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3 For Al exander and Maxx Leach And for M chael and Jake

4

Then | typed in nmy code word, which is a series of letters and nunbers.

I moved the nmouse and placed the arrow on "Sign On." | clicked the
nouse. And | waited while the nodem di al ed.

My nanme is Jake
Just Jake. | can't tell you ny |ast nane.

My name online is Bball24. At least, that's close to being ny real

online nane. | have to be careful, even about that. See, nothing is safe
fromthe Yeerks. | could give you nmy actual screen name and they could
find me.

That woul d be the end of Jake and Bbal | 24.

5 Al ny friends. And, just maybe, the entire human race.

You want to know what mnmy screen nane neans? Well, | used to be really
into basketball. | tried out for our teambut didn't nake the cut. But
nmy best gane ever | scored twenty-four points. So that's what Bball24 is
about: basketball, twenty-four points.

Ki nd of dumb now, | guess. Basketball isn't all that inportant to ne

anynore. And not just because | didn't nake the team It's just that |I'm
pl aying a nuch nore intense gane now.

I"man Aninorph. It's a made-up word. You won't find it in any
dictionary. My best friend Marco came up with it. It's short for "Aninal
Mor pher . "

It's what we are, thanks to an alien who died trying to save the people
of Earth. He gave us the power to norph. To beconme any ani mal whose DNA
we coul d absorb through touch. W use this power to fight the Yeerk

i nvasi on of Earth.

That's another word you won't find in the dictionary: Yeerk. But the
word has a terribly real meaning. The Yeerks are a species of parasitic
slug. Yeerks live in the brains of other species. They live inside
Taxxons, inside Hork-Bajir, inside Gedds, and | guess inside a few
Leerans. And, unfortunately for all the free races of the universe, they
live inside the brain of one Andalite.

They live in the brains of humans, too. Human-Controllers. That's a
human who isn't exactly human anynore. A human-Controller is a slave to
the Yeerk in its head.

How many hunmans have the Yeerks infested? W don't know. Too many. M
brother Tomis one of them Marco's nother is one. Qur assistant
principal at school is one. W' ve seen human-Controller cops,
human-Control | er teachers, and even a TV star who wanted to becone a
human-Controller - weird as that nay seem

They are everywhere. They can be anyone.



And that's why we fight. That's why we undergo the nightmarish
transformations into animal form again and agai n. Because our only
weapons are the ani mals we becone.

| connected at 38,400 bps. | wish | had a faster nbdem but at | east
this one is better than nmy old 14, 400.

Sone of fers popped up on the screen. Wuld | like to apply for a Wb
Access Anerica Visa card? No. Wuld | like to buy a new antivirus
progran? No.

"You've got mail," the conputer said with a sort of mechanica
excitement. Like it cared that | had E-mail.

| clicked on the mail icon. Three E-mails. One was a chain letter.
dunped it. One was from sone guy who nmust have thought | cared about

6 politics. It was sone stupid conspiracy theory. | dunped it, too.

The third was from"Cassie98." | opened it and read it.

"Jake, oooh baby, you are the man for nme. | |ove your big nmanly

shoul ders. | |ove your piercing brown eyes. (They are brown, right?) But
nost of all, | love the nmacho, manly way you boss us all around,
snappi ng out orders left and right. |I think of you as the new 3 int

Eastwood. | must have you all to nyself. Signed, Cassie. XXX "

| sighed. Marco, of course. Cassie seldom goes online, and never sends

E-mail, and would certainly never send me such a stupid E-mail. Kind of
a shame, actually. But this was definitely the work of Marco, using one
of his many fake screen nanes.

| clicked on the "Create Mail" command. | thought for a noment, then typed.
"Cassi e, you know | |ike you, too. But | have vowed not to get involved
with any girl until my best friend, Marco, gets at |east one girl to
like him And since we know that's never going to happen, | guess we'll
never get together. Signed, Jake."

| sent the E-mail, feeling pretty pleased with nmyself. Marco would get a
[ augh out of it. Marco always | ooks for the humor in any situation and
he doesn't mind if the joke is on him As long as it's funny.

7 1 was going to sign off because, as usual, | couldn't really think of
much to do online. But then | had this weird urge. | don't know why. |
clicked on the Internet icon and brought up the Wb browser.

In the search space | typed the word "Yeerk."

| clicked on "Search Now. "

It took a few seconds to get the answer back. | expected to get nothing.
There was no reason for there to be a Wb site using the keyword
"Yeerk." Like | said, it's not a word in any dictionary.

But then, to ny utter amazenent, up popped the list of hits.

There was exactly one.



I clicked on the blue hypertext Iink.

And suddenly | realized we Aninorphs were not as alone as we'd thought.
"T

| here's a Yeerk home page?" Marco asked

i ncredul ously. "Wat do they have there? JPEGs of Yeerk slugs? Links to
other alien invaders' Wb sites? Ads for Yahoo's alien parasites selection?"

I'd gotten everyone together. Not in any of our usual places, |ike
Cassie's barn or the edge of the woods. | needed access to a conputer
And Marco's was better than mine, so we all went over to his house.

Marco's dad works with conputers, so Marco has all the | atest, cool est
stuff. At least by human standards. Ax was with us, in his disturbingly
attractive human norph. Ax's real nane is Aximli-Esgarrouth-Isthill.
He's an An-dalite, which neans that his own body is a m x of

deer, human, and scorpion, with blue fur and a pair of extra eyes
nount ed on stal ks.

"Way is it working so slowy? Lee. Slooooow|ee?" Ax asked.

| forgot to mention that in his own body Ax has no nouth. Wen he's in a
human nmorph with a human nouth he finds it very entertaining to play

wi th sounds. The rest of us find it very annoying, but hey, we each have
our faults.

"Look, Space-boy, this is the fastest nodem around, okay?" Marco said
defensively. "Fifty-six thousand bits per second."

"Fifty-six thousand? Not millions, at least? MIIl-yuns. MIlie-yuns." He
[ aughed. "I like that word. It makes nice sounds in my human mouth.”

Rachel rolled her eyes. "Yeah. It's a swell sound. Sonmetines | just lie
in bed for six or seven hours doing nothing but saying 'mllion.""

Ax was totally unfazed. "That is a sarcasm sound, right?"

"Sarcasm Asm Casm Yeah, that was sarcasm Ax," Rachel said. But she
| aughed in a nonsarcastic way and shook her head, causing her vol umes of
bl ond hair to shake silkily.

Rachel is nmy cousin, so | don't think of her as beautiful; but every
ot her person does. She's not just beautiful; she's one of those people
who al ways seens to have a special spotlight on them wherever they go.

8 But Rachel isn't about |ooks. | know this sounds corny, |ike something
froma sword-and-sorcery ganme, but Rachel is a warrior. | don't know
what she'd have becone in her life if this war with the Yeerks hadn't
happened. But once it did happen, it was |ike Rachel had found her place
in the universe, you know? Like it was all sone inevitable part of her
desti ny.

Personally, | don't feel that way. |I'd be happy to go back to being a
normal guy. But | don't know about Rachel. There's sonmething fierce
i nsi de her.



"So, let's see this famous Wb page," Tobias said. "I have to get hone.
There's some guy trying to nove in on ny neadow. | have to be there to
keep up ny claim"

"Anot her red-tail?" Cassie asked him

Tobi as jerked his head toward her. It was a very birdlike novenent.
"Yes. And he's tough."

The Tobias | was | ooking at was the sane Tobias |I'd first met with his
head in a toilet and two bullies holding himupside down. But that was
an illusion. Tobias had broken rul e nunmber one of norphing: Never stay
nmore than two hours in a nmorph or you stay permanently.

Tobias is now a red-tailed hawk. He lives as a hawk, hunts as a hawk,
and eats as a hawk. But he was able to recover his power to norph. He is

9 still a hawk. But he can nmorph into his old human body for two hours
at a tinme.

If he stays | onger, he's back to being human. But he'd | ose his norphing
powers forever. And he wants to stay in the fight.

Tobi as has been changed nore than any of us by all this. Not just
physically. He's |l ost nore. G ven up nore.

"Ckay, here it is," | said as the Wb page filled the nmonitor screen

Cassie | eaned over nme to see better. She pressed her hand on ny shoul der
to support herself.

"This page is devoted to letting the world know about the Yeerk threat!
This is not a joke. This is not the usual Internet nonsense. This is
serious. This is deadly serious."

| |1 ooked over ny shoul der at Cassie. "See? Yeerks. A Wb page about
Yeerks. Do you believe this?"

She shook her head. "No. It's bizarre."

The page had four icons. "Facts about Yeerks," "Suspected Human-Yeerks,"
"Types of Yeerks," and "Chat About Yeerks."

"Have you already checked all these out?" Tobias asked.

Before | could answer, Marco grabbed ny shoul der. "You disabl ed your
cooki es, right?"

10 "Hi s cooki es?" Cassie asked. "Disabl ed cookies? Excuse ne?"

Marco rolled his eyes. "You really need to think about joining up with
this century, Cassie. A cookie is a Wb browser tag that can give a Wb
site some informati on about you. Not you, you. But your screen nane."

"I disabled it,” | said, with a wink for Cassie.

"Di sabl ed cookies," she said with a derisive snort. "Conputer nerds have

this ridicul ous need to make up stupid ternms for everything. Al they
want to do is nake normal people feel "



She went on about it for a while. Cassie believes in real things like
peopl e and animals. She's not exactly a big fan of technol ogy.

"So. What did you look at, Jake?" Marco asked me, giving Cassie a
di sdai nful , pitying | ook, which she ignored.

"Well, | |looked at Types of Yeerks.' There's a drawi ng of something that
| ooks kind of like a Hork-Bajir. But there are two other draw ngs that
don't | ook l|ike anything we've seen."

| clicked to that page. Up came the drawi ng of the Hork-Bajir.
"Not bad, "Rachel said.

"Cbvi ously, whoever drew that had a pretty good i dea what a Hork-Bajir
| ooked |ike," Marco said.

The ot her draw ngs appeared jerkily on the

11 screen. One | ooked |ike a standard, C ose Encounters of the Third
Kind type of alien. The other two | ooked Iike a Cardassian from Deep
Space Nine and a Narn from Babyl on Five.

"Someone' s been wat ching too much TV," Marco said with a derisive |augh
"Ax, have you ever seen any real aliens that |ook |ike those?"

"Li ke that one, yes." He pointed at the fetal -1oo0king C ose Encounters
alien. "It is simlar to the mature phase of a species called Skrit Na
The Skrit, the immature phase, is like a giant cockroach. This could be
a Na. Only Na usually walk on all fours |like sensible creatures.
Rea-tures. Cuh-reee-chers. My brother, Elfangor, once had sonme big
adventure involving Skrit Na. But he never told me nmuch about it. The
ot her species are all unknown to ne."

"So. What does this tell us?" | asked.

"The accurate Hork-Bajir picture could be a coincidence,"” Marco said,

"or maybe it's a mx of real information and bogus information. O maybe
someone out there knows nore about Yeerks and the various species

t hey' ve conquered than Ax knows."

Cassi e nodded her agreenent. "A mx of truth and lies, or else a
coi nci dence. "

"A'mx of truth and lies' is like the definition of the Internet,"”
Rachel said. "Equal parts reality and del usion."

13 "It's the same thing in the 'Facts about Yeerks' and the section
about human-Controllers. Not that they use the term'Controllers,'" |
said. "Sone of it may be true. But nost of it is bull. | nean, it's |ike
supposedly every politician in the country is a Controller. If that were
true, the Yeerks would have al ready won."

| clicked on the Iist anyway and the others all crowded in close to | ook
over ny shoul der.

"The President," Cassie read. "Yeah, right. And the Vice President.
Speaker of the House. Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. Good grief."

"Hey, wait," Marco said. "John Tesh is listed. That | can believe. Snoop



Dogg? | don't think so. The Spice Grls? They suck, but | don't know if
they're Controllers."

"This is ridiculous,"” Rachel said. "This is a waste of tine. Some
typical Internet wacko picked the word ' Yeerk' out of thin air and
decided to nmake a Wb page. It doesn't nmean anything."

"That was ny reaction, too," | said. "Then | saw this name." | used the
nouse to point.

"Chapman! " Rachel said. "Huh."

Chapman is our assistant principal. He's also a high-ranking Yeerk and a
maj or supervi sor of The Sharing. The Sharing is a front organization.
They pretend to be a sort of coed Boy Scouts or whatever, but they are a
Yeer k organi zati on.

12

Whi ch nade nme wonder. "So if whoever put this page together really knows
anyt hi ng about Yeerks, why isn't there anything about The Sharing?"

Cassi e nodded. "Good question. Maybe they don't know about The Sharing."
"Or maybe this whole thing is nothing but a Yeerk trap,"” Tobias said.

"Exactly," Rachel agreed. "Then they woul dn't want anyone know ng what
The Sharing really is, would they?"

"So why nention Chapman?"

"It's a pretty comon nane,"” Marco pointed out. "Could be random Could
be coi nci dence. "

| pushed back fromthe conputer and | ooked at ny friends. "If this thing
is real, then maybe we have allies out there who could help us."

"But if it's just a Yeerk trap then we could be the mce, and this
stupid Web page could be the cheese,” Rachel said.

W all just kind of |ooked at each other for a while, shrugging.
Then Cassie said, "What about the chat roon®"

"There's supposedly a schedul ed chat starting right about now " | said.
"But | wasn't sure if it was safe for one of us to go there. A chat room
goes beyond just disabling cookies. How secure are screen nanes?"

14 Marco grinned. "A lot nore secure after | get done. See, | have the
access codes for the systemat ny dad's work. So | can hack in through -

"Excuse me, Prince Jake," Ax interrupted, "but if you would like | can
encode Marco's software in a way that will make it inpossible for anyone
to trace you. Wiy is it called software?"

| glanced at Marco. He's proud of his skills. But the truth is, Ax is
about three centuries ahead of us in conputers.

Marco threw up his hands. "Fine. Go for it



"There is only so much | can do with this very prinmtive system" Ax
sai d. "Two-di mensi onal screen, an actual keyboard instead of a decent
psychic link, rigid codes ... I'mnot an archaeologist. |I don't know
much about ancient types of conputers.”

Just the sane, he sat down and in three mnutes had typed in a code that
made Marco's system hack- proof.

"Ckay. So. Do we chat about Yeerks?" Cassie asked.

"Yep. We chat about Yeerks."

151,

you' ve never seen a conputer chat room before, it's kind of confusing.
It's like a conversation between people who aren't really listening to

each ot her.

Pl us everyone can only type about ten words at a tine, so it gets pretty
confusing. But you get used to naking sense of it after a while.

The six of us watched, fascinated, as the conversation went scrolling
down the screen. A conversation about things we thought only we knew about.

YeerKiller9: there's no way! GoVikes: You have to chop them

up to be sure they're

real ly

17 Chazz:

GoVi kes: YeerKiller9:

Chazz:

Yr kHSer: @unp8293:

Chazz:

YeerKiller9: Gunmp8293:

GoVi kes: CKDsweet :

GoVi kes: @np8293:

Why don't we get serious here? The Yeerks are dead.

Listen to me, | was infested by a Yeerk. It

only getting stronger. And instead of using this Chat to plan Kill al
Yeerks! | think my dad is one. What can | do? sonme action, we end up

doi ng nothing, was only by a mracle | escaped.

| mean it's weird because ny dad actually seenms in some ways. But Yeerks
are like wornms. If you just cut themin

can anyone help me? There's this organization called half they just grow
again, he is too nice. He's



16

got all these new friends

suddenl y and

YrkHSer: Kill all Yeerks ! CKDsweet: the sharing, and | think
they are all Yeerks.

| | ooked at Marco. He nodded.

"The Sharing," he nmuttered. "Interesting. See if anyone stonps on that."
Sure enough, soneone did. The supposedly enthusiastic Yeerk hater
YrkHSer: The sharing is okay. | checked them out.

Chazz: Wong. The sharing is a Yeerk front organization

YrkHSer: No way. They're |ike Boy Scouts.

"Whoa, " Rachel said.

"This Chazz guy seens fairly serious,"” Tobias offered.

"YrkHSer may be a Controller hinmself," | said.

"Or he may just be m staken," Cassie pointed out.
@Qunp8293: he's with themall the tinme. The other day |
18

Carlito: Gunmp8293: Carlito: Meghom

GoVi kes: Meghbm CoVi kes:

|'ve discovered that Yeerks need to go sonepl ace secret and heard mny dad
and these new friends whispering about

feed or replenish. Every three days. | think they soneone called
"Visher" or "Vister" or sonething, get out of their host body to do
this. Gump, | think it's "Visser." | think a Visser is like a they're
like snails, only without a shell, general or sonething. | think Visser

is a rank. Rank. LOL. Totally rank

"GoVi kes is just your standard chat room noron," Marco said. "But Chazz
and Meg and Carlito seemlike they may know sonet hi ng. "

"Qunp is sad," Cassie said. "Wrried about his dad."

"Yeah, well, it's a sad world all around,” Marco said harshly.

I had known for a while that Marco's not her

19 is a Controller. In fact, she's Visser One, a very high-ranking

menber of the Yeerk hierarchy. But the others had only | earned recently.
And Marco is allergic to pity so he has to act extra tough



@Qunp8293: Isn't there any way for ne to get ny dad to stop being
YrkHSer: Kill all Yeerks!

@Qunp8293: a Yeerk?

YrkHSer: Talk to your dad. Tell himwhat you think

Chazz: NO GQunp. Say NOTHING to your father. If you say anything you'l
be next.

MegMom GQGunp, listen to Chazz. He's right. You can't do
FiteyVWw: H everyone.

MegMom anything to save your father. Al you can do is get hurt.
Fitey777: | have a nanme to add to the list of known YeerKks.
@Qunp8293: | have to DO somet hi ng.

FiteyVWW: Charles J. Sofor. He's the deputy police chief in
YrkHSer: Kill all Yeerks!

Chazz: Hello Fitey.

20 MeghMbm Good, Fitey's here. FiteyVWW:. the capital. | amclose
to getting the location GoVikes: chop himup in little

pi eces. Fitey777: of a Yeerk feeding area.

"So, what do we think?" | asked the group

Rachel sighed. "Who can tell? Maybe sone of these guys are for real. But
maybe it's all a Yeerk scamto lure people in."

"Li ke Gunmp," Cassie said. "They may be trying to get his name and
address so they can warn his father, the Controller."

"I suspect a Yeerk scam" Tobi as said.

"I'"d go that way, too," Rachel said.

Cassi e shook her head. "lI'mnot so sure. There's something real and
genui ne about some of these people. Not all. YrkHSer is probably a
Controller. But Gunp is real. |I'd bet onit."

| learned to trust Cassie's instincts about people |long ago. "I get the
same feeling," | said. "Ax?"

"Who can tell? This primtive means of comuni cati on makes it inpossible
to judge. Now that humans have the tel ephone, why do they still use this
primtive systen®"

"Actually, the phone was invented first," | said. "This is nore nodern."

21 Ax laughed. "Humans. You invent the book first, then the computer
Puter. Tel ephone before conputer. Very backward."



"Marco? What do you think?"

Marco tilted his head back and forth in a "who knows?" gesture. "If |
had to guess, 1'd say a little of both. Maybe this Wb page was created
by Yeerks to help them|ocate any humans who know about them But at the
same time, maybe it got a little out of their control. | nean, naybe
Chazz, Carlito, Fitey, and Meg are all for real."

| nodded. "W need to try and find out who these people are. Ax? Can you
hack in and penetrate the protected screen nane files?"

| stood up and Ax sat stiffly in the chair. He placed his unfaniliar
human fingers on the keys. "Wat is 'Caps Lock'?"

"Forget 'Caps Lock.'"
"Yes, Prince Jake."
| sighed. "I'"'mnot a prince," | said for probably the millionth tinmne.

Ax entered the conmputer's software and began to wite furiously. But
after a few mnutes he was obviously frustrated.

"\What ?" Marco nocked. "A superior Andalite can't hack into the Wb
Access America conputer?”

"Can you?" Ax asked him
"No. "

22 "Ah." He went back to typing furiously. Then he pushed the keyboard
away, alnmost angrily. "The npst basic systems are not usable.”

"I'n other words, you can't do it?" | said.

"No. This machine and the central conputer are both too primtive.

tried to reconfigure the software, but it is not enough." He brightened.
"However, | fixed it so Marco will now be able to win any online
conput er game he pl ays."

"I already win every gane," Marco |ied

"Your win and lose ratio is stored in the cornputer, Marco," Ax pointed
out. "You do not win every gane. You win forty-two percent of the tine.
Ratio. Horatio. Ray. Shee. Oh."

"I't would be nice to know if these guys are for real," Cassie said. "W
may have allies out there. And there may be people |ike Gunmp who we
could help."

| held out ny hands. "So? How do we get the real nanes behind the screen
names?"

"I'f we busted into WAA's main office ..." Marco began
"I nvade Wb Access Anerica?" Rachel said, grinning.

"Yeah," Marco said. "lInvade Wb Access Anerica. Bust into their main
conputers. Get the screen nanes. And while we're at it, turn off that



stupid programthat keeps offering you a Wb Access America Visa card."

23 Ul.
| e Aninmorphs are like the world's greatest burglars. | mean, we don't
steal stuff, of course. But when you can beconme any kind of animal, it's

usually fairly easy to get into places.

Just one problem Wb Access Anerica was not in our town. The
headquarters of Wb Access America was a couple of hundred nil es away.
Too far for us to get to. Even if we norphed into birds, we couldn't
cover that much distance in the two-hour nmorph time. And if we stopped
and denorphed and renorphed, we'd still never make it there and back in
a day.

So we needed sone other means of transportation. And that's why we were
at the airport in the termnal that Saturday norning, watching

24 through the floor-to-ceiling windows as flights took off.

"It's a one-hour-and-thirty-mnute flight," Marco said. "Plenty of tine."

"Ri ght."
"All we have to do is norph, fly aboard the plane, try not to get

swatted, and denmorph when we get there," he said. "W can take United or
Nor t hwest . "

It was just me and Marco at the wi ndow. The others were spread around
the termnal. W try not to congregate together. W don't want to | ook
like a group. Yeerk eyes are everywhere. They think we're a bunch of
Andal i tes, not humans, but we have to be careful all the tine.

"United or Northwest?" Marco asked.

| shrugged. "Flip a coin. Wo cares? The problem | have is with the idea
of being a fly on a plane. Lots of people |looking to swat. And if
anyt hi ng goes wong, how do we denorph on a plane?"

"You want to cancel out?"

| thought about it for a mnute. Qut on the runway, a 747 was runbling
down the tarmac, picking up speed for a takeoff. "Nan. | guess it'll be

okay. It's arisk, but it's worth it."

Marco smiled. An actual, nonmocking smile, which is rare for him "I
remenber back when

25 you didn't want to have to nmake all the big decisions.”
"I still don't want to nake them" | said. "But soneone has to, right?"
"Yep." He nodded.

"I just want to get back to a life someday where | don't have to make
deci sions that m ght get people killed."

"Do you?" Now Marco's smile was definitely of the nocking variety. "You
really think someday we can all go back to being regular kids? You think
after being the | eader of the Ani-norphs you can go back to being Joe



Aver age Student ?"

"Yes, | do." | said it forcefully. | neant it.

"Uh- huh," Marco said dryly. "Cone on, let's round up the others." He
squinted to see the board announcing flight departures. "Let's catch the

United flight. It |eaves soonest. W have fifteen mnutes. Gate nineteen."

"I's there a novie on the flight?" | asked, trying to catch Marco's
casual tone.

"On a one-hour-and-thirty-mnute flight? Mre like an in-flight cartoon.™
W found the others, drifting from Cassie and Rachel to Tobias and Ax.
W expl ained the plan. It was Tobias who asked the question | had

over | ooked.

26 "How are we going to find gate nineteen when we're in fly norph? How
good are fly eyes?"

Tobi as had never norphed a fly before. He'd just acquired the DNA
earlier that norning.

"Pretty bad, actually," | admtted. "Conpound eyes."

"The sense of snell is good, though,” Marco said. "I nean, flies can
sense poop or garbage froma long way of f."

| | ooked at Marco. He | ooked at ne.

"Ch, puh-leeze," Marco said. "Where would we find it? And what would we
do with it? Hand it to the flight attendant at the gate? Tell him 'Hang
onto this for us. W'll be right back as flies'?"

A plane was di sgorgi ng passengers froma nearby gate. The people al

| ooked tired and annoyed. Sone sniled for the relatives and friends who
were picking themup. But | guess it nust have been a long flight,
because sone of the people had pressure narks on the sides of their
faces. You know, |ike they'd been sleeping with their heads | eaned

agai nst the wi ndows of the plane.

Then there was the nmother and father with their baby. The baby was
squalling and squirming in its nother's arns.

They stopped just a few feet away.
"He needs to be changed," the nother said.
29 "Whose turn is it?" the father asked.

The not her handed the baby to him and he groaned. "Please let it just be
nunber one."

"I don't think so," the nmother said. "I think you' re getting a full |oad."

| turned to Marco, Tobias, and Ax. "OCkay, we need a volunteer for a very
hazar dous and di sgusting m ssion. Sonmeone has to get that diaper."

It turned out the volunteer was ne. Ax coul dn't even understand the
basi ¢ concept. Which left three of us. W did rock, paper, scissors.



Whoever didn't match the others was the vol unteer
Tobi as and Marco took paper. | did rock
| swear sonehow or other they cheated.

Two minutes later | had an absolutely vile Huggi es wapped in a couple
of paper towels.

"I don't suppose you want this," | said, offering it to Marco.
"What is it?" Ax wondered
"A diaper," | said. "Baby poop."

"Di aper gravy," Marco said. "We're going to use the diaper gravy to
guide our flight as flies."

"l don't understand."

| sighed. "This would be one of those things | really don't want to
explain, Ax," | said. | carried the diaper toward gate nineteen.
stuffed it into a large, standing ashtray and returned to the oth-

27
ers. "That should do it. Let's get back with Cassie and Rachel ."

"See, nowthis is why we aren't Batman or Spiderman,"” Marco conpl ai ned.
"Spi derman never has to follow the trail of baby poop.™"

"Who is this spider man?" Ax asked.
28

W went to a men's roomto norph. Cassie and Rachel went to a | adies
room | guess there are tines when we Aninorphs just can't work as a team

"We could all fit together in the handi capped stall," Marco suggested.
"You' re not supposed to do that," | said. "Let's just each get our own
stall."”

But that was easier said than done. There were a lot of flights com ng
and goi ng. The nen's room was busy. The best we could do was get two stalls.

"Ch, this doesn't ook too weird," Tobias nuttered as he and | entered a
stall together.

30 "Wait 3 few seconds. Things will be quite a bit weirder,"” | told him

W cl osed and | atched the door. W stripped off our outer clothing and
shoes and stuffed it all into a backpack we'd brought along. W set the
bag behind the toilet. You can't norph street clothes or shoes, just
something formfitting. Like the bike shorts and T-shirt | was wearing.
If we were lucky we'd get our clothes back later at the |lost and found.
If not ... well, we lose a |lot of clothing.

"Fl'y morph, huh?" Tobi as whi spered.



"Yep."

"Isit as gross as | think it will be?"

"No. It's nuch, much grosser."

Tobi as made a face. Then he started norph-ing. But not into a fly. See,
when you morph you can only do it fromyour natural shape. Strange as it
may seem Tobias's natural shape is now that of a red-tailed hawk.

So as | waited nervously, Tobias grew feathers and wi ngs and tal ons and
a beak. And in the next stall Ax grew a scorpion tail, two stalk eyes,
and four hooved | egs.

"Ready?" | whispered to Marco

"Yeah. Let's do it. It's crowded in here."

| |1 ooked at Tobias. Funny how even | was used to the idea that the rea
Tobi as was the Tobi as

31 with the fierce gol d-and-brown eyes and the beak designed to tear
apart flesh.

" Ready?"
<Yeah. I'mas ready as I'I|l ever be.>
"You mght like it," | said. "You should see how well flies fly."

<I| fly better than anything else with wi ngs al ready® he said. <Okay.
Let's get this over with.>

| closed nmy eyes and began to focus on the fly nmorph. The truth is, it
made ne feel better to have Tobias nervous. It distracted ne fromthe
fact that nmorphing a fly made me sick

There may be somet hing nmore disgusting than a fly, but | sure haven't
becone it yet.

The first change was that | began to shrink

The steel walls of the bathroomstall seened to rise up and up and up
They grew to be the size of skyscrapers. Gaffiti that had been in
i nch-high letters was now big enough to fill a billboard.

When | | ooked down | got a real scare. It |ooked exactly as if | were
falling into the toilet bow. That toilet bow got bigger and bi gger and
seened to be sprouting up fromthe floor like it was a big mouth trying
to swal | ow ne whol e.

| saw the toilet paper dispenser go zipping by. One mnute it was bel ow
wai st level, the next minute it took off, straight up. It was an odd
thing to see.

32 The linol eum squares grew vast. The scraps of tissue on the floor
became bedsheets. A piece of chewed gum becane a big, pink boul der

But shrinking was the easy part. The other changes were infinitely
worse. For one thing, there's the fact that your nose and mouth sort of



nmelt together and grow into this insanely |ong, hairy, sticky,
spit-dribbling thing the books call "nmputh parts.”

<AAAAAHHHH! Jeez! > Tobias yelled in thought-speak

H s own beak had just sprouted into the |long, spring-loaded, utterly
nasty-1 ooking mouth parts. It was not a pretty thing to watch

Sprooot! Two big legs sort of burst out of my chest. You know how in the
novie Alien the alien baby expl oded out of that guy's chest? It was a
little like that. Only instead of sonme fake-Iooking puppet, these were
two I ong, black, jointed | egs, each bristling with daggerlike hairs.

Morphing is never totally logical. It isn't a smooth transition. It's
not |ike each part of you gets gradually nore flylike. Things happen
suddenly, and in unexpected sequences. | was still about a foot tal
when the | egs pushed out through my ribs. | still had human eyes and a

nmostly human body. Aside fromthe nonstrous nmouth parts.
"Hey, anyone in there?"

33 |1 heard the voice. And | heard the way the door of the stall rattled.
But | couldn't answer. | didn't have a nouth.

<Soneone's trying to get in!> Tobias said.

<l know >

<What do we do?>

<Keep nmorphing. It's too late to back out now. >

"Hey, is anyone in there? | gotta go bad."

My hands had become the appendages of a fly. There were two hooked,
talonlike claws and snall, hairy pads that oozed a kind of glue. I could
hear ny internal organs going soft and squishy as entire things like a
liver and spleen and ki dneys were re-forned to make the infinitely nore

primtive guts of a fly.

My bones were weakening so that ny still-nostly-human | egs were getting
wobbly, turning to overcooked spaghetti .

At this point | was about the size of a small dog. | had fly legs but no
wi ngs. | had human eyes and massive fly nouth parts. Tobias was a
simlar mess. And that's when the guy who had to go bad reached over the
stall door and undid the | ock.

The door opened. There wasn't anything |I could do.

"Oh. Chhh. OOHHH! Gh, No! NOOOO NOOCOOO AAAAAHHHH! "

34 The nman stood there and stared.

| waved one dagger-haired, clawed leg at him

" AAAAHHHHH!  Hel p! Hel p! Hel p! "

The door slanmmed shut again.



<Qui ck! W better be flies before he brings hel p!>
"Hel p me! Police! Someone!"

| continued shrinking, and now | noticed ny gossaner fly w ngs coning
in, attached to big springlike rmuscles in nmy back

"There are nonsters in the toilets!"”

<What's goi ng on over there?> Marco demanded fromthe next stall over.
<W're busted,> | said. <Make it quick.>

My human eyes di nmed, then went dark. Seconds passed in total blindness
as nmy compound fly eyes grew. Then, all at once, | saw a world of
shattered i mages, like a thousand tiny television sets all tuned to a
slightly different picture.

<By the way, Tobias, watch out for the fly instincts” | warned.

In ny weird field of vision | saw sonething black and blurry go zi pping
by. Another fly. Tobi as?

<Tobi as, is that you flying?>
Runmbl e, runble, rumble, runble, RUMBLE, RUMBLE

35 Thunderous poundi ng vi brations distracted nme. Many heavy feet were
runni ng toward ne.

VWHAM The door of the stall opened. | felt the wi nd whoosh past
overhead. It excited the hairs on ny back. My antennae quivered madly.

Danger !

| pushed off with nmy six legs, turned on ny fly wings, and blasted up
off the dirty Iinoleum

<We're airborne over here,> Marco reported.

"They were here, I'mtelling you. Monsters! Like . . . like weird,
mut at ed t hi ngs!"

"Sir, just how nmany drinks did you have on your flight?"

<Tobi as,> | called. <Are you okay? Tobi as! >

There was no answer.

| zoonmed crazily around, zipping past the Statue-of-Liberty-sized

humans. My senses were picking up about a hundred interesting snells:

rot, sweat, filth, garbage. Al of which were fascinating to ny fly brain.
But | still did not see Tobi as.

36 < Tobi as! Were are you? The fly brain has you. Fight it!>

<Yo, Tobi as,> Marco said. <Conme on, get a grip. W don't have a | ot of
tine. >



<Tobias! It's me, Aximli. Reassert your individual consciousness.>
<Say what ?> Marco | aughed. <Reassert his what ?>

Then there canme a shaky, uncertain thought-speak voice. <Uh, hello? It's
nme. | nmean, it's ne, Tobias.>

| was inscribing crazed fly circles around the bathroom | did a quick
somersault and | anded upsi de down on the ceiling. My claws gripped

37 tiny irregularities in the paint. And the sticky pads on ny feet did
the rest.

<Tobi as? Where are you? Are you okay?>
<l guess | kind of lost it there for a mnute.>

<Wel |, that happens sonetines with a new norph. You know, until you get
used to the animal's instincts. >

<Yeah, > Marco said. <But then you can "reassert your individua
consci ousness. ">

<Tobi as, where are you?>

<Well . . . it's smooth. Un it was different when | first |anded here
It was snooth and white. Wet, though. There's danpness on the surface.
And | think there's a big | ake or sonething bel ow ne. >

<Are you right side up or what?>

<l 'm sideways. |'m sideways on a snooth, danp surface | think was white.
And there's a big | ake bel ow ne. >

W all considered that description for a nmoment.
<Oh, man!> Marco yell ed. <Tobias, you're in a toilet!>

<Tobi as, get out of there before sonmeone flushes,> | said, stifling the
urge to | augh.

<L)m. . . remenber how ! said it was different when | first |anded
here? It was light. Nowit's dark.>

38 W all considered this new information for a nonent.
<Uh, guh-RGCSS!> Marco said, half-1laughing, half-scared.
<Tobias, | think the reason it got dark is that soneone sat down.>

<Wait. You're saying I'min a toilet bowl. And someone sat down. But
then ... oh, man.>

<Caution: falling objects,> Marco said.
<What does all this nean?> Ax wondered.
<Tobias, | think for the sake of safety, and also for the sake of

avoi di ng sonet hing way too gross to even think about, you need to get
out of there.>



<How? How? The exit is blocked, to say the least!>

<Try the space between the toilet seat and the porcelain.>

<0Oh. >

<Look for the light. There will be some light shining through,> | said.
<Go into the light,> Marco said.

<Cet out of therel>

<The space! | found the spacel>

<| am conpl etely confused, > Ax confessed.

<Okay, |'mout,> Tobias said. <This so totally sucks. I'mstarting to
wi sh the Ellimst had never given nme back mny norphi ng powers. >

39 <It's the glanorous |life of a superhero,> Marco said.

<Speaki ng of glamur, we need to find the gate and get on that plane, >
rem nded everyone. <Rachel and Cassie are probably already there.>

<| can find the door fromthe air currents,> Tobias sai d.
<Yeah. Fly against the influx of air. That should get us out into the
termnal. Then all we have to do is pick up the scent of that diaper and

followit to the gate.>

<Hey, Tobias can |ead the way,> Marco said brightly. <He sort of has
experience at that kind of thing.>

<Oh, shut up,> Tobi as grunbl ed.

<WI| you explain what has been going on?> Ax asked.

<When you get ol der nmaybe, > Marco said.

40 J. wasn't lying when |1'd told Tobias that flying as a fly is cool.
mean, in some ways it's bad because you can't see very well, so you
don't get to | ook around while you're flying.

But nothing flies like a fly. Conpared to a fly, any bird is a big,

| unbering, clumsy whale. Flies can fly straight up. Straight down. They
can turn in less than the blink of an eye. And I'mtalking a full

one- hundr ed- ei ghty-degree turn in nidair, no problem They can fly on
their sides and upside down. They can do | oops and figure eights. They

can fly figure eights inside a small juice glass.

And unlike birds, flies can | and on anything. Anything. Horizontal
vertical, rough, smooth, wet, dry, still or moving, living or not.

41 They are very ammzing insects. Very gross, very anmazing insects.

<Okay, this is cool,> Tobias said. <Once you get past the fact that your
own body makes you want to throw up.>

<Marco feels that way in his human body, > Rachel said gleefully.



W had | ocated Cassie and Rachel in the air near the dirty diaper
<0ooh. Don't hurt me with the chakram of your wit, Xena,> Marco said.
<Huh?>

<Chakram > Marco said, |ike any idiot should know the word. <It's the
nmetal Frisbee thing Xena throws. Wat, are you people cultural no-rons?>

Marco | oves to tease Rachel by calling her Xena: Warrior Princess. Which
isn't a bad comparison, aside fromthe fact that Rachel doesn't wear a
| eat her skirt.

Marco and Rachel have a strange sort of relationship. |I haven't figured
out whether they pretend they can't stand each other but secretly I|ike
and admire each other, or if they really just can't stand each other.

' mnot good at understandi ng subtle human behavior. | kind of rely on
Cassie for that.

<So what now?> Tobi as asked.
<Now we get on the plane,> 1 said. <But |ook

42 Everyone be very careful. Use those fly instincts: Something noves
toward you, get out of the way.>

<| can nore or less see the gate,> Cassie said. <No, wait, | think it
may be the window. That's the problem The gate doesn't have enough
contrast between |light and dark for us to see it clearly.>

<Cet close to a person. Stay with that person till you're in the
wal kway. We can figure it out fromthere.>

| saw a human head bel ow nme. Zooned down toward it. No! | pulled back
The guy was bald. He'd probably have felt nme |and. There! A worman with
big hair. Excellent. |I |landed on hairs like starched anchor cables. |

could feel the breeze bl owi ng past as we noved slowy forward

The quality of the |light changed and the sounds | heard seenmed to echo.
W were in the access tunnel. Then, a voice saying, "Hello, welcone aboard!"

| was aboard the jet. <Everyone here?> | asked. They were. | breathed a
sigh of relief. Actually, that's just an expression. | had no |ungs.

| landed on the overhead. It was perforated plastic. Lots of holes in
what | ooked like a circular pattern. | straddl ed one of the holes and
| ooked down at the people getting into their seats.

<Ax, keep track of the time, okay?>

43 <Yes, Prince Jake.>

<You know | don't want you to call me Prince Jake. | amnot a prince.>
<Yes, Prince Jake, | know. >

<Good, as long as we're clear on that>

W waited. And we waited. And Ax counted off the m nutes. Andalites have



a natural ability to keep track of time. It had been fifteen ninutes
since we'd norphed in the nen's room

Finally, | felt the deep, disturbing vibrations fromthe engi nes go

hi gher and higher. | realized | was resting on the cover for a speaker
when the flight attendant announced everyone should put on seat belts.
The sound nearly blew me off my perch.

| zipped around aimessly for a mnute before comng to rest on the
| atch of an overhead | uggage rack

<How s everyone doi ng?> | asked
<Twenty minutes have el apsed, > Ax said.
<And how long is this flight, Marco?>

<An hour and thirty mnutes. That |eaves us fifteen mnutes to get off
the plane at the other end and denorph. >

<That's a bit tight,> Rachel observed.
<Yeah. >

There wasn't a lot to do as the plane runbled down the runway and rose
into the air. The flight was basically boring. Until they served the neal.

44 Ch, man, you have no idea how nuch ny fly body wanted to go down and
| and on that Salisbury steak and splash around in the gravy.

But that woul d have been suici dal

<You know, airline food tastes nuch better this way,> Marco said.
<WHAT?>

<Relax, it's a neal some guy already ate. I'"'min the leftovers.>
<WHAT?>

"Excuse me, mss, but there seemto be a lot of flies on this plane."

| heard the voice and it was |like the announcenent that calls you to the
principal's office. It scared ne.

<Di d everyone hear that ?>
<Hear what ?> Tobi as asked. <Everyone's tal king. The whole plane is - >
<Somneone just conpl ai ned about the flies. About us.>

"I"l'l see what | can do, sir," a second voi ce answered.
<They're going to see what they can do!>

"I'd appreciate that. See, | amon the board of directors of this
airline, and | just sawa fly land in ny Salisbury steak."

<Mar co! >



"Yes, sir! I'Il take care of it!"

<Ax! How nuch tine till we |and?>

45

<Okay. Everyone toward the back of the plane! Get out of first class!>
W took off, six suddenly active flies. W zoomed toward the back. W
zooned crazily along the ceiling. W zoomed through the curtain that
separates first class fromthe normal people. | figured we were safe.
Then ...

Di st ur bance!

| felt the air roil as a huge object canme flying toward ne.

| stopped, turned, and shot away to my right just as five fingers the
size of redwoods swept past, raising a tornado in their wake.

| landed on the overhead and tried to cal mny nerves.

<Man, that was close,> | muttered. <Everyone still okay? How nuch tinme
do we have, Ax?>

| never heard his answer. | felt a hand conming toward ne again. | sprang
off the ceiling, buzzed my wings, dodged . . . and was hit by the second
hand. The one that had been waiting for ne.

<Aaaahhhh! > The hand caught nme! | was pressed back against a wall of
flesh. It was |like being swept along by a broom i buzzed my w ngs, but
then | realized one wing was damaged. | couldn't get away.

| saw the wall coming toward me. It was a thousand tiny inages of doom
in nmy conpound

46 eyes. And there was nothing | could do. It was one of those

ni ght mares where you see sonething terrible about to happen, but you
can't nove or even cry out.

VHAAAM

It hit. I felt the nassive hand press violently down on ne.

| had been swatt ed.

47 J. was in the crack of the hand's lifeline. And because of that tiny
i ndentation, | had not died.

But | was shattered.

My left wing was gone, ripped away. My right wing barely noved. | was
blind in my right eye.

Four of ny legs were broken. But by far the worst was that ny body, ny
green-bl ack body, had burst open

But there was no pain. No pain. Just terror.

<Aaaahhh! Aaaahhh! Aaaahhh! >



<Jake! \WWhat happened?> Cassie cried.

<Jake, what's the matter?>

<l ... | got hit.>

<Are you okay?> Tobi as asked.

<No. |'mbusted up pretty bad. | can't fly.

48 can't nove. |I'mlike, stuck. Stuck to the ceilings

<0h, ny God, > Cassi e gasped.

<He'l| be okay if he denorphs,> Marco said.

<How i s he going to denorph?> Tobi as demanded. <He's squi shed on the
ceiling. He de-norphs, it'll be right in front of a whol e planel oad of

peopl e. >

"The captain has turned on the seat belt sign. W are begi nning our
descent . "

<Cuys ... | feel like maybe I'mgetting weak,> | said. <Wozy. My guts
are all over the place. | think I may be dying. >

<Denor ph! > Cassi e yel | ed.

<He can't!> Marco said. <He'll be seen. There are probably Controllers
on this plane!>

<| don't care. It's Jake. I'"'mnot going to let himdie!>

My mind started wandering at that point. Like I couldn't quite focus. |

heard them arguing in nmy head. Voices . . . voices
<Jake! Are you still with us?> someone demanded. | think rmaybe it was
Tobi as.

<Yeah. Uh-huh. >

<He is dying,> Cassie snapped. <Wiit! | have an idea.>

Good ol d Cassie, | thought. Good old Cassie. She was so pretty. She didn
"t think she was, but she was. Yeah. | remenber back when | first met

49 her. . . And Rachel was there. School? No, it was . . . it was .
Suddenly, nonsters all around me. | saw them | oom over ne, hover in the

air, then land. They had huge, bul ging eyes that kind of sparkled from
all the tiny facets. They had hi deous faces with these long, vile tubes
com ng out, l|ike tongues that could suck. Their w ngs were gossaner.
They grabbed me with their clawed feet.

<Oh, poor Jake,> a voice cried desperately.

<Do we ... do we scoop up the guts or what ?>



<Just hurry!>

<Jake! Hang in there, man. Hang in there, nman. Don't go away on us.>
<Jake, hold on. Hold on, we'll save you.>

And then a horrible jolt.

<Ahhh! Ch, man. The leg | was holding just cane off!>

<l can't hold on! Too much turbul ence fromeveryone's w ngs beating at
once! >

<Don't you let himgo! Don't |et himgo!>

| floated through the air. |I was kind of serene now. Kind of peaceful

Al t hough when | realized half ny body was gone, |I felt concern. But it
was a faraway concern. Like I was worried about something | was watching
on TV. Not sonething that was happening to ne.

50 <Okay, okay. It's the bathroom Jake! De-norph!>

<Cone on, Jake, back to human now. >

What were they all yelling about? Yelling and yelling and buggi ng ne.

<Jake, this is Cassie. Listen to me. You have to denorph. You have to do
it now >

Cassie. Oh, yeah. Her. | liked her

<Jake, do it! Do it now Ri ght now Becone hunman. >

Human?

Sure. Wiy not ?

<There he goes!>

| began to change. And as | began to change, | becane stronger. | felt
life flow back into me. A human being began to form dictated by the
patterns of my DNA. Subm croscopi c codes, nmaking a human bei ng the way

wor ds nmade a book.

The world swirled around ne. Hazy i mages becane clearer. | was in a tiny
room A very tiny room An airplane bat hroom

| caught my reflection in the mirror as a shattered fly face nelted and
surged and warped to becone a human face.

<Are you okay?> Rachel asked anxiously.
I worked ny jaw. "Yeah," | said. "I guess so."

There were flies in the bathroomwith ne. And you know what's weird? My
first inpulse was to swat them

51 Fortunately, no one seened to notice that | hadn't been on the plane
before | energed fromthe bathroom W were |landing, so | guess the
flight attendants were distracted.



Probably they noticed that | had no shoes and was dressed in a very odd
fashi on choi ce of bike pants and T-shirt. But, like | said, it was the
end of the flight. They probably just wanted to | and and go hone.

W made it off the plane with about five minutes to spare. One shaken-up
boy and five very inpatient flies.

They norphed in the bathroonms. | sat on a black plastic chair and held
my head in nmy hands and tried to stop my fingers from shaking.

52 After a while | noticed Cassie sitting down in the chair beside ne.
She didn't say anything. She just put her arm around ne and hugged ne as
wel |l as she could while sitting.

| closed my eyes and let her hug me. And after a while | felt ny hands
shake a little less. My insides were still queasy, like | mght need to
throw up. But | stopped shaking.

"That was bad," Cassie said.

"Ch, yeah. That was bad. But |'m okay. No big deal."

Cassi e nodded and let me go. "Yeah, right. Jake, it's okay to be scared."
"No, no, I'mfine," |I said. |I stood up, but ny knees al nost gave way. |
reached back for the arnmrest of the chair. And then | pushed nyself up
nore slowy.

Rachel had gone to the Western Union office. W needed clothing and it
turns out you can send nmoney by wire and pick it up by supplying a code
word. Rachel went to pick up the nobney and get us sonethi ng approaching

shoes at an airport shop. Now you know where our all owances go.

The others were just com ng out of the men's room It had taken them
| onger, since Tobias and Ax both had an extra morph to do to get hunan.

"You okay, man?" Marco asked ne.
| put on a sheepish grin. "Better than | was,"

53 1 said. "I like having ny guts inside nme, as opposed to having them
sneared all over."

"Yeah, guts should not see daylight," Tobias agreed.

"Ckay, that was exciting, but now we're here," | pointed out briskly.
"W have a job to do. Let's get on with it. Marco? Wat's the plan?"

"We catch a bus fromhere to downtown. That's where the WAA Building is.
W bust in, enter the conputers, get the information we want, get back
here, and catch a plane hone."

"That's supposed to be the safe, easy part, taking the plane," Rache
said. "Let's hope the WAA offices aren't as dangerous as the stupid plane."

"Hey, we'll take a different airline hone," Marco said. "W'll get one
that |ikes and appreciates flies."

| tried to laugh, but | don't knowif it sounded right. | hadn't thought



yet about getting hone.

| was sure of one thing, though. | didn't want to go as a fly.

W took the bus downtown. We got out, asked directions froma nun who,
oddl y enough, knew which was the Wb Access Anmerica office. It was a few

bl ocks away.

W stopped on the way at a Taco Bell. It was cheap enough for us to
afford. And it kind of

54 lightened my nood a little when Ax went nuts and started sucking up
packets of hot sauce.

The manager ki cked us out.

"You kids stay out of here. Buy your crazy friend a bottle of Tabasco if
he needs it!"

"What is Tabasco? Tuh-bah-sco. Sco. Is it tasty and full of flavor?" Ax
wonder ed as he headed on down the sidewal k, carrying our bags of tacos
and burritos.

"Yeah, you'd probably like it," Rachel said.

The WAA Buil di ng was one of those medi umsized buil di ngs, maybe twenty
floors high and not all that nodern. W loitered around outside, trying
to figure out what to do next. And that's when a bus pulled up and a
bunch of ol d people started clinbing out.

Soneone cane out of the WAA Building with a big smle and shook the hand
of the bus group's | eader

"You folks are right on tine. If you' re ready, we can begin the tour
i medi ately."

W all | ooked at each other. "They have tours?" Tobias said.
"Quess so. | guess we might as well tag al ong."

W fell into step at the back of the group. None of the old people
seened to mind. Basically, | think kids are kind of invisible to old peo-

55 pie unless they are their grandkids, or they're being rude.
W were polite and quiet, and no one said a thing.

"As you may al ready know, Web Access Anerica is the |largest online

service in Arerica, with over nine mllion subscribers,"” the guide said.
"Well, this was easy," Marco whi spered to ne.

"W're not anywhere yet," | pointed out.

"Now we'll start by showi ng you our 'conmand center.' This is where we

nmoni tor the ebb and flow of traffic across our entire system"”
Marco grinned. "Like taking candy from a baby."

W travel ed up el evators, and down a hallway decorated with portraits of



guys who | guess were the owners of WAA. | only recogni zed one. The
gui de stopped by the oversized oil painting in the gold frane.

"And this is our founder, Joe Bob Fenestre. Later we'll show a short,
entertaining filmabout the fascinating Iife of M. Fenestre."

Marco rai sed his hands and nade a bowi ng notion, |ike he was sayi ng
prayers to Joe Bob Fenestre. Rachel yanked his shirt.

"Hey, the idea is not to attract attention, genius."

56 "I"'msorry," Marco said. He pretended to wipe away a tear. "This is
Joe Bob Fenestre. | love Joe Bob. | admire Joe Bob. | want to fee Joe Bob

"I didn't know you were all that interested in computers,” Cassie said.

"I mean, | knew you liked playing around with them but-"

Marco waved a hand disnmissively. "lIt's not about conputers. Wo cares
about conput ers?"

"Well, isn't that the big thing with M. Fenestre?"
Marco shook his head, |ike Cassie had said sonething i nsane, and wal ked
away.

Cassi e | ooked at ne.

"Joe Bob Fenestre is the second wealthiest man in the world, Cassie," |
said. "I think that's what Marco cares about nore than conputers. Hey,
Mar co?"

n \N]at ?II

"How much i s Fenestre worth?"

"M. Fenestre is worth twenty-four point nine billion dollars. That's
billion. What a 'b." As in billion."

"I's that a lot of dollars?" Ax asked.
"You could buy all the Tabasco sauce in the world with it, Ax. Al the
Tabasco in the entire world, and have enough |l eft over to buy your own

smal | country. "

W turned a corner, and there, through the glass, we saw the conmand
center. It |ooked |ike

57 ground control at NASA. Row after row of nen and wonen sitting at
conmput er consol es.

W dropped back fromthe tour group so we could talk privately.
"Ckay, there it is," | said. "Now how do we get in?"
58 C+4-R--PT-E-R

How do we get in?" Rachel asked. "It's daytinme. There are peopl e around.
This isn't how we usually do things. It's usually night."

| glanced around. The tour group was nmoving off. Pretty soon someone



woul d notice us hangi ng around. People were conm ng and going fromthe
conmand center down below. But it was awfully hard to inagi ne what ki nd
of animal norph we could use to sneak in there and work a conputer
keyboard wi t hout being noticed.

| was puzzled. And no one el se seenmed to have any brilliant suggestions,
either. | looked at Marco. He shrugged. | | ooked at Rachel

Rachel said, "W could create a distraction

59 Set the place on fire, then when everyone runs . "

"Rachel , these are nice, normal, innocent people, not Controllers, as
far as we know," | pointed out. "W can't go around terrifying and
endangeri ng normal people."

She nodded |i ke she understood. |I'mpretty sure she actually did.

Then it popped into ny head. "That's the norph: nice, normal people.”
"What ?"

"We acquire DNA from sone of the people who work here. W norph them and
wal k right in." As soon as the words were out of ny mouth | thought,

Ww, there's sonething not really right about this.

Cassi e | ooked pai ned. "Ww, there's sonmething not really right about that."

"I think it's brilliant," Marco said. "Possibly imoral, but brilliant."

"Hurmans are the aninmals that are native to this particul ar environnent,"
Ax pointed out.

"We like to think of ourselves as nore than aninals,"” Rachel pointed out.
n W]y?ll

She shrugged. "I don't know. W just do. Or at |east as the best aninmals
around. "

"The best?" Ax echoed. "How do you define best?"

60 "W alone of all the animals have the ability to create TV shows,"
Marco said. "Why are we yappi ng about this? Wat's the big deal ? Ax's
human nmorph is made up of bits of DNA fromall of us. Wat's the

di fference?"

"W consented," Cassie said. "W gave perm ssion."

"Who cares, as long as it works?" Rachel said.

"How are we different from Yeerks, then?" This came froma surprise
source: Marco. Was he arguing both sides, or had he changed his m nd?

"We aren't taking over their mnds," Rachel said. "We'd sinply be using
their DNA. No different fromany other aninmal."

Everyone | ooked at ne. Like |I was supposed to quickly decide a big nora
issue in a hallway in two mnutes. What was | supposed to do? W were in
a war. \VWhat was the big deal about doing something that nmade us



unconf ort abl e?

| shook ny head. "The whole reason we're fighting is to keep peopl e
free," | said. "If we start violating that and using people's DNA
wi t hout perm ssion, we may not be as bad as the Yeerks. But we're
headi ng down that same path. W have to find another way."

Cassie | ooked at ne |like she was proud of ne, which just made nme want to
bl ush.

61 "So how do we do what we cane here to do, oh fearless | eader?" Rache
asked.

"W go with a distraction. But we don't start a fire or endanger anyone.
W just give themsonething to | ook at that is so fascinating and weird
and inpossible to ignore that they won't be watchi ng what happens behi nd
them Ax and Marco are the conputer brains. They go in. Ax as human, and
Marco as hinsel f."

"So Marco won't be human?" Rachel asked quickly, then laughed at her own
j oke.

"That was a good one," Marco conplinmented her. "Fast, too.

"Thank you."

| took a deep breath. "Ax and Marco go inside. The rest of us put on a
show that no one will be able to ignore, then we haul butt out of here.”
62

W ducked into a small janitor's closet to prepare. Ax and Marco quickly
headed down the stairs and around to the entrance to the conmand center

<Everyone ready?> | asked.

<Yes. But | just want to say this is totally undignified, > Rache
conpl ai ned.

<Do you have your nop?>

<Yes, | have ny nop, > she sneered.

<Cassi e? You ready?>

<Yes. But we can't |ose these shoes. W don't have any nore noney. >

W had tied the laces of our shoes together, and now we | ooped them over
our necks. Al but Tobias, of course. | would grab his later

63 <Everyone ready?> | asked. They were. <Okay, let's go!>

<Just one slight problem Jake,> Rachel pointed out. <Wo's going to
open the door of this closet?>

W had nor phed. Rachel was now a nonstrously huge grizzly bear standing
up on her hind | egs. She was between seven and eight feet tall, with
claws like the teeth of an iron rake and shaggy, rough, brown fur

| had gone into ny tiger norph. We'd deliberately chosen big,



frightening animals no one was likely to try and ness with. W wanted
people to watch us, but not try and grab us.

Tobi as had becone hinself once nore. A red-tailed hawk.

And Cassi e had becone the nost frightening aninmal of us all: a skunk
But none of us had hands that could open the cl oset door.

<Rachel ? Why don't you just open it?>

<CoolL> She drew back her upper body, swayed back on her feet, and then
thrust forward, slamr ng one side-of-beef-sized shoulder into the door

CRRRUNCH- SLAM
<There. Now it's open.>

W trotted calmy out into the hall and crossed to the gl ass observation
wi ndow t hat

64 | ooked down on the conmand center. W | ooked down at the WAA
enpl oyees at their conputer consol es.

<No one's watching us,> Tobias conplained. He was sitting on Rachel's
head. <They haven't noticed us.>

<| can take care of that,> 1 said.

A tiger's roar can be heard for mles. Literally. Up close and personal
it is a sound you never want to hear unless there are sone big, thick
steel bars separating you fromthe tiger

It isloud. And it's loud in a way that punches every button in a human
being's instincts. |I've seen that roar make brave nen fall down. It
turns their knees to Jell-0.

| sucked in a deep breath, and | cut |oose.

RRRROOCOOOAAAAARRRR!

<Now t hey' ve noticed us, > Tobi as said.

Fifty or sixty sets of eyes had swiveled at once to stare up at us. And
what they saw kept them watching. Rachel, huge, terrifying, powerful
Rachel , was calmy nopping the floor, sw nging the nop back and forth
i ke a professional

| was helping. | had the nop bucket in my teeth.

Tobias fluttered around us in a circle, shrieking nadly.

TSEEEER! TSEEEER! TSEEEER!
Absol utely no one noticed when Marco and Ax

65 entered the back of the command center and calmy sat down at a
conput er console. No need even for a code word to get access. The
machi ne had been left on by the person who'd been operating it. That
person was staring up at us, eyes wi de, nouth even w der



Wth nmy acute tiger's hearing | could hear through the gl ass.

"I's that a bear?"

"Yeah. "

"I's it nopping the floor?"

" Uh- huh."

"Have we gone nuts?"

"I"'mnot nuts. It's the bear who's nuts. That's carpeted up there."
"Why does it have sneakers around its neck?"

A few people screaned. A few ran. Mst just stared as we cavorted
around, having a fine tine.

<Marco w nked, > Tobi as reported. <They nust be doi ng okay. >

<Two nmore ninutes, then we get out of here before someone down there
thinks to call in security® | said.

<Too |l ate,> Cassie reported. <Here they cone! Two guys wi th handguns. >
<Oh, man. Ckay. We'll try and scare themoff first.>

Two nen in gray uniforns came racing around the corner into view They
had guns drawn. They

66 didn't even notice Cassie, they just stared in horror and confusion
at the lunatic scene of a hawk, a bear, and a tiger, all seemingly

i nvol ved in nopping a carpeted floor

| set the bucket down.

R R R R ROOOOQAAAAAR R R R!

One of the men dropped his gun, turned around, and ran. "Ya-ah-ah-ah!"
The ot her one was shaking, but he held on

"Y-y-you animals g-get out of here. You' re not a-a-a-authorized to be here!™

<You have to admire the guy,> Rachel said. <He nust know that little
popgun woul dn't stop either of us for a mnute.>

<Yeah, well, it would stop nme,> Tobias said darkly. <I'mjust a birdie.>
"D-d-don't nmake ne shoot!"

<Okay, Cassie,> | said. <I hate to do it, but take himout before he
deci des to shoot. >

Cassie turned her back to the guard. She raised her black-and-white
tail. She turned her cute little face to | ook back over her shoul der
Then she dropped the tip of her tail



If you ever see a skunk go through that sequence, |eave. Leave, go far
away, don't | ook back. The guard didn't know that.

<Fire,> 1 told Cassie.

She fired.

The guard, who had stood up to a grizzly bear

67 and a tiger, either of which could have turned himinto raw

hanbur ger, had had enough. No one, but no one, can be brave when he's
been hosed by a skunk

" Aaaaarrrggghhh! " He dropped the gun and ran

<Okay, now let's bail!> 1| said.

<That was kind of fun,> Rachel said.

W ran, dragging our cheap tennis shoes along. W spotted an el evator
Tobi as fl ew over and punched the button with his beak. People | ooked out

of doorways at us. We roared and they went back inside.

The el evator door slid open. There was an executive and a bi ke nmessenger
on it. They decided to get off when we crowded into the el evator

Rachel jabbed a claw at the button for the | obby. And by the tinme we got
there, the only people on the elevator were four kids wearing tight
cl ot hes and cheap shoes.

Heavily armed city cops dressed in SWAT team bl ack were marching into
the | obby carrying automati c weapons. Marco and Ax were al ready standing
in a corner, acting like fascinated observers.

"Did you kids see a bear?" one cop asked.
"Yeah, right." Rachel |aughed. "A bear."

W hooked up with Marco and Ax and went outside. | breathed a sigh of
relief. "Howd it go?"

68 "We had no difficulties, Prince Jake," Ax said.

"Yeah, No problem™" Mrco said. But he | ooked concerned. Maybe a little
si ck.

"So, what's the matter?"

He shrugged. "No biggie. Once we got into the systemit was a breeze. W
had plenty of tinme. So |I figured why not check out one or two extra
screen nanes. "

"Not exactly the reason we were there," Tobias said.

"This girl whose screen nane is PrtyGrl|802. She like sends ne these
very flirty kind of E-mails and | M nessages. You know. Like she likes ne
and all."

"So you found out who she is?" Cassie asked. "That's not very nice."



"Yeah, no kidding it wasn't nice. | found out nmy online girlfriend
PrtyGrl1802 is actually a seventy-three-year-old retired postal worker."

69 W had to menorize the Iist of nanes we'd gotten. There was no way to
carry them For the npbst part the nanes meant nothing to us. They were
just names. And I'Il only use the first nanes.

Except for the one name that really stuck out.

Joe Bob Fenestre. "Fitey777" was, in reality, the billionaire owner of
Wb Access Aneri ca.

"No way," Marco said. "That guy hangs out in chat roonms? If |I were him
I'd spend nmy day rolling around in big stacks of hundred-dollar bills,
payi ng M chael Jordan to cone over and teach ne how to inprove ny

t hr ee- poi nt shot -"

"You have no three-point shot, Marco," | pointed out.

70 "- and having the fenmal e cast nmenbers of Baywatch apply suntan oil to
nmy muscul ar body. "

"So you'd have bought some nuscles, too, huh?" Rachel said. "Didn't know
you could do that."

"When you count your noney in billions you can buy anything," Marco
sai d. "lIncluding happi ness. Assuming that your idea of happiness

i nvol ves a private jet, supernodels, and your own Papa John's pizza
restaurant down in the basenent."”

"Be sure and | eave your brain to science when you die, Mrco," Rache

said. "After all, they're the ones with the nmicroscopes it'd take to
find it."
| laughed. Marco cocked an eyebrow at ne, like 1'd betrayed him

| shrugged. "Sorry, but that round goes to Rachel."

W had taken the bus back to the airport. W were feeling pleased that
we' d acconplished our nmission. But | was worried about getting hone. |
did not want to go back aboard that plane in fly nmorph. But | didn't
know how el se to do it.

| was scared. Just that sinple: | was scared.

But | was also scared of letting the others know | was scared. Wird,
huh? Scared and scared of people thinking you re scared?

| was trenbling by the tine we got inside the

71 airport. | don't know if anyone noticed. | couldn't see mnyself
trenbling, | could only feel it. It was |like when you have a fever and
you get chills that make your stomach nuscles shake violently and make
you want to curl up in a ball and pile covers five feet high all over
your body.

The others kept chattering away. And | kept adding a word here or a
snmle there. You know, so no one would think anything was wong. But |
was sweating. | used ny sleeve to wipe ny forehead and the sl eeve cane
away as wet as if 1'd dipped it into a sink



"You know, maybe we should try some ot her norph on the way hone," Cassie
sai d nonchal antly.

Ah. So at |east one person had noticed. Cassie. She was trying to give
me a way out. Wthout enbarrassing ne.

"Why?" Ax asked

"I don't know," Cassie said, with just a hint of tension in the way she
kept her nmouth tight. "It mght be fun to do it a different way."

"We already went over it before," Rachel said reasonably. "W decided
fly morph would work best, right? | nean, just because Jake had sone
troubl e doesn't mean the idea is bad."

Deadl ock. Cassie couldn't say anything nore without it being obvious
that she was trying to protect nme. And | couldn't have that.

72 "Fly morph is fine," | said as coolly as | could. "Still the best way
to do this."

| think Cassie was a little disgusted with ne. "Hey, Jake," she said,
fake-bright, "come buy ne a pretzel. |I'mhungry. You guys go on ahead."

Cassi e grabbed ny arm and haul ed ne aside. The others went on
"That was subtle,” | said. "I don't have any nore noney."

Cassi e | ooked at nme and shook her head. "What is the matter with you?
You don't have to do this. You don't have to prove how tough you are."

"I't's not a problem Cassie. Thanks, but let it go, okay?"

"Jake, you may have the others fooled, but not ne. You re scared. And
you have good reason to be scared. So what's the big deal ?"

| tried to walk away. But that felt wong. |I turned back to face her
"The big deal is |I'm supposedly the |eader of this little arny."

"So? So you're not supposed to be human?"
"That's absolutely right. |I'mnot supposed to be human."

She | aughed uncertainly, like she wasn't sure if | was joking or not.
"No one expects you to be Supernman, Jake. You think the others won't
respect you if you admt you're terrified of something?"

73 "It's not about respect. It's not even about being scared. It's about
letting fear tell you what to do."

"If it's unreasonable fear you have to get past it," Cassie said. "But
there's a reason for this fear. You were nearly killed."

| shook ny head. "No. You're usually right, Cassie, but this time you're
wong. See, if | give into fear, then that gives everyone perm ssion to
give into fear. And we all have good reasons to be afraid. Pretty soon
we'd be totally paralyzed. W wouldn't be able to do anythi ng because
one of us night have sone good reason to be scared.™



"W don't norph ants anynore because they scared all of us, but nostly
Marco," Cassie pointed out. "W don't ever talk about norphing termtes
because of my problems with them What's the difference?"

"The difference is you all decided | was the leader,” | said. "That's
the difference. A |leader may be just as weak or scared or doubtful as
anyone else. But he isn't allowed to showit. People say they want

| eaders to be just like them but I don't think so. People want |eaders
to act the way people wi sh they could act thensel ves. Marco and Rache
and Tobias and Ax don't want me to give them perm ssion to be scared.
They want me to help themto be brave."

74 Cassie |looked at ne a long time and | | ooked away, feeling unconfortable.
"We didn't do you any favor when we made you | eader, did we?" Cassie asked.

| forced a grimsnile. "There's sonmething el se a | eader doesn't do," |
sai d. "Conpl ain about being a | eader."

"We did pick the right person, though," she said.

Once again | started to wal k away, but Cassie grabbed my arm "Look
maybe you're right. But 1'll bet even great generals and presidents or
what ever have friends they can be honest with. People who woul d never
lose faith in them no matter what."

| had the strangest desire to burst out crying right then. I also had a
desire to hug Cassie really hard. | didn't do either

"Come on," | said. "The others are waiting."

75 le made it back honme okay. No one swatted ne and | felt better for
getting past the fear. At least that's what | told myself. You never
really get past the fear. Fear eats a little hole in you, like rust in
the fender of a car. You fill the hole up with putty and sand it snpooth
and paint it over so no one else can see it. But it's never really as
good as new.

| was exhausted by the tine | nade it home. My brother was in the
ki tchen, talking on the phone while he sneared peanut butter on a graham
cracker. \When he heard ne cone in he changed his tone of voice.

In the old days | woul d have assuned he'd

76 been talking to a girl. Now | assunmed he'd been talking to some ot her
Controller.

| unl oaded a bunch of food fromthe refrigerator: |eftover barbecued
chi cken and nmashed potatoes. | plopped it all on a plate and stuck it in
the m crowave.

"I gotta go," Tomsaid into the phone. He hung up

"What's up?" | asked him

"Nada," he said, and left the room

| took nmy food up to nmy room | started to boot up ny conputer, but

hesitated. Instead | sat down and nunched indifferently while staring at
the bl ank screen



So. What did it mean that Joe Bob Fenestre was the so-called "Fitey777"?
Judgi ng by the chat we'd eavesdropped on, Fitey777 was a legitimate
Yeerk-fighter. Not like the YrkHSer person who'd been an obvious Controller

But it wasn't that sinple. Joe Bob Fenestre had access to all WAA

i nformati on. So he knew who all the other people in that chat room
really were. He even knew who had established the Wb page.

Fenestre had access to all kinds of information. He owned the biggest
online service in the country. So maybe that's how he'd di scovered the
exi stence of the Yeerk invasion.

O maybe the point was that the Yeerks had

77 seen how i mportant Fenestre was and had made hima Controller. It
woul d nmake sense.

VWhich left us no wi ser than we had been going in. Was Fenestre a true

eneny of the Yeerks? O was he a Controller using the Wb site as a lure

to trap true enem es of the Yeerks?

W had to know. | should head over to Marco's house and get himto pul

up any articles he could find on Joe Bob Fenestre's house. He didn't

live too far away. He flew his own private jet to his WAA offices every day.
| was really tired. | felt like I could have slept for a week. But

weekends were our good time. School days were tougher. And tonorrow,

Sunday, was the end of the weekend.

I went downstairs. My parents had both just cone in. They were carrying
department store handl e bags. They'd been shoppi ng.

"Hey, Jake," ny dad said.

"Honey, there are sone nore bags in the car," nmy nom said.
| brought in the bags.

"I"'mtaking off," | said.

My nom gave nme a | ook. "Weren't you out all day?"

| shrugged. "l guess so."

"Wwuld it kill you to have dinner with your famly?"

"I's it dinner tinme?"

78 "It will be as soon as | nake that salnmon | picked up yesterday," she
said. "You loved it last time | made it. | nmostly got it for you."

Quilt. Geat. | smled. "Well, you didn't tell ne that's what you were
maki ng. Marco can wait. I'mthere."

W try not to use the phone very nuch. Phone lines are too easy to tap
Plus | never know if Tom might be listening in. So | couldn't call Marco
or Rachel. 1'd have to do the research nyself. If we were going to bust
into Joe Bob Fenestre's nassive home, we'd need sone idea what we were
dealing with.



| started on sonme homework while nmy mom cooked. Then ny dad yelled up
the stairs to say that Showtinme was doing a rebroadcast of this fight
t hat had been on pay-per-view. So | took ny homework downstairs and
worked on it with one eye on the TV

Then we had dinner. The four of us. Like the old days.

My dad got off into sone long, involved, really boring story about his
work. And nmy nom asked nme and Tom about school. Then ny dad realized
he'd forgotten sonme part of his boring story, so he had to tell that
part over again. And ny nom sai d she hoped we |iked the clothes she'd
bought at the mall. And of course Tom and | joked about how she'd
probably shopped at Formerly Coo

79 Fashions "R' Us. It was an old joke we always used whenever ny nom
bought us cl ot hi ng.

It was so normal. Tom and nme. Qur parents. My nom and dad squeezi ng each
other's hands like they were on their first date.

| sat there afterward, stuffed with fish and rice and snap peas, and
still stuffing my face with sonething called tiram su, which is an
Italian dessert soaked in sone kind of |iqueur

| wanted to believe it was all real. Because, you know, that was the
whol e point of fighting. The whol e point of taking risks and fighting
the Yeerks was to protect boring, average, no-big-deal tines like this.

| flashed back on being sneared across the ceiling of the plane. And
flashed on the time we'd al nost been able to save Tom down in the hel

of the Yeerk pool. It made me mad. Mostly what people want is to be |eft
al one. They just want to sit down and have a nice dinner and tell boring
stories and tell jokes they' ve told a dozen tines before.

But | guess there is always soneone out there who thinks life, just
plain old boring, sweet, everyday life, isn't enough. And that's when
the killing starts. In this war it was the Yeerks. But there had been an
awful lot of wars when it was just human agai nst hunan.

What is the matter with people that they don't

80 know all that really counts is that people who | ove each other be
able to be together, live in peace, learn, work, tell boring stories and
dunb j okes? What do they think they're going to get that is better than
t hat ?

"You're awfully quiet, Jake," nmy nother said. "Thinking deep thoughts?"

| smiled. "I was thinking this was cool. W should all have di nner
toget her nore often." | |ooked at Tom "It was nice. | hope nothing ever
happens to us. | hope we'll always be together."

The Yeerk inside Tom s head searched Tom s menory. The Yeerk opened his
menory and read it |ike a book. He played the strings of Tom s brain
like a violinist squeezing perfect notes out of a violin.

The Yeerk found the answer that Tom woul d have nade. It ainmed Tom s eyes
and nade Tom s face smle sardonically. It opened Tom s mouth and nade
Tom say the words Tom woul d have said, if he'd been able.



"Hey, Mom no nore tiram su for Jake. The liqueur is making himnmushy."

| laughed the way | should. And | thought to nyself, The day will cone,
Yeerk, when | will tear you out of his head and destroy you for what
you' ve done to ny famly

81

While | spent the evening with my fanmily, Marco had been busy. He'd used
t he hack- proof program Ax had witten for himto go back to the chat
room He told us about it when we trudged out to the woods at the edge
of Cassie's farm Tobias and Ax could both be thensel ves out there.

"Most of the sane people were there,” Marco expl ained. "There were sone
new nanes, but CoVikes, YrkHSer, Chazz, CKDsweet, YeerKiller, Carlito,
Megvbm and Gunp8293 were all there. The Gunp kid was still talking
about his dad. | get the feeling maybe he's getting ready to confront
his father."

"We can't let that happen," Cassie said.

"Qunp is a nine-year-old kid," | reninded
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fromout of town. Sone of them way out of town. That | eaves us with
GoVi kes-"

"-an idiot," Rachel pointed out.
"-YrkHSer, @unp, Chazz and, of course, Fitey777," | finished.

<YrkHBer is a Controller, right?> Tobias asked. <l mean, that's what he
acts like. Like a Controller trying to pass hinmself off as an eneny of
Yeerks. >

Tobi as was in a branch maybe ten feet over our heads. His tal ons sank
deep into | oose bark

Cassie tilted her head back and forth |like she wasn't too sure. "YrkHSer
i s soneone naned Edward Chelti ngham What was he? Thirty years ol d? But
you know what? | | ooked in the phone book this nmorning and there was no
Edward Chelti ngham Only two 'Cheltinghans' |listed and they were both
female.”

"So? He has an unlisted phone nunber," Rachel said.

"Maybe so. O maybe Edward Chel ti nghamis as phony a nane as YrkHSer,"
Cassie said. "lIsn't it possible to get a fake ID and a credit card in
some nanme and then open a WAA account ?"

Qovi ously, that had not occurred to anyone except Cassie.
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could be anyone."

"W have an address for him" Cassie said. "W could check it out." She
| ooked at ne. "W al so have an address for Gunp."

"Qunmp isn't the point," Marco said. "Fen-estre is the person at the



mddle of all this. He's the nmain man. Figure out what's happening with
him and you figure it all out."

"Maybe, " Cassie conceded. "But he can wait. Gunp may be in trouble right
now. "

"Look, Cassie," Marco said, "it's Sunday. If we go after Fenestre, it's
probably going to take sonme time. Which neans a weekend, which neans
today. We can check out Gunmp any day after school. Monday. Tuesday."

"Unl ess Monday is too late. Unless later today that scared little kid
talks to his dad and his dad is a Controller, and that's it for Gunp.
@unp does a disappearing act. O else ends up as the new hone for sone
| ow| evel Yeerk."

The two of them | ooked to me. | was supposed to deci de which was our top
priority. Rescue a nine-year-old, or naybe bust open the whole thing
with a raid on Fenestre's nansion.

| |1 ooked down at the ground. "Marco, did you happen to do any research
on Fenestre's house?"

"No. | thought you were doing it."
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"It's supposed to have nassive security,” Marco said. "Lots of computer
stuff. But it shouldn't be any problemfor us. | nean, security is
designed to keep out humans, right? Not aninmals.”

| nodded. | hoped he was right. I felt a twinge of worry, but Marco was
right: Fenestre was at the center. "Cassie, first thing after schoo
tomorrow, we'll checkout Gunp."

She nodded. But she | ooked bitter. "I hope that's soon enough.™
"Yep. Me, too. Ckay." | rubbed ny hands together, shot Rachel a cocky
wi nk, and put on my best "game face." "Let's do it, then. Let's go see

how t he superrich live."

| sensed | was nmaking a mstake. But | didn't know what it was. And a
| eader has to lead, not sit around consulting his horoscope or taking
his own pul se.

So | made the deci sion
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you' ve seen the honme of Joe Bob Fenestre, WAA founder and megabil-1ionaire.

Fromthe air it |looked like a junior college or sonething. Like a
shopping center. There were a dozen separate buildings. Two guest

houses, each twi ce the size of ny home. A pool house with changi ng roons
and a bar that extended to the edge of the pool, which was itself in the
shape of the WAA | ogo. A boat house down on the riverfront with a sleek
cigarette boat docked al ongside. A stable big enough to house a dozen
horses. Wat | ooked like an observatory. A greenhouse bursting with
bright green lettuce and

86 herbs and entire orange trees. A garage, easily big enough to store
thirty or forty cars. A security building with arned guards next to a



quarter-mle-long driveway. And finally, on a hill surrounded by a | awn
you could have held the Superbow on, was the house itself.

<This guy knows how to live,> Marco said with satisfaction. <Someday
that' Il be ne.>

<wWho' Il be you? The guy mowi ng the | awn down there?> Rachel said.

<What do you think he's got in that garage?> Tobi as wondered. <Ferraris?
Por sches? Jaguars? Vi pers?>

<Not m ni vans and Vol vo station wagons, > Marco said. <That's for sure.
Maybe a few Rol | s- Royces. >

W were floating about a quarter mle above the Fenestre conpound.
Tobi as was Tobias. Ax was in his northern harrier mnmorph, Rachel was a
bal d eagl e, Cassie and Marco were both ospreys. And | was in one of ny
favorite norphs: peregrine falcon. One of the fastest things alive. And
with eyes that could see a flea on a dog froma hundred feet away.

I'd had a slightly bad feeling going into this mssion. But | was
feeling pretty good now | usually feel pretty good when I'm flying.

When you are floating on a pillar of warm up-welling air with your
wi ngs spread wi de and no
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good. It is as free a feeling as you coul d ever i magine.

But at the sane time | was noticing details with ny |aser-focus falcon's
eyes: three separate fences. One around the perineter of the entire
conpound, woods, gardens, pool, tennis courts, and all. Then a second
fence about twenty yards inside the first fence. And finally, a third
fence just around the house and its | awn.

<This guy is a little paranoid, isn't he?> Rachel said. <You guys see
the little observation posts on the corners of the house? There are guys
in there. GQuys with guns.>

<And don't forget the Rottweilers,> Cassie pointed out. <Two teans of
two dogs each patrolling between the outer fence and the second fence.
Each teamwi th an arnmed man. >

<Col onel Hogan woul d never get out of this place,> 1 said. | was pl eased
when Marco and Tobi as | aughed. <l guess now we know who wat ches Hogan's
Her oes reruns on N ck. >

Cassie, with her osprey eyes that were designed to spot fish down bel ow
the water, said, <There's sone sort of underwater fence, too. | can't
see it all, but there's a definite line beneath the water.>

<I's this human in great danger?> Ax wondered
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<Okay, so how do we get into this place?> | asked. <Anyone have any
brilliant ideas?>

<Fly right in through an open w ndow, > Tobi as suggested. <There's one on
t he back side of the house.>



<Then what ?> Cassi e asked. <W need to be able to nove around inside the
house. Find M. Fenestre's office nmaybe. And be able to overhear what's
goi ng on. >

<We could do flies again,> Marco suggested

<We coul d do ants, too,> Cassie said, taking an uncharacteristic shot at
Marco, who had sworn never to norph an ant again.

It was time for ne to decide. <Okay, first of all, we go in |ike Tobias
said. Only Tobias stays outside and uses his eyes and ears to report
what he sees through the wi ndows. Inside half of us morph to fly, the
others to cockroach. We spread out and keep in touch by thought-speak
Anyone finds Fenestre, he calls the others. Ckay?>

<Let's do it!> Rachel said as she spilled air fromher w ngs and
pl umret ed toward the open w ndow.

Down she went, huge w ngs swept back, talons up, her blazing white
eagle's head up to keep her eyes focused on the w ndow.

Cassi e was about twenty feet behind her, then
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to a level where he could see everything happening on the estate.

Down Rachel went. Down | went, fast as a bullet.

Rachel flared at the last mnute to kill sone of her speed, brought her
tal ons forward, and sailed through the open -

TSAPPPPP
<Break off! Cassie, break off!>

Cassie was already reacting. She opened her w ngs, yanked a hard right,
and skinmed within inches of the rough stucco wall of the nansion

<Rachel !> | yelled. <Rachel!>

She had gone through the wi ndow. She was inside. But she wasn't
answering. And with ny falcon's eyes | could just nake out a di m shape
lying sprawl ed on the floor of the roominside.

Rachel was unconsci ous.

At least, | hoped she was only unconscious.
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Rachel | Trapped!

<Sheer off! Everyone back! Get altitude!>

BRRRRRRI NNNNNNNGGGE

Scr eeeeEEEE! Scr eeeeEEEE! Scr eeeeEEEE!

Alarms were ringing. A siren shrieked. | heard nmen's voi ces shouti ng.



| saw Cassi e shoot high up, passing the top of the wall to keep her
monentum But Marco and Ax were struggling with dead air. So was |. |

fl apped hard, but the air down that close to the ground was still and
cool. | flapped harder and rose, but slowy. Too slowy.
"Shoot them "

"What, the birds?"

"Yes! The birds! Those are the orders!”
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<Prince Jake!> Ax cried out, <| have been hit!>

| saw the northern harrier stagger in the air and start to fall. Could
reach himbefore he hit the ground?

<Hol d on, Ax-man, |'m com ng,> Tobias said. He was the only one of us
with any altitude. Down he cane in a mad, suicidal stoop, plunging
toward the ground.

Ax had been thirty feet in the air when he started falling. Tobias was
fifty feet up. It was inpossible!

But down Tobias went, like a reddish bullet. He caught up with Ax when
Ax's fluttering body was three feet fromhitting the ground.

<This is gonna hurt!> Tobias yelled. He sank his talons into Ax's
shoul der and chest, opened his w ngs, and swept down along the falling
sl ope of the lawn, never nore than an inch from di saster

Cassie was rushing to hel p. She grabbed one of Ax's wi ngs and she and
Tobi as managed to drag and haul the injured Andalite over the inner
fence and the second fence. But they dropped himin the dog run

A team of Rottweilers came tearing for him

The dogs were racing, salivating, their big jow s shaking. Their trainer
foll owed nore slowy, unlinbering a subnmachi ne gun
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di ve. Too shallow, too slow The dogs were sure to see ne com ng. But |
ainmed right for them Right for the eyes of the nearest animal. | swept
nmy tal ons forward.

The dog caught sight of me out of the corner of his eye. He turned!
struck!

Snap! A massive, crushing jaw cl osed over ny left wing tip. But the
teeth found nothing but feathers. | hit the grass, rolling. The dog cane
after me. In three bounds he'd have nme. | was hel pl ess.

Then somet hi ng rocketed down, just behind nme: a second osprey! Marcol!

Marco raked the dog frombehind, tearing a red |line up the back of the
dog' s neck.

ROONNARR!



The dog spun, Marco flapped away, and | worked |ike a madnan to get off
t he ground.

But the second dog had kept his focus on Tobias, Cassie, and Ax. Tobi as
and Cassie were flapping madly, dragging Ax's tattered bird body al ong
the grass. They woul d al nost get off the ground, then slip back. The dog
was on them

<l eave him > 1 yelled

<No way! > Tobi as cri ed.

<Do it! Do it or you're all dead!>

Tobi as and Cassi e rel eased Ax's body. They
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snatched himup in his jaws.

"Keep! Keep, Achilles!" the dog handl er yelled.

Wth nmy keen vision | saw the dog freeze his jaw. He held Ax but did not
bi te down.

<What do we do?> Cassie cried
<Cet out of here! Myve! Mvel> | yelled.

| caught a slight breeze and soared up and away. Arned men and nore dogs
encircled Ax.

Thr ough t he supposedly open w ndow of the house, | saw other nen running
to surround Rachel

Two of us captured. And | was to bl ane.
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w.

l e joined up, those of us who were left, on the roof of a Wendy's a
quarter mle away. We hid there behind rooftop air conditioners and
exhaust fans, am d the snmell of grease and the rippling heat.
<How | ong have we been in norph?> | asked.

<I don't know, > Marco yelled. <How am | supposed to know?>

<We coul d have gotten Ax out of therel> Tobias accused.

<They have Rachel and Ax, > Cassie said frantically. <W have to get them
back! >

It was panic. No one thinking clearly.
| tried to focus. But the air conditioners were

95 roaring. The stink of frying burgers and oni ons and ketchup was
over poweri ng.



<I| think ... | think we've been in norph about thirty mnutes,> | said.
<W¢ have an hour and a half.>

<To do what ?> Tobi as denanded. <That place is a fortress! Fences, dogs,
and sone kind of force field in the w ndows. >

Controllers,> Marco said. <Fenestre is a Controller. It was a trap. Has
to be. Who el se would shoot at birds?>

<Rachel and Ax will have to denmorph in | ess than an hour and a half or
be trapped, > Cassie said. <An hour and a half. That's how | ong we have.
I f they denorph surrounded by Controllers ... | mean, they'll know
Rachel is human, which nmeans they'll figure out that we're all hunman.
Al except Ax.>

<I know,> | said. Actually, it was worse than that. See, Rachel knew she
couldn't denorph where she could be seen by Controllers. If | knew
Rachel , she'd rather be trapped forever in her eagle's body than let the
truth out. She knew that if the Yeerks ever |earned we were humans, not
some bunch of renegade Andalites, our days were numbered. In | ow nunbers.

<Being trapped in eagle formmy not be the worst thing facing Rachel, >
Tobi as sai d.
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<Maybe Rachel doesn't want to spend the rest of her life eating mce and
living in trees |ike you, Tobias.>

<That's not what | neant,> Tobi as snapped back. <l meant she may not be
alive. O the body she's trapped in may be injured beyond saving. >

<Ax was alive, |'"'msure of that,> Cassie said, a bit cal nmer than the
ot her two.

<Didn't any of this show up when you researched this lunatic's nansi on?>
Marco dermanded of ne.

| didn't answer. | had to think. Tine was running out. Tobias and Marco
were at each other's throats. Cassie was starting to noan about how
they'd find her parents, sooner or later. How once they had Rachel it
was only a matter of tine.

| had to make a plan. But who was | to be making plans? I'd | ed everyone
into a disaster. Rachel ... Ax ... all of us, nmaybe.

<l don't know what to do.> It came out as a sob. | hadn't planned it.
Hadn't nmeant to say it.

<What ?> Tobi as sai d.

<Ti cktock, ticktock,> Marco said angrily. <We need a plan. Tine is
runni ng out!>

<l don't have a plan, all right?!>1 yelled.

<Don't give ne that,> Marco shouted in ny head. <You got us into this,
now get us out!>
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But Marco's words had been spears ainmed right at ny heart. And Cassie
defendi ng ne just nade things worse.

My mind was split in tw. Part of it was racing like an Indy car whose
engine is ready to expl ode. Another part of it was sw mm ng through

nol asses, stuck on the awful fact that Marco was right. | had failed ny
friends.
<W ... we could use cockroach norphs,> Cassie said. <Craw into the

mansi on and ->

<No time,> Marco said. <We'd have to norph way outside the outer fence,
then get all the way up the hill, hundreds of yards. Besides, they're
Controllers in there. They'll be ready for us now >

<No, > | said suddenly.
<No, what ?> Tobi as sai d.

<They aren't Controllers,> | said, suddenly absolutely sure. <Any tine
we' ve ever gone after the Yeerks they nmay have used a | ot of
human-Control | ers. But backing them up were al ways Hork-Bajir. No
Hork-Bajir. And everyone used guns. Plain old, everyday guns. And dogs.
The Yeerks woul dn't use dogs. >

<What kind of a human being would tell his guards to shoot birds?> Marco
demanded.

<I don't know. But these are humans. Just humans. But Rachel and Ax may
not know t hat.
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<They still have guns, > Cassie pointed out. <They may not have Dracon
beanms or squadrons of Hork-Bajir, but they still have guns and fences
and dogs and probably some big, thick doors.>

<Yeah, they do,> | agreed. <And we don't have any norphs between us t hat
are fast enough, and tough enough to bust into that place wthout
getting shot up. But | have an idea. How far are we from The Gardens?>
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J. flew as fast as ny falcon body could carry ne, which was pretty fast.
But the wind was against nme. | tried to tell nyself it would all work
out because on the way back the wind would be with me. But who can tel
with the w nd?

| left Marco and Cassie behind to keep an eye on things. | gave them
instructions to do nothing. I didn't want us to get back and find they
were captured, too

But who was | to be giving anyone orders? I'd led nmy friends into a
trap. Atrap | mght have expected if I'd taken the time to do sone
research. But no, I'd spent the night wasting tine with ny famly.

Cassi e had been right all along. W should

100 have tried to save Gunp. That woul d have been the easy thing to do.



Instead | had to try and play the big general and decide to go after
Fenestre, even w thout any preparation

Tobias flewwith ne to The Gardens. | wanted to be alone, really, but
Tobias is a hundred tines nore experienced than any of us in the air. He
knew t he wi nds and cl ouds and thermals. He could help ne fly faster

We'd had | ess than an hour and a half. By the time we were flying above
the ani mal habitats of The Gardens, we woul d have | ess than an hour
Hal f an hour to get back. That left half an hour to do what | had cone
to do, and to rescue Rachel and Ax back at the nansion

There was no tine to waste.

<Are you going to tell ne what we're here for?> Tobi as grunbl ed.

<Ri ght down there,> | said.

Bel ow us was an outdoor habitat of m xed grasses, a muddy wallow, and a
wat er hol e. Four shapes were visible in the habitat. Four |arge shapes
that | ooked like fugitives fromthe age of dinosaurs.

<Rhi nos?> Tobi as asked i ncredul ously.

<Yeah. | need a norph that can go straight through those fences, through
the doors, and take a couple of bullets if need be. You have a better idea?>
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one of those things?>

<Two of the rhinos are off at the far end of the habitat. The crowds may
not able to see themall that well.>

<You're just going to go right in?>
<There's no time for anything else.>
<Oh, man. Look, at least let me provide a distractions

| hesitated. Tobias was waiting for me to say yes or no. What if | was
wrong? Again? Still, | could use a distraction. <Yeah, okay. But don't
get hurt. You hear? Do not get hurt.>

Tobi as peeled off and |I floated down, down, |ike going down a spira
staircase. | ainmed right for the broad back of the biggest rhinoceros.
flared my wings, reached out with nmy talons, and | anded as gently as |
coul d.

The big beast barely twitched.

| stood there, balanced on his back, my talons holding lightly to the
thick old gray leather. So far, so good. But you can't acquire new DNA
when you're in a norph. | had to be human to do it. And that was goi ng
to be tricky.

| 1 ooked off toward the high railing where people were watching the
rhinos neander. Wth ny fal con vision, they seemed shockingly close.
could see the color of their eyes. | could see a | oose button on one
guy's shirt. O course, they



102 only had human eyes. They couldn't see nearly as well as | could.
It doesn't matter, | told nyself grimy. No tine to worry. Do it.

| began to denorph. On the rhino's back. My fal con feathers began to
nmelt and run together, confusing their neat geonetric patterns. M
talons grew | ess sharp, thicker, clunsier, with extra toes beginning to
grow. | heard a deep, internal grinding sound as nmy human bones began to
stretch out of the hollow bird bones.

| was already tw ce as heavy on the rhinoceros's back. Wuld he throw ne
off and tranple me? No time to worry. Wuld the people notice what was
happening? No tine to worry. | had to trust Tobi as.

And that's when | saw hi m swoop down fromthe sky and snatch a cotton
candy froma little girl's hand as easily as he snatched mice fromthe
grass.

Swooop! And off he went with the bright pink fluff ball. The girl
yel l ed, the people around all gaped and | aughed and poi nted. Tobi as
began to put on an aerial display worthy of the Blue Angels at an air show

No one was watching me as ny |unmpy human shape energed fromthe sleek
falcon's body. But | was still on the back of the rhino. On the back
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The rhino nmoved! But he was just anmbling over to greener grass.
| continued to denorph. Then, all of a sudden, the rhino noticed.

"Ffnraha!" he snorted. He broke into a trot. | had no hands yet. No
tal ons anynore, either. | rolled off and |ay face down in the dust.

Cone on, Jake, norph

The rhinoceros towered above me. It was like Iying down on the ground
besi de a truck. He blinked one eye at me. And then he | owered his
massi ve horn

Sniff. Sniff.

That face, that horn, hovered inches fromnme, as the rhinoceros sniffed
me and | prayed he wouldn't inpale nme. He was growi ng nore agitated. He
was upset by what he was watching. No surprise. It would have upset ne,
too, watching a boy squirmand nutate his way out of a bird.

And then | had a hand. | stuck it out, half-blind, and touched the horn.
| wapped ny still-emerging fingers halfway round it, and | focused with
all nmy mnd

When you acquire animals, they go into a sort of trance. Except
sometines they don't. And if

104 this was one of those times, the rhino would tranple me and use ne
for target practice with his horn.

| focused on the beast. |I focused and felt himbecone a part of ne.

105 W raced back from The Gardens. | was exhausted. Tobi as was



exhausted. We had no choice. Tine was running out.

The wind had shifted. It wasn't in our faces, but it was strong fromthe
south and we were flying west. We kept having to fight our way back on
cour se.

Marco and Cassie were waiting in the trees across the road from
Fenestre's front gate. Their time in nmorph was short, too. As short as
Rachel 's and Ax's tine.

<Marco! Cassie!> 1 yelled down. <Anything happen?>
<Yeah, the clock kept ticking,> Marco said.
<Wé noticed one thing,> Cassie said. <Thank
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inside in some kind of insect nmorph. There's a band of poison around
each door. And sone kind of bug zapper in the wi ndows. That rust be what
shocked Rachel. | think M. Fenestre has some psychol ogi cal problens.>

<He can afford them > Marco said. <Now what are we doing to get Rache
and Ax out of there?>

<l "'m going to knock down the fences, kick in the door, and stonp
anyt hing or anyone that gets in ny way,> | said.

<Cool . > Marco | aughed with a touch of his now strained hunor. <Rache
woul d approve. But how?>

| landed on the ground at the base of the tree. <You guys get ready. |I'm
hoping M. Fenestre built that place with high ceilings and w de hal | ways®

| denorphed as quickly as | could. |I stayed in human formfor only a few
seconds, then focused ny thoughts on the rhinoceros.

It is unbelievably tiring to nmorph rapidly like that. You feel |ike your
body is running on one hal f-dead doubl e-A battery. But | could be tired
| ater, not now.

The first change was nmy skin. It went fromdelicate human of the pink
variety, to sonething like inch-thick |eather that's been out in the sun
for ten years. It thickened and rippled all over.
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My | egs thickened and shortened. My fingers withered away. Only the
fingernails remained and they became hard and big as irons. | fel
forward onto all fours, a grow ng mass of gray, like nolten stee
bubbl i ng and reform ng.

| felt nmy ears craw up the side of my head. They el ongated, then curled
to form open tubes.

And then, last of all, nmy face. My entire face sinply began to stretch
Qut and out and out. The bones of ny face and skull grew, nultiplied,
thi ckened. It was as if some busy crew of engineers were rebuilding ny
face, always saying, "W need nore here, nore support there, nore arnor,
nore strength.”



My head was gi ganti c!
<What the ... what are you norphi ng?!> Marco asked

And then, growing fromthe far end of ny nonstrously big head, the horns
began to energe.

A smaller one toward the back that grew, then stopped. And the |arger
horn. The one that grew and grew and grew. My eyesi ght was di mand badly
focused, but | could see the horn sprout. Up and up it went. Thicker,

| arger, | onger.

<Oh, > Marco said. <That's what you're nor-phing.>
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<Maybe ten m nutes,> Tobias said.

| felt the rhino's m nd energe beneath my own human consci ousness. |t
was not what |'d expected. This mnd was not violent. In fact, the

dom nant instinct seemed to be sinple hunger. The rhino wanted to graze.
But beneath that placid herbivore consci ousness there was sonet hi ng

el se. Not aggression, but defensiveness. Not fear, but concern. The
rhino had to be careful, lest it was challenged by another rhinoceros.
The incredibly dimand al nost usel ess eyes searched for a shape vaguely
like its own. The ears twisted and turned, aimng at each new sound,

| ooking for the sounds of another rhino. The excellent nose sniffed the air.

No chal l engers. No enenies. Just sone birds. The rhino was calm

| would have to supply the aggression. Wich was fine, because | had
plenty. | had to save Rachel and Ax. And | had to do it right now.

<Okay, you guys stay with ne, but stay back. Wit till I've cleared away
def enses before you advance. Now, let's see what this horn can do.>
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My new body nmoved surprisingly well. | felt alnost like | was tiptoeing.
But | was a tiptoeing giant.

| trotted out from beneath the cover of the trees. | knew the gate of
Fenestre's conpound was right across the street. But | could not see the
gate. | couldn't see anything beyond maybe thirty yards, and then, only
if it moved. In order to see, | had to look first with one eye, then the
ot her, because the two eyes were too far apart, with too nmuch massive
jaw and snout and horn separating them It was |like having your eyes in
different roons.

<You guys will have to aimne,> | said.
110 <A little left,> Marco said. <That's it. Now, forward !>

| trotted. | broke into a run. | felt hard pavement beneath ny
surprisingly sensitive feet.

<Gate!> Marco yell ed.



I lowered my horn. | increased ny speed. The gate was netal bars. | saw
them cl early about two seconds before | hit them

More than two thousand pounds of rhino hit tenpered steel

VWHAM

| felt the inmpact in nmy massive, bony face and back into ny shoul ders.

It was like getting hit in the face with a sl edgehamer! But it was |ike
getting hit and not caring. | felt the inmpact. But ny rhinoceros body
was used to inmpact. It was built for inpact.

<What happened to the gate?> | asked, too blind to be sure.

<What gate?> Marco sai d. <Okay, now straight on, veering slightly right,
bi g guy! >

| trotted on ny four Greek colum legs. | felt the twi sted remnai ns of
the gate as | ran across them

Scrrr EEEET! Scrrr EEEET!
<Man, does this guy have a lot of different alarms, or what?> Tobias said.
<Okay, fence nunber two,> Marco announced.

111 | kept running. This time it was just chain link. | felt something
sort of tug at ny horn.

<Where's the fence?> | asked.
<You just went through it,> Cassie said.
<Al'l right. This may work,> Marco said.

"Rowrrrowrrowr!" | heard the dogs very clearly. Snmelled them even nore
clearly.

<Doggi es! > Tobi as war ned.

| caught a vague glinpse of two dark shapes hurtling through the air
toward me. | think maybe they tried to bite nme. I'mnot sure. | did fee
a sort of scraping sensation on one side.

"Yow Yow Yow Yowyowyowyow "

<What happened to the dogs?> | asked.

<Doggi es go bye-bye,> Marco said with a [ augh. <The doggi es are hauling
doggi e butt.>

<I| think I like this nmorph,> 1 said. <Wat's next?>
<Fi nal fence, then the door.>

<Look out! uards! The guys with the shot guns”
"Holy crap!" | heard soneone yell. "What is that?"

"Shoot it!"



| spotted themnoving. It was |ike watching a very old, very fuzzy
bl ack-and-white novie on a bad TV. They were shadows, ghosts novi ng
swiftly against a blurry background. Just enough for nme to see.

ill

112 | turned toward them all rhino instinct now They were possible
danger. They were chall enging ne. That was a m st ake.

BLAM BLAM BLAM

Rhi nos get shot at all the time. Unfortunately, there are people stupid
enough to think rhino horn is a medicine, and people creepy enough to
sl aught er endangered rhinos to get it.

But they don't go hunting rhinoceros with shotguns. You want to shoot a
rhino, you need a hi gh-power, high-caliber rifle. Not a shotgun that
fires a bunch of small pellets.

BLAM BLAM

| felt something sting nmy face and shoul ders. It nade ne nad. | charged.
Not a trot, an out-and-out run, with head down and horn out.

"Run! "
They ran. | ran after them It took about three seconds for ne to catch
the first one. | plowed right into him felt the contact with his soft,

mushy body, tossed ny head, and

Let's just say that particular man won't be sitting down for a
long, long tine.

| had | ost the other guard. But that was okay. They weren't ny goal
<CGet me to the door!>1 yelled to the others.

<Left. . . okay, nowright. . . okay now. . . jeez, what are you,
blind? Left, right, okay, CHARGE!>

114 | char ged.

VHAMMVM

| felt like l'd hit a truck. | backed up and sl amed forward agai n.
VHAMMW  Cr unch.

<Man, that was a tough door!> | said.

<Um Jake? You m ssed the door. That was the wall. You okay?> Cassi e asked.
<I"'mfine. One nore push and we'll be in.> 1 reared back and sl anmed
forward. | felt scraping along ny back. Then | was in rmuch cooler air.

<W're inside, aren't we?> | asked.

<Yes, > Tobi as answered, sounding tense. <And we are out of tine.>
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I"msure it was a beautiful house. But | didn't really see it. Al | saw
with nmy di mrhino-vision were walls and doorways. But at |east we'd been
right to guess that there were wi de hallways. Wde enough for ne to
barrel down like a ... well, like a rhinoceros.

And the ceilings were high enough that Tobias, Cassie, and Marco coul d
fly down them searching nadly fromroomto room Searching with vision
greater than human vision and hearing that could pick up the sound of a
gopher bel ching froma distance the length of a football field.

They used nme to open doors.

<Jake, open this door,> Marco would say. I'd

115 turn where he showed nme, shove ny massive bony face forward, and the
door woul d expl ode in splinters.

Crrrr-U MCH Bang!

<We are trashing this man's hone, > Cassie said. <l sure hope he is a
Controller after all this.>

<He can afford to have his doors fixed,> Marco said.
<That's not the point,> Cassie said. Then, <Jake, open this door, please.>
Crrrr-UNCH bang!

<Not hi ng, > Tobi as conpl ai ned. <Not hi ng, not hi ng, nothing! Nothing in any
of these roons, and there may be a hundred roons in this place.>

<Tobias is right. W are out of tine,> Cassie said.
<This isn't the way to do it,> | said. <W can't just search

roomto-room It could take hours. We need to figure this out. How do we
find Ax and Rachel ? Where woul d they be?>

<In the last place we |ook,> Marco grunbled. <Or at least . . . wait a
m nute! \Wherever they are, they'll be guarded. >

<Yes!> | said. <Of course. W just ranpage till we see sonething well
guar ded. >

<l'Il head upstairs,> Tobias said.

He zooned away and up a | arge staircase.

116 lunbered along into a vast open living roomarea. | stonped on

through. | tried not to crush too much furniture, but | was big and
hal f-blind, so | kept hearing the crunch of wood and the shatter of
gl ass and pottery in ny wake.

<Up here!> Tobi as yel |l ed.

Then, not as loud as before, but still loud enough . . . BLAM BLAM

<Tobi as! >



<l '"'m okay! But |I found an area with two big guys with big guns. It's
upstairs. >

| tried to turn around and head back to the stairs, but then Marco yell ed.

<Uh- oh! Guys com ng up behind us. Man, how many gunmen does this lunatic
hire? Jake, we have to go through these guys to get back to the stairs!>

<l got guys on ny tail!> Tobias yelled down from upstairs.

| spun around and wi ped out a couch in the process. <This way?!>

<No, a little left!>

| turned and annihilated a coffee table. Then | charged. | couldn't tel
the difference between the men and various pole | anps and bookcases,
except when they noved. The blur drew ny eye, and |I snelled humans.

| lowered nmy head and charged.
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Shot gun pellets stung but didn't penetrate beneath my outer skin.

POP! POP! POP! POP

I was hit. | staggered. |I felt the bullet fromthe handgun tear into ny
ri ght shoul der. A second slug |odged in the bone of mny face.

| hit the guy with the gun. I was mad. | lowered ny horn and | tossed ny
head back. He went flying back over my shoul der

" Ya- ah- AHHHHHH! "

The other man junped aside. | think he was funbling to reload his
shotgun. | sidesw ped himand knocked himinto the wall. Then | was out
of the room back into the hallway, tearing along back to the staircase.
| was bleeding. And I was weakening on my right side. My right front |eg
was moving slower. The bullet in nmy face nmust have ricocheted off. |
felt pain there, but not the heaviness | felt in ny shoul der

| came to the stairs and tried to charge straight up. But rhinos were
never meant for clinbing stairs. My legs wouldn't lift high enough. My
wei ght and nomentum were too rmuch. The wooden stairs splintered.

BLAM BLAM

<Tobi as! What's going on up there?>

118 <I'm | eading these guys around in circles and they're bl ow ng the
crap out the wall and ceiling trying to shoot ne.>

<| can't make the stairs. W need nore fire-power. Marco, Cassie, norph
Tobi as, keep it up. Keep |leading 'emon.>

A bird trapped in a house, being chased by two guys with shotguns. Had
just sentenced Tobias to death?

| started to denorph as fast as | could. But while ny thought-speak was



still functioning, sonething occurred to me. <Rachel! Ax! Can you guys
hear nme? Rachel! Ax!>

<. . ..unh . . . what?>

<wWho i s that?>

<. . .unh ... it is me, Aximli,> Ax said.

He sounded dazed. | wasn't surprised. <Ax! Denorph! Tine's up!>
<But there are humans here watching me, Prince Jake.>

Anot her decision. <Just do it, Ax, we're com ng for you! Do you -> M
t hought - speak went dead as | becane nore human than rhinoceros.

<Yes, Prince Ja -> Ax fell silent.

I was shrinking. My arnored flesh becane tender human skin. My face was
flat and delicate. But nmy legs could handle stairs. | still heard the
sounds of gunfire fromupstairs. And the sad thing was, | was glad. As
| ong as they

119 were still shooting, it meant Tobias wasn't dead yet.

Marco and Cassie were just becom ng human again. They were
three-foot-tall lunps of feathers and shrinking beaks and emergi ng skin.

One wong nove and Tobi as was gone. Ax m ght be denorphing in front of
peopl e who m ght be Controllers. Rachel ... no one knew whet her Rache

was even conscious and capabl e of demorphing. Or alive at all. And now
the three of us were utterly vul nerabl e, weak, pathetic.

| just kept thinking: This wasn't even supposed to be a very dangerous
m ssion. And now, we were as close to being w ped out as we'd ever been.

"Come on!" | said, slurring ny words with a mouth that was not yet
human. "No chime kleft!"

| started up the stairs, staggering on nmy shifting, changing |egs. The
joints weren't right. The toes weren't toes, and my ankles seened to
have no flexibility. But tinme was up. | dragged nyself up those stairs,
hopi ng desperately that | had not killed us all.
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J. was human by the tine | had reached the top of the stairs. But hunman
isn't a great norph when you're thinking about going agai nst guys with guns.

As | ran | saw, to ny horror, sonething energe fromthe flesh of ny
shoul der. About as big as a fingertip, smashed, the color of mud. It was
the bullet that had | odged in ny shoulder. By good luck it had ended up
outside my body as it norphed into a smaller form

The bull et dropped to the carpet.

A hawk zi pped by overhead, scraping the walls with its wings. A |loose
feather drifted down.

<What are you guys doing, looking Iike that?> Tobi as denanded.



121 "Are they still after you?"

<Yeah, but | lost themtenporarily. The roomthey were guarding is down
the hall, then through this big, nassive bedroom You'll see a doorway.
Last time | went past, there were still a couple of guys guarding it.>

"What do we do?" Marco asked.
| swear, | alnmost punched him |f one nore person asked me what to do ..

"Mor ph agai n. Combat node. Tobias? Try and reach Rachel and Ax with
t hought - speak. If you get Rachel, tell her to denorph right now, no
arguing. If you get Ax, tell himto -"

<l hear ny guys coming,> Tobias interrupted. <Into that side room It's
unl ocked. I'Il |ead them awnay! >

Marco, Cassie, and | all dodged into the side room | heard the sound of
heavy, weary feet tranping by.

"Where is that |ousy bird?"

"What | can't figure is why we're chasing it and bl owi ng holes in the
walls and ceiling."

"' Cause we want to keep our jobs, that's why," the first man nuttered.

By the time they were gone, | was in tiger norph. The rhino was great
for busting things dowmn. But | wanted eyes and ears and reflexes to go
along with nmy power. And nothing |I'd ever norphed could do as much
damage as the tiger.

122 Cassie had norphed a wolf, Marco a gorilla. In a fight they were our
st andard nor phs.

<Rachel !> | yelled, as soon as ny thought-speak was back. <Rachel! I|f
you can hear ne, denorph! Denorph now > To Marco and Cassie | said,
<Cone on! Let's do this!>

Marco opened the door with his al nbst-human fingers and we ran. Down the
hal |, through a bedroomthat |I swear, w thout exaggeration, was as big
as a basketball court, and up to the doorway, where two very
scar ed- | ooki ng guys stood cradling weapons.

One carried a shotgun. The other a small submachi ne gun. They were
thirty feet away. For a frozen nonent, no one noved.

| could cover thirty feet in tw seconds.

In those sane two seconds, the guy with the machine gun could fire ten
rounds. He could easily kill ne. If he failed, the force of ny leap, ny
desperate need to defend nyself, would ensure that he died.

It was time to ganble. <Look, you two nen . . .>

They stared at me |like they were going nuts. They could guess that it

was me they were hearing in their heads. But they had never even
i magined talking to a tiger before.



Then again, they'd never expected to be face-to-face with a small, angry
zoo, either.

<Yes, it's nme, the tiger. Don't worry about how
123 or why. Here's all you need to know | don't want to hurt you. But I
have to go past you. You may shoot ne, but you won't kill me fast enough

to keep me fromtaking you down. See this paw?>

| lifted one paw. My tiger paws are about as big around as a frying pan
| extended the cruel, yellowed cl aws.

<Wth this paw, | can literally knock your heads from your shoul ders and
send themrolling |like bowing balls. Now, | don't know what you're
getting paid for this job ->

"Not enough," said the man with the machine gun. "I can't believe I'm
talking to animals. But that tiger makes sense.”

"We're not getting paid nearly enough,"” his partner agreed. "W put down
our weapons and wal k away. Agreed, M. Tiger?"

<Agreed. Cassie? Keep an eye on them >

Cassie trained her acute wolf senses on the nen. If they had even
t hought about trying anything tricky, she'd have known it before they did.

<Marco? Now it's your turn to open a door. Qpen that door.>

Marco rai sed his huge gorilla arns back over his head, preparing to
swing them down with shattering force

<Marco? Try the knob first.>

<0Oh. >

He opened the door. And | |eaped through
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J. bounded into the room It was dark, but nmy tiger's eyes could see
t hrough the gloomas easily as if it had been lit with stadiumlights.

There seened to be a sky overhead. Geen, nostly, with vivid flashes of
lightning. Scruffy plants grew fromwhat seened to be soil beneath ny
feet. And in the center of the room perhaps fifteen feet across, was a
shal I ow pond of liquid the color and consistency of nolten | ead.

There were two cages beside the pool. Ax was in one. He was hal fway
between his northern harrier norph and his own Andalite body. He was
frozen stiff. Unnoving. Not even breathing, |ike some nightmare statue
conposed of gray feath-

125 ers and a scorpion tail and talons and a nouth-less face.

In the other cage was Rachel. Still a bald eagle.
My tiger eyes were very good. My tiger ears were good, too. | heard no
heartbeat fromher. | saw no slight novenent of her chest rising and

falling with breathing.



| felt nmy heart stop beating for several |ong seconds. Dead. Both dead.
I'd been too |ate.

There was a man there, too. | recognized the face. Joe Bob Fenestre, the
second richest man on earth. Head of Web Access America.

| recognized what he had in his hand, too: a Yeerk Dracon beam He was
not pointing it at me. He was pointing it at Ax.

Wong again, Jake. This man was a Controller. Had to be.

Marco and Cassie cane in behind ne. After a few nonments Tobi as j oi ned
us. But Fenestre just kept staring at ne.

At | ast he spoke. "So. Not Yeerks, after all. I"'mto be destroyed by
Andalites. Well, | suppose there is sone honor in that, at least."

<Let my friends go,> 1 said harshly.

He shrugged, "You can take them | don't care. Killing Andalites is not
nmy life anynore."

<Yeah? My friends are dead,> | said.

126 He frowned. "Nonsense. Don't you recogni ze bio-stasis when you see
it? They are sinply frozen in tine. | thought you Andalites were
supposed to be so advanced when it comes to technol ogy."

My heart qui ckened. Bio-stasis? Wat was that?

<CGet themout of there,> | said.

"Or what?" he nocked. "You'll kill me? You'll kill me anyway."

| was panting. My mind was racing nmadly. What game was this man pl ayi ng?
How could I win? <wWiy would | kill you?>

"I"'ma Yeerk," he said. "A Controller. Although ny host and | are on
very good ternms. | nmade himrich. | wote his famus Wb browser. W' ve
been partners all these years."

<Yeerks don't have partners,> | said.

He | aughed. "No," he drawled, "we don't." He |looked at me with a sharp
shrewd | ook. "Who sent you after ne? Have you nade sone kind of dea
wi th my brother?"

<Your br ot her ?>

"You are obviously Andalites," he said patiently. "No one el se has your
amazi ng nor phi ng technol ogy. But | have to ask nyself, why woul d
Andalites go to so nuch trouble to kill nme? Me, of all Yeerks?"

| was totally confused. | hesitated.

127 <This is weird,> Marco said, sending ne a private thought-speak nessage.

<This guy is cornered, > Cassie said. <He thinks he's toast. You can see
it in his eyes. W need to find out nore. >



| paced a little. Tigers get restless just standing. Should | take a
chance? Should I tell himat |east sone of the truth?

<We traced you here fromthe Wb page. The one about Yeerks.>

He nodded. "Yes, but why cone after. . . ?" His face lit up. "OF course!
You were | ooking for allies! You weren't sure, were you? You thought
perhaps it was all real, that humans were form ng a resistance to the
Yeerk invasion of their planet! You cane here to see if | was for you,
or agai nst you!"

Then he began to | augh. He |l aughed in that sick way people do when
they' re laughing but nothing is funny.

"Shall | tell you who and what | am Andalite? Shall [?"
| didn't answer. | waited.

"My Yeerk designation is Esplin-N ne-Four-Double-Six. Note the 'double
six.' Do you know what it neans?"

<No. >

"A 'doubl e designation nmeans that | ama twin. That two Yeerks grew
fromthe sanme grub.

128 When there are twins, one is considered the prine, and one the
lesser. | amthe lesser. My brother, ny twin, is the prine. To him go
t he best assignnments, the best hosts, the rank, the power, the glory.
And to me, only what | can take." He made a fist on the word "take."
sone cases, brothers can share. In sonme cases, tw ns can even becone
allies. But not with nmy brother. My brother is power mad. O nmaybe j ust
mad now. He left me nothing. He assigned me to a poor, uninportant human
host. This Joe Bob Fenestre, a lowy progranmer working in the bowels of
a tel ephone conpany.

"“In

"Well, that wasn't good enough. | wanted nore. And if | couldn't have it
as a Yeerk, I'd have it as a human. | ended up naking an alliance wth
my host. W were two of a kind. Two |losers in the shadow of our betters.
| used Yeerk technical know edge to make Fenestre rich. And in the
process, | created Web Access America, which nade nme the greatest source
of information on humans there was. | knew secrets my brother could only
guess at."

<You sift E-mail. You spy on chat rooms.> "You know human conputer
term nol ogy," he said.

| swallowed hard. |'d been carel ess. | had sounded "human." Bluff it
out. <We Andalites

130 are a small, hunted band on this planet. Know edge is survivals
He seemed satisfied with that.

"I becane an invaluable asset to the invasion. Al by nyself | had
become a powerful human with vast information. But of course, mny brother
couldn't tolerate that. He had me declared a traitor. He cut ne off from
t he Kan-drona. He would have killed ne. For the crime of being as great
as he, he'd have nurdered ne."



Joe Bob Fenestre's eyes bored into me. And | felt a chill of
premonition. See, right then | knew who this twin brother was. \Who he
had to be.

<Oh, my Cod, > Cassi e whi spered. She'd guessed, too.
"Yes, only one twin can be great," Fenestre said bitterly. "Only one of
us could be the m ghty Visser Three."
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le first encountered Visser Three within mnutes of finding the Andalite
prince, El fangor.

Vi sser Three showed up and nurdered the hel pl ess El fangor. Since that
time we have fought himmany tinmes. He is the only Yeerk in all the

uni verse ever to have successfully taken over an Andalite body, |ong ago
i n another war on another planet. \When he took the Andalite body as a
host, he acquired the Andalite's ability to nmorph. He is the only

nor ph- capabl e Yeerk

And now | understood why his brother, this Yeerk living in the head of
Joe Bob Fenestre, would instruct his nmen to shoot at birds and any ot her
ani mal they saw. Any one of them mi ght be Visser Three in norph

131 "1 gather, fromyour silence, that you know ny brother," Fenestre said.
<We¢ have fought him> 1 said sinply.

"And yet, you're still alive. Not nmany can say that. My conplinments."

<How do you survive wi thout having access to the Yeerk pool? | see you

have created a replica here in this room but surely you haven't managed
to create your own Kandrona to supply the vital Kandrona rays.>

Fenestre nodded. "Well, well. So you know a Yeerk pool when you see one.
And you know about the Kandrona." He shrugged. "I have found a way to
stay alive without a Kandrona. That's not inmportant. What's inportant is

what now?"

<He's lying, > Cassie whispered instantly. <Or at least he's not telling
the whol e truth. The Kandrona. He doesn't want to tal k about that.>

| nodded my tiger head. It probably | ooked funny, such a human gesture
com ng fromthe huge cat. <Your brother must know where you are. He
could kill you anytine he wants. He could hit you fromorbit and | eave
this place a big, snmoky ruin.>

"No, no, that would be too noisy. Sone idiot human with a canctorder
could manage to record it."

<He could send in Hork-Bajir. They'd cut

132 through your guards just like we did. O he could cone hinself. I|f
he wanted to kill you, he would. He could. He hasn't. So why not ?>

Fenestre smiled a wintry smle. "Clever, clever Andalites. So good with
your conputers and your magnificent Done ships. You still think you're
the I ords of the galaxy, don't you? W spread from planet to planet and



you keep falling back. And yet your arrogance is so unbelievable you
never pause to consider that nmaybe you're not so clever, after all."

<Cassie's right,> Marco chimed in. <He's weaseling. He's trying to
di stract you. >

<Yeah, you're both right,> 1 said. Then to Fenestre | said, <If you want
to live, answer mnmy questions. Answer ne, and you'll live. Lie . . .>
let the threat hang in the air.

Fenestre | ooked at ne long and hard. "I suppose I'll have to rely on
Andal ite honor," he said in a nocking tone. "All right. My brother has
not killed me because | have information he wants and needs. He doesn't
want nme dead, he wants me in his torture chanber aboard his Bl ade ship.
You see, | have found a way to survive without the Kandrona. And Visser
Three woul d give anything to know how. "

Fenestre | owered the Dracon beam he'd been pointing at Ax. "There's a
way to process and refine Kandrona rays from another source. It can

133 be made into an edible product. A food, so to speak, that | can
consunme with ny human nmouth and di gest."

| felt a cold chill. If that was true, there would be no stopping the
Yeerks. Their reliance on Yeerk pools and Kandrona rays was one of their
great est weaknesses.

<You're lying,> 1 said. <If there was a way to keep Yeerks alive w thout
Kandrona rays and Yeerk pools, that information would nake you
i nvul nerabl e, even to your brothers

This time the wintry smle was even colder. If that's possible. "Oh,
maybe not. For one thing, there is a long, involved process. But that's
not the problem The problemis the raw material. The raw material is ny
brot her Yeerks. | nust destroy and process and consume a Yeerk every
three days to survive. | have becone a cannibal ."

<Whoa, > Marco sai d.

"My brother would use this process for hinmself. But, as you can imagi ne
it woul d never beconme popul ar around the Yeerk Enpire."

<You really are Visser Three's twin,> 1 said. | felt sick. Then | felt
sicker. <How do you get the Yeerks?>

He shrugged. "Wat do you think that silly Yeerk forumis about, that
silly mx of fact and fiction? | control Wb Access Anmerica. | know the
identity of all the screen nanmes. The chat roomis

134 full of different types: people who are actually Controllers, trying
to throw suspici ous humans of ftrack; humans who have di scovered our
little invasion and are trying to rally opposition to us; and then
there's me. | spot the Controllers. | spot the humans who think they

have found fam |y nenbers who are Yeerks. | nonitor the real gung ho
Yeerk-fighters who identify potential Controllers. | track down the
screen nanes. | find the Yeerks. One every three days. Ten a nonth."

<Cool by ne,> Marco whi spered. <G ve the man a pat on the back, and
let's get Ax and Rachel outta here.>



| had the same feeling. Fenestre was a sickening creature, but as vile
as he mght be, he was wi ping out a hundred or nore Yeerks per year. So
much the better.

But then Cassie expl oded. <How are you getting the Yeerks fromthe human
host s?! >

Fenestre cocked an eyebrow at her. He seenmed surprised. | saw a shadow
of suspicion in his eyes. Cassie's question had not been whispered. It
had been shouted angrily.

Why, he was asking hinmself, would an An-dalite care?

"How am | getting the Yeerks fromtheir human hosts?" H s face was dark
H s eyes enpty. "How do you think I get thenf"

135 Cassie let loose a grow and was racing toward Fenestre before
could say a word. He raised his Dracon beam | |eaped through the air.

| landed, paws outstretched but claws retracted, on Cassie. | knocked
her wol f body spraw i ng across the fl oor

<What are you doi ng?!> she yell ed.
<W aren't here to annihilate this guy,> 1 said. <l told himwe wouldn't.>
<Do you know what he's doi ng? Do you under-stand?> Cassie cried.

<| know. | know. | KNOWN> | screanmed in frustration. <But | told himhe
was safe. | prom sed. Besides . . .>

<No! Don't say it, Jake. If you say that | won't

136 be able to deal with you anynore. So don't say it.>

| felt like she'd punched me. In nmy own, real face. What had | been
about to say? Was | really going to say it was okay for this creature to
go on doing what he did, as long as he got the Yeerks?

WAs | going to say that? Me?

<| wasn't going to say what you think,> | said |anely.

Cassie didn't answer. She's good at spotting lies. Too good.

<l...! don't think . . .> 1 stanmered.

<That kid, Gunp. That kid who was worried about his dad,> Cassie said.
<That lonely little kid. That's who this nonster goes after. Jake. Not
some abstract person with no face and no name. He'll wait until GQunp
does sonething stupid. Till he confesses his fears to his Controller
father, and his father nakes hima Controller, too. Then Fenestre wll

go after them >

<What do you expect ne to do?> | asked her. <You want to get rid of this
man because he's evil? Do you want to do it yourself, Cassie?>

<You . . . your nmorph would do It better,> she said.

<You want nme to get rid of himfor you?> | asked. <That's what you want ?>



Fenestre just stood there, waiting, as a wolf and a tiger bristled,
face-to-face. He was trying

137 to figure sonething out. But | could see fromhis eyes that the
truth had not come to him yet.

| backed away from Cassie. | turned back to Fenestre. <My friend has
lost friends in battle against your people. She is enotional.>

He nodded, uninpressed. "We've all lost friends in this unpl easantness.™
<Rel ease ny two friends,> | said. <We'll let you live. W'll wal k away.
As long as you are in this house, we won't harmyou. But I'll tell you
so you'll know If we ever catch up with you in the outside world, that
protection will not exist.>

It was a stupid little threat. | said it to make nmyself feel better

Ax and Rachel were released. The instant Fenestre turned off the
bi o-stasis fields, Ax continued to norph back into his normal Andalite
shape.

| stared hard at Rachel. Was she breathi ng? Yes!

Was there still time to get her back into her own body?
<Rachel! Can you hear me?>

<Huh? What? Ch, man! \Wat am | doi ng here?>

<Rachel, listen to me. Start denorphing. R ght now. >
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<There's some guy! Wo's that guy?> she asked, glaring at Fenestre with
eagl e' s eyes.

138 <Rachel, for once, don't argue. Forget the guy, we're getting out of
here. Denorph! Do it! Marco. Get Rachel. Carry her out of here.>

<I"'mnot letting himcarry nel>

But she was too weak to do nmuch, so Marco went over and |lifted her
gently in his massive gorilla hands.

"Perhaps we' |l neet again," Fenestre said cockily as we backed away.

| said nothing. What was there to say? | was letting a nonster |ive.
was letting a killer go free.

By the time we hit the stairs Rachel was de-norphing. Ax was al nost
fully Andalite. He still had two bird-shot pellets in his body, but they
weren't enough to harm him

Tobias flew, as well as he could, overhead. W stunbled and trotted down
the stairs, through the weckage of the house and outside into the
fenced, defended yard.

By the time we reached the trees, Rachel was Rachel again. W al



denor phed, and soon we were five tired, wary kids and one Andalite
hi dden in the deep shadows of the trees.

We could still see the house. Fenestre's billionaire mansion

"What happened in there?" Rachel demanded. "Someone ripped that place.
Was there

140 some big fight and | missed it? Ch, man! | can't believe | mssed a
big fight. So what happened?"

"Someone will tell you later,"” | said shortly.

"Was the guy a Controller or not?" Rachel demanded. "Was he a good guy
or a bad guy?"

| laughed a little. My eyes | ocked with Cassie's and then we both | ooked

away, unwilling to make contact. "Rachel, | don't even know which /am
anynore."
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J. guess soneone eventually told Rachel and Ax what had happened. It
wasn't nme.

| got hone and went up to nmy roomand just stared at nothing for a |ong
time. My nomcalled ne to dinner and | nunbled ny way through

And then | went out in the backyard and sat on my rusted-out old sw ng
set fromwhen | was four and | stared at the sky as it turned dark. The
stars came out and man, | hated them They weren't beautiful, they were
deadly. It was fromthe stars that all ny probl ens had cone.

My nom came out after a while. She pretended |ike she was checking to
see if the grass needed watering. But of course she was checking on ne.

141 "\What cha doi ng out here? Thi nking great thoughts?"
"Nah. Just hanging."

She | ocked her arnms over her chest and | ooked up at the sky like | was
doing. "It's a beautiful night. Look at the stars.”

"Yeah. "
"I's anythi ng bothering you, Jake?"
"Nope. "

"Well, if anything was bothering you, you could probably tell me wthout
nmy enbarrassing you too nuch."

"I know, Mom It's nothing."

She sighed. "Well, | guess it had to happen sooner or later. You've
turned into a real teenager. Momis too out of it to talk to."

She didn't say it in a nean way. More |like a joke.

| made a smle for her. "That nust be it," | said. "It nust be that



whol e teenage thing."

She shrugged. "You know, when | was your age and feeling upset, ny

nmot her, your gram would always just say, 'You don't know what unhappy
is, youre just a kid.' Like anything a kid would feel would be |ess
difficult or painful than what an adult would feel."

"That's probably true," | said, not really Iistening.
"No, it isn't," my nother said firmy. "In a |ot

142 of ways being a kid is worse than being an adult. You have the sane
things to deal with: friends, tenptations, |ove and hate, and all that.
Only you don't have the two great weapons that adults have to help them'

| cocked an eye at her. "Wat two great weapons?"

"Well, the first is experience. Experience maybe doesn't make you
smarter, but it means you can think, 'Hey, | had something like this
happen once before, and | survived."'"

"Ckay, I'Il ask: What's the second great weapon?"

She | ooked right at ne. "You are, Jake. Because as your mom | can | ook
at you and think, 'Ch, nan, as bad as | feel right now, as bad as things
may be, at least it isn't as bad as being a teenager.'"

| laughed. It was a tired, weak |augh, but it was sonething.
"You know, X-Files is on. You used to | ove that show. "

The next day at school | was still feeling bad. It's nice that ny nom
and dad care about nme. It's nice that they synpathize. But they don't
understand, and they can't understand because for themeverything is
about my age.

How can they help me nmake |ife-and-death

143 deci sions? How can they hel p me keep maki ng those deci si ons when
|'ve nade m stakes?

How can they hel p nme make deci sions no human bei ng can ever nake
correctly - like deciding what to do with Fenestre?

| looked around for Cassie. W'd left it on pretty bad terns. But after
a while | realized she wasn't there. Wasn't in school

| suddenly knew where she was.

| made ny way to the roof of the school building, cursing under ny
breath because | knew | was going to get busted for skipping second
period. Then |I norphed to ny falcon and fl ew away.

| wasted sone tine going to Gunp's house, which was stupid. Cassie would
have waited till he was away fromthe house. So | searched around for
t he nearest elenentary school and headed there.

The kids were at recess. One little boy was way of f by hinself at the
far end of the playfield. There was a dog with him At |east, the
average person wal king by would think it was a dog. | knew it was a wolf.



As | watched, the little boy patted the wolf and then wal ked back to his
cl assmat es.

The wol f watched hi mgo, then junped the fence and faded toward sone
near by trees.

<Cassie,> | said.
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She | ooked up, surprised. | landed on the

144 ground and began to denorph. She resunmed her hunman shape, too.
"That was Gump, | guess.”

"Yeah. "

"What did you tell hinP"

"I told himl was a magic, talking wolf. He didn't exactly buy that.

guess by his age they're pretty much past the point where they believe
in magic."

"Yeah, | guess so."

"I told himnot to go to that chat roomagain. I told him. . ." Her lip
qui vered suddenly. "I told himnot to talk to his father about Yeerks.
Told himnot to . . ." Her voice was strangled. She gritted her teeth
and squeezed out the last few words. "I told that little boy not to

trust his father."

There were tears running down her face. | guess they were runni ng down
nmy face, too. One of the things Cassie and | share is that we trust our
parents, unlike some people, | guess.

"What a terrible thing for me to do,’
di sgusting thing for ne to do."

' Cassie said. "Wiat a filthy,

"It was the best you could do," | said. "It was all you could do. |
guess it's hard to fight evil w thout doing some along the way." Maybe
there was a little "I told you so" in ny voice.

Cassie just wal ked away. | let her go. Not

145 everything can be settled. Not everything can be snoot hed over.

A few days later they showed a fire on the TV news. It was a very big
story because it was this huge nansion.

The mansi on bel onged to billionaire Joe Bob Fenestre. Fenestre was safe.
No one was hurt.

| remenbered warning himthat he was safe only as long as he stayed in
that house. Now it was no |onger possible for himto stay in the house.

Did the mansi on burn down on its own? O did soneone start the fire that
deprived that evil creature of sanctuary?



If sonmeone set the fire, there was a long |ist of suspects. Visser
Three. Cassie. One of the others.

Me.
| guess you'll never know

| make mistakes. | fail sometines. Sometinmes |'mjust plain stupid.
Sonetimes there is no right answer to the problenms we face, but what can
you do but keep trying to figure the answer out, anyway? \WWat el se can
you do?

About a week went by after the fire before I went to Cassie's house. She
was in the barn, taking care of the sick aninals.

| didn't ask her any questions, and she didn't ask ne. | hel ped her put
a splint on a deer with a broken leg. It was nice because, you know, it was

146 just a good thing to do, no second-guessing, no doubts.

And after a while Cassie and | started tal king and even | aughi ng. The
ot hers cane over and we tal ked about flying. But instead of flying, we
stayed there and shovel ed the manure out of the barn

The six of us shoveled dirty hay, and Marco nade dunb jokes, and Ax
tried to eat a cow pie, and Rachel npaned about Cassie's pathetic taste
in clothing, and we were us again.

For now.
147 Don't; m ss

< | his was not easy to figure out,> Tobias said proudly. <Hours and
hours of follow ng known Controllers. Then | had to keep stealing peeks
in through the wi ndows. | even norphed to human to check out the inside.
That's how | found out about the Happy Meal . >

W were flies. The six of us. W were zipping nmadly around inside a
McDonal d's. It was naddeni ng. The scent of food was everywhere. Pickles.
Meat. Ketchup. Grease. Special sauce.

My fly body thought it had died and gone to heaven. Qutside of a good
trash dunmp, there's no place a fly likes nore than a fast food restaurant.

<What about the Happy Meal ?> Cassie asked.
<Wiy is the neal happy?> Ax asked.

Tobi as decided to answer Cassie's question. <That's how you signal
That's the code. You go up to the counter and say, 'I'd like a Happy
Meal . Wth extra happy.' That's the signal.>

148 | flew upsi de down along the ceiling, |looking for a place to |and
and rest. | buzzed to a nice greasy patch near the deep fryer, turned a
back flip, and set down. My nouth - actually, it was nore |ike sone

i nsanely long straw that could curl up - extended down and began
spitting digestive juices onto the grease, then sucking up the resulting
goo.

Hey, | know it's gross. But it was either that or keep resisting the



fly's desperate cries for food! food! food!

<After you place the Happy Meal order, you go around |like you're going
to the bathroom But instead, you take the other door. The one that goes
to the kitchen. You go in - and here's the cool part - you go into the
wal k-in refrigerators

<Then what ?> Jake asked.

<Then | don't know. | could never see inside.>
<Okay. So here's the plan,> Jake said. <W watch till someone orders the
Happy Meal with . . . what was it?>

<Extra happy, > Tobi as sai d.

<Is it just ny imagination, or did the Yeerks develop a sense of hunor?>
Mar co asked.

<Once we have our Controller, we follow himin. No problem > Jake said.

Then he added grinmly, <Oh yeah, no problem A little picnic in the Yeerk
pool. I'msure they'll all buy that.>

149 <Um Jake?> Marco said. <You said that |ast part out loud. W heard it.>
<Oh. Sorry.>

<M. Inspiration® | said with a laugh. <Cone on. Let's ->

<Uh uh uh! Don't say 'Let's do it,' Rachel!> Marco yelled

W took turns hangi ng out above the counter. But we didn't have too |ong
a wait till a woman came in and ordered a Happy Meal with "extra happy."

W buzzed easily al ong behind her as she went through the door and into
the kitchen. Then into the walk-in refrigerator

<Cotta get out of here, man,> | said. <This cold is slow ng ne down.>

<Yes, this body has no ability to regul ate body tenperature, > Ax
observed. <What a strange idea. You humans do many unusual things.>

<Ax, | don't think we're exactly responsible for ->
<Yes, | know. | was attenpting to nake a joke. A human-style joke.>
<Great,> Marco nuttered. <Funny Yeerks and now a funny Andalite.>

The Controller wonan waited patiently and, after a few seconds, the back
of the walk-in refrigerator split and opened wi de.

150 She stepped and we flew through the opening. It really was going to
be easy this tine.

Brrrr EEEEET! Brrrr EEEEET! "Unauthorized life formdetected." Brrrr EEEEET
Brrrr EEEEET! "Unauthorized life form detected."”

The Controller wonan | ooked around. | saw her blue eyes, each the size
of a swimm ng pool, turn and | ook. Through the shattered, splintered fly
vision, | could see her focus.



Then she nuttered under her breath, "Security fanatics. It's just a
couple of lousy flies."

But the nechanical voice was giving instructions now.

"Shut your eyes tightly to protect against retinal danage fromthe G eet
BioFilter."

<The what ?> | asked.

<CGet out of here!> Ax yelled.
<What ?>

<Out! CQut! Qut!> he yelled.

Ax never yells. So if he does yell, you have to figure it's a good idea
to pay attention.

| spun around in mdair the way only a fly can do, and | hauled wi ng for
the still-open crack that led to the refrigerator

Suddenly, the whole world blew up in a dazzling expl osion of |ight.
felt my compound eyes nelt. | flew on, blinded, blew through the rapidly
narrow ng crack, and hit the cold air.

<I'"'mblind!> 1| cried.

151 <I think we all are,> Ax said calmMy. <W're lucky to be just
blinded. A Geet BioFilter destroys all life forns whose DNA i s not
entered into the conputer controls. Andalite technol ogy, of course. The
Yeer ks nust have stol en the specifications”

<Ax, are you telling me that filter thing will wi pe out any life form
except the one they programit for?> Jake asked.

<Yes, Prince Jake. I'msorry to say, yes. Everything but the particul ar
human- Control | er. >

<Then we're shut off fromthe Yeerk pool,> Tobias said. <They nust have
this same technology at all the entrances now. >

It was hard to get too upset by the idea of being | ocked out of the
Yeerk pool. But it was frustrating. And it kind of made nme mad. | didn't
like the idea of being outsmarted by the Yeerks.

<There nust be some other way in,> | said.

<I'd like to know what it would be, > Marco sai d.

For a nonent no one said anything. Then Cassie said, <Wll . . . there
is one way. >

<| take it back!> Marco said. <l take it back! | can tell by your tone,
Cassie, | really don't want to know. >

152 It's surprisingly sinple. Amazi affordable. And totally powerful.
Unfortunately, using it neans going back to the Yeerk pool. But Rache
and the ot her Aninorphs have no choice. They have to try to sl ow down



the invasion. If tl don't, who will?
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