco said, |eaning over

nmy shoul der. "1 kick your butt in video
ganes. "
"Yeah, right," | said. "In sone alternate

uni verse, maybe."

"Grab the joystick," Marco suggest ed.

As strange as it seens, there actually was a
joystick. It was for nuch bigger hands than mine, and the
two buttons on it were clunmsy to reach. But it was a
j oysti ck.

"Maybe | should test the weapons,” | said
to AX.

| ess-than Yeseagreater-than he said tersely,

di stracted.

We were rising up through the atnmosphere. W were
above the clouds already. |I could see brief flashes
of the lights of the city down below, but nostly it was
cl ouds and nore clouds.

But we weren't rising as fast as | would have
expected. Ax was definitely working to control the
shi p.

| |1 ooked ahead, saw nothing in the way, and
pressed one of the buttons on the joystick
Not hi ng
Ax gl anced over. |l ess-than That was the safety.

The Dracon beam shoul d be arnmed now. See the screen

bef ore you? The red circle is how you aim Use a

conbi nati on of noving the joystick, but also use your mind
greater-than

Marco put his hand on ny shoul der. "Phasers
on full power!" he said in a Captain Picard
Engli sh accent. "Arm photon torpedoes! If the

Borg want a fight, we'll give them one!
Make it sol!”
I nmoved the joystick and watched the target
circle track across the screen. It still showed nothing

but starry sky. That shoul d be safe enough
| squeezed the second button
TSEWNAWN  TSEVWNAN
Twin red beans of light fired forward, converging
too far away for ne to see
"Yes! Most splendid!" Marco yell ed.
"Ckay, that
was
cool , "
| admitted, trying not to cackle |like an
idiot with his first video gane.
"Boys with their toys," Cassie teased gently.
| ess-than Prince Jake8greater-than Ax said.
| ess-than |ike must apol ogi ze. greater-than
"\Nhy 2"
| ess-than like did not at first realize: This Bug
fighter's cloaking field is not working. greater-than
It took a few seconds for ne to track on

that. "You mean . . . people can see us?"

| ess-than The clouds will hide us from people on the
groundeagreater-than Ax said. |ess-than But
human radar will observe us. In fact, they have al ready

observed us. greater-than
"Uh- oh. Maybe we better get higher," |



suggest ed.

| ess-than Yes. But we are rising slowy.
don't know why. And there are two objects
approachi ng us. greater-than

"Probably just airliners,"” Rachel said.

| ess-than The objects are noving at
one-and-a-hal f times the speed of soundeagreater-than
Ax said.

"Ckay, that's not a passenger plane," Marco
sai d.

| groaned. "Mlitary jets. Onh,
man, it's the Air Force after us. They're "good
guys." They're on our side. W can't shoot
t hem down. "

Suddenly .

SWDOOOOSH

SWDOOOOSH

Two pale gray jets blew past us. The
backwash rattled the Bug fighter

| ess-than |ike can access their radio
si gnal seagreater-than Ax said. And a second | ater
we heard the voice of one of the pilots.

"Un . . . Base Control, | ... um

Bogi e is of an unknown type. Say again,
unknown type."

"Definitely unknown,'
"Way unknown."

"W're com ng around for another pass."

| looked at Ax. "W really don't want
to get shot down by a couple of F-sixteens."

| ess-than No, Prince Jake. That woul d be
enbarrassing. | believe | now know how to increase
congreater-than
FAH VWH CH 0000000 M

Suddenly, we were outta there. Qut of the clouds. CQut
of the atnosphere.

"Yes! This thing can nove!" Marco exulted.

"W need to buy this gane."

We heard a fainter, crackling voice over the
radio. "Did you see that? Did you see that thing
nove, Colonel? Did you see that? Wat the -"

Then we were out of range, still zoom ng straight up
into black space. Below us | could see the
curvature of the earth. It |ooked just |like one of those
pictures the shuttle astronauts take fromup in
orbit.

"That's so beautiful," Cassie said. "Look
at that! You can see daylight com ng up over the Red
Sea. "

| ess-than Excuse meeagreater-than Tobi as
said, less-than but | don't think the Red Sea
is exactly on the way to Washington, D.c.
greater-than

"Yeah, | guess not," | said. Although it was such
a wonderful sight that | alnpst didn't want
to worry about where we were going. "Ax, nmaybe we'd
better slow down, get sone idea of where Washi ngton
is and -"

| ess-than No! Noffgreater-than Ax snapped.

I was shocked. Ax is always polite.

the other pilot said.



| ess-than No, Prince
Jakeeagreater-than he said, a little nore calnly.
| ess-than W cannot sl ow down. greater-than

"What's the matter?" Cassie asked him
Ax pointed at one of the view screens before him
On the screen | saw stars. Then the noon cane
into view, a vast gray-and-white |ightbulb.

And sil houetted agai nst the gl owi ng noon was a shape.
It was |ike some nedieval battle-ax. The rear half
was a two-headed bl ade. Fromthe nmiddle, |ike an ax
handl e, extended a | ong shaft. At the end of the
shaft was a triangul ar head, very much like an arrow s
poi nt .

It was black on black. And even if you had
never seen it before and had no idea what it was, you'd
know ri ght away it was death.

I

had seen
it. | stggnew what it was.
"The Bl ade ship," | whispered.

The Bl ade ship of Visser Three.



