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1
My nane is Cassie.

I am an Ani norph. That's the name we rmade up for ourselves. O actually,

it's the name Marco nmade up for us. I'mnot that clever with words.
I wish | was nore clever with words. | really do. Because the story |
have to tell is too strange, and in some ways too beautiful, for me to

tell very well

But 1'Il do the best | can. And later, when | can no longer tell the
story, Jake will take over

Here's what you need to know to begin with: W are not alone in the

uni verse, we creatures of Earth. W humans are just one of naybe

t housands of thinking, reasoning species. There are seven or eight that
| know of for sure, ones

2 that | have personally seen: Humans, Andalites, Yeerks, Hork-Bajir,
Taxxons, Leerans, Gedds, Chee. And the Ellimsts, if you can call thema
speci es.



Among t hese species, the Yeerks nove like a virus. They are parasites.
Like intelligent tapeworns. They enter a body, wap thensel ves around
the brain and take over conplete control.

Conpl ete control. The poor creature who has been infested | oses al

power over his own actions. He loses all privacy. H s nmenories are |ike
a bunch of videotapes that the Yeerk can play whenever he wants.

W call a human who has been taken over that way a Controller. The
Hork-Bajir have all been made into Controllers. Wll, alnmost all. The
Taxxons, too. The Gedds.

And now the Yeerks are after the human race. They have invaded the body
of the human race like a virus. Like a cancer. Unseen, unsuspected,
grow ng, spreading, enslaving.

| guess you'd call themevil. | always did. An evil race. An evil species.
And | guess you' d say the Andalites are the opposite. The Andalites
fight the Yeerks. It was a brave Andalite prince who broke his own | aws
to give us the power to nmorph. It's the only power we have to fight the
Yeer ks.

3 This is what | believed: that the Yeerks are evil. That the norphing
power is all we have.

So | should have been glad to be able to fight the Yeerks. | should have
been gl ad to have the norphing power.

| shoul d have been gl ad.
<Cassi e! Behind you! >

It was night. | was the wolf. | spun with far-nore-than-human speed.
saw the Hork-Bajir's clawed, bladed foot slash toward ne.

| jerked aside.

The foot landed in the dirt beside nme, mssing nme by a hair. One inch to
the left and it would have opened nme up like a sardi ne can

The Hork-Bajir was off-balance now Al his weight was on that foot.
could see the nuscles rippling. | could see the tendons straining.

| lunged. | opened ny jaw wide. | closed ny teeth on those nuscles, on
t hose tendons, and | clanped with all the shocking power the wolf possessed.

| twi sted ny head savagely, ripping, tearing, trying to do damage.
"Rrrraaawww, raaawwrr, rrrr!" | vocalized as | bit down.
repositioned, bit down again, and twi sted and tw sted, shaking ny
shoul ders to help rip and tear

The Hork-Bajir screaned in pain.

4 He tried to slash at nme, but now he was off-bal ance in the other
direction. He was falling back, thrown off by his owmn wild flailing.

He fell. The sound of his fall was sharp and clear and full of details



to ny incredible wol f hearing. My wolf sense of snell recorded the panic
hor mones, the Hork-Bajir equival ent of adrenaline that flooded his system

My wol f ears could even hear the machi ne-gun poundi ng of his hearts. And
the pulsing throb of the big arteries in his neck.

Al around ne, the battle raged. Jake, our unofficial |eader, in tiger
nmor ph. Rachel as a huge, rampagi ng el ephant. Marco, like nme, a wolf.
Tobias in his own hawk body, soaring and diving, attacking eyes and
faces. And Ax, the Andalite, his sharp tail flailing like a bullwhip. A
razor-tipped bul | whip.

W had been on a sinple reconnai ssance mission. It was a neeting of The
Sharing, the front organization for Controllers. They were having a
party for "new menbers." New nenbers who thought they were joining
something like the Boy or Grl Scouts, but would soon be dragged,
willing or not, to be infested by Yeerks and be made sl aves.

It was a cookout in the park. A bonfire blazed. People ate hot dogs and
col esl aw and slices of

5 pie. The adults drank beer. The kids drank Cokes. The ni ght sky was
full of stars.

W had sneaked up close to the nmeeting in various nmorphs. W had

identified a dozen people we did not know were Controllers. Including a
radi o deejay who did one of those "wacky" norning shows, a state hi ghway
patrol man, a TV news reporter, and a substitute teacher who | had for
honeroom for two nonths while my regul ar homeroom teacher was having a baby.

A sinple mssion. Nothing too dangerous. Except that it had all gone wong.

Far fromthe main neeting, off to one side, out of sight of the

i nnocent, naive people who wanted to join "for the fun," the "executive
neeti ng" had gone suddenly weird. One of the human-Controllers had nade
a mstake of sone sort. A serious nistake. And suddenly, she was being
haul ed off toward a waiting Bug fighter by Hork-Bajir warriors.

They wanted to take her to Visser Three, the |eader of the Yeerk
i nvasi on of Earth.

She knew what that neant. |If she was |ucky, her death would be quick
She started to yell.

"But | didn't doit! | didn't do it! You have to tell the Visser |I'm
i nnocent!"

That's when we changed our plans. That's when we decided to get
i nvol ved. See, we figured

6 if we saved the wonman, the Yeerk in her head m ght cooperate with us.
M ght reveal secrets to us.

And we only saw two Hork-Bajir and a gaggle of human-Controllers, none
of whom had a weapon.

So we'd norphed into battle norphs. And that's when the other five
Hor k- Baj i r had shown up

We fought. Not exactly for the first tine. And we were w nning.



"Aaarrrggghhh!" the Hork-Bajir cried in panic and pain.

The Hork-Bajir's leg was in bad shape. | let go of it. | |eaped up the
l ength of his body. He slashed at ne, but weakly. Hi s night-sight was
not as good as mine. He didn't see ne as clearly as | saw him

| saw his throat, unprotected.

<Ckay, they've had it, back away! Back away!> Jake yell ed.

But it was too late for the Hork-Bajir. Too late to keep the wolf that
was me from doing what its instincts taught it to do

Too | ate.

W backed off. We stood for a nonment, glowering at the battlefield. |
could clearly hear the main group of The Sharing | aughi ng and singing

7 and having fun, off beyond this dark, bloody field. They were
oblivious. They'd seen not hing.

But just beyond the battlefield stood a handful of human-Controllers.
They stared at us with hatred.

W stared back at them
And then we turned and nmelted away into the night.

<Ckay, everyone, let's get outta here,> Jake said wearily. He's always
depressed after a battle.

<Seven of them six of us, and we rul ed!> Rachel said. She's usually up
al nost giddy, after a battle.

Tobias was silent, as he usually is after a battle.

Marco | ooked for a joke. <You know, | was gnawing this Hork-Bajir's arm
and | just kept thinking mustard. It would go so much better with nustard. >

Marco jokes after a battle. And before. But the jokes afterward are
al ways ki nd of strained.

Ax calmy wiped his tail blade off on the grass as we wal ked.

And | said, <I'mnever doing that again.>

<Yeah, it was not a smart fight. But hey, we won,> Rachel said.

<No. | nean | am never doing that again,>

8 said. <Never. | quit. | quit this stupid war. | quit the Aninorphs.>
| turned and wal ked away from the ot hers.

| felt their eyes foll ow ng ne.

Maybe if | hadn't felt so hollow, so weak, so sickened inside, maybe
woul d have felt the extra set of eyes on ne.



But | wasn't paying attention. | was done being afraid. | was done
hurting other creatures.

| was done, done, done being an Ani norph
9

| denmorphed as | headed toward home. It started to rain a little, just a
drizzle. Just enough to turn the | eaves wet, to make the grass squishy
as | wal ked across the field.

The lights were bright at my house. Through the fam |y room w ndow I
could see ny nmomsitting at her desk goi ng over paperwork.

| couldn't see ny dad. But | knew where he was: in his big easy chair
watching TV, the renote practically glued to his hand.

Qur big barn was dark. Just a tiny, bright white light to mark the door
so we could find it if one of the animals needed care in the night.

The barn is also the Wldlife Rehabilitation inic. Both my parents are
vets. My nother

10 works with the exotic animals at The Gardens, which is a

zoo- sl ash-anmusenent park. My dad runs the clinic, where he takes in
injured wild animals: squirrels, geese, voles, foxes, deer, rabbits,
bats, raccoons, hawks. You nane it.

| help ny dad in the barn. | give meds - nedicines - to the animals.
cl ean them up and change bandages and feed t hem

| headed for the barn to get the change of clothing | keep hidden there.
See, when we norph, we can only nmorph the tight shirts and | eotards we
call our norphing outfits. | couldn't exactly show up back home wearing
just that.

| didn't turn on the lights in the barn. | knew ny way around. And

could see a red "Exit" light and light fromthe conputer we used to keep
track of the aninmals' progress.

| passed by the cages. Mdst of the aninals were quiet. But not all were
asl eep. The nocturnal animals were pacing to and fro - those that could
pace.

| wal ked by a fox. Its tail had been hacked off. Probably by sone
troubled kids. It paced and stared out of the cage and paced sone nore.

It looked at nme. It had very intelligent eyes. It |ooked right at ne.
"It's okay," | said to the fox.

I found ny clothes in the tack room changed, and wal ked to the house.
11 "Cassie! There you are.” It was ny dad. He was kicked back in his
easy chair, just like I knew he would be. "You didn't wal k hone, did
you? It's raining."

"No, Rachel's nmom gave nme a ride."

"I didn't hear a car pull up."



| forced a | augh. "You were probably watching TV."

Li es canme so easily. | had become an expert at |ying since becom ng an
Ani nor ph. But now there would be no need for lies.

"Yeah. This news story. A leopard s escaped fromsome fool who keeps
exotic animals. They think it may have nade it back up into the
mount ai ns. Clawed a man pretty badly. I1t'lIl be a tough job recapturing a
| eopard. Honey?" he yelled in a | ouder voice directed toward the

ki tchen. "Cassie's hone."

My dad seenmed way too perky. WAy too cheerful. It was an act.
| went into bright light and gleaning |linoleum "H , Mm"
"Hi, sweetheart," ny nom said.

Now my radar really tingled. My nother isn't one of those

"honey- sweet heart" kind of people. Something was wong. | felt ny dad
conmng into the kitchen behind ne.

"What's the matter?" | asked.

My parents sat down at the round table. | sat

12 down, too. | was expecting a |ecture about staying out too much. |

was ready to promse not to do it again. | was ready to nean it, this tine.

"There's no easy way to do this,"” ny nomsaid. "Cassie, we've |ost
funding for the clinic. W just got word this evening."

| shot a ook to nmy dad. He | ooked away and down and up at ne, then away
agai n.

"What do you nean?" | asked stupidly.

My dad nmuttered, "The, uh . . . the pet food company that's been paying
to support the clinic is pulling out. | amtrying to get a new conpany
to help us out, but it doesn't |ook good. It |ooks like we're going to

have to shut down the clinic."

| should have had something to say. They were both | ooking at ne |ike
I'd have sonething to say. But | just didn't.

"We know this will upset you," ny nom said.
And | just stared bl ankly.

"We' || keep trying," my dad said. "In fact, I'mleaving town tonorrow to
talk to a vice president at this new conpany."

| tried to find some words. But nothing. It was |like every part of ny
life that mattered was being taken away in a single night. No nore

Ani norphs. And | knew what that neant: Rachel would pretend to still be
my friend, but she'd never really forgive ne. Jake would still like ne,

13 but his life was about being | eader of the Aninorphs.

And now this. | was even losing ny animals.



My not her was peering closely at ne, |ooking bothered. "Urn . . . honey,
you have sonething in your teeth. Right there." She pointed to her own
teet h.

| felt with my finger. | pulled out a small shred of something green and
gray.

Sonehow, while norphing fromwlf back to human, it had becone | odged
bet ween ny shrinking teeth.

A small sliver of Hork-Bajir flesh
14
It took a long tine for me to get to sleep

| just kept thinking: It's all gone. Everything that was big and
inmportant in ny life. All of it gone. My best friend. The guy | ... that
| liked. The animals | |oved.

What was | going to do now? What was | going to be? | was just another
short, slightly chubby girl now.

| had to tell Jake it was all a joke! | couldn't quit. Was | crazy? |
couldn't quit!

But then, in the darkness, | saw that Hork-Bajir. | felt ny powerful
jaws grinding .

I'"ve met a couple of free Hork-Bajir. The Hork-Bajir are a
feroci ous-1o0oking race. Seven

15 feet tall, with razor-sharp blades at their wists, el bows, even on
their legs and tail. But sometines | ooks are deceiving. The Hork-Bajir
use the blades to peel bark fromtrees back on their home planet. It's
what they eat. They are peaceful herbivores.

It wasn't the fault of the Hork-Bajir. He never did anything to ne. It
wasn't himtrying to cut me up with his blades. It was the Yeerk in his
head. That poor Hork-Bajir had no control of anything.

But he felt the pain. He suffered. He suffered because of what | did to
him And now, whatever hopes he night have had of someday being free
wel |, those hopes were gone.

Because of ne.

"It was battle," | whispered into the sheets drawn up under ny chin.
"It's a war."

I hadn't heard Jake call us off. | hadn't heard in tinme. If | had, the
Hork-Bajir mght still have his dreanms of freedom And yet... when had
Jake called us off? Before |I lunged or after? It was all confused in ny
m nd.

Conf used .

| guess | drifted off to sleep, because | started to dream



| was huge. Huge! More than forty feet long fromny tail to nmy blunt,
roaring head. Ei ghteen

16 feet tall. Wth teeth that were seven inches |ong.

| was the nost dangerous predator the world has ever known.

I was Tyrannosaurus.

In the dark | saw the Triceratops slamits huge horns into another
Tyrannosaurus. It was Marco, in norph just like me. He was on his side,

his belly exposed to the horns.

| flexed the huge nmuscles in nmy tree trunk legs. | dug ny massive
bird-talons into the dirt. And | | eaped!

Tons of muscle and bone soared through the air. | |anded beside the
Triceratops. | | owered ny head, and opened ny mouth and bit down into
t he exposed spine of the Triceratops. | sank nmy teeth into it and jerked

back with all ny night.

| felt the big dinosaur come up off the ground. Marco was safe. | knew
that. But | was caught up now in the rage of battle.

| roared.
" Hoo 0o RRROOOCOAAARRR!
And the Triceratops screaned. "Rrrr-EEEE- EEEEEE! Rrrr- EEEEEEEEEE! "

| shook ny Tyrannosaurus head, worrying the screanming Triceratops like a
dog worrying a bone.

And then the Triceratops stopped maki ng sounds. It hung linp. | dropped
it and stood over the fallen creature. And | bell owed.

17 "Huh- huh- huh- RRRRRROOOCOOAAAARRR! " | roared in triunph. The sound
shook the leaves in the trees. It seened to shake the distant stars.

" Huh- huh- huh- RRRRRROOOOOAAAARRR! " | screamed agai n.

| felt within me all the violence of nature, all the ruthlessness of the
survival of the fittest, all the power of nuscle and bone and cl aw and
tooth, all the agel ess, never-ending lust for conquest w apped into one
awesone roar.

I woke up.
| junped out of bed and ran to the bathroomin the hall. | closed the
door and turned on the light. | sat there on the closed toilet for a

whi | e, shaking and hol ding ny face with ny hands.
| brushed ny teeth.

| kept brushing ny teeth till ny guns were bl eeding. Wth pink-stained
t oot hpaste foam ng around my nmouth, | |ooked at nyself in the mrror

Was this what it was like to go nuts?

| opened the wi ndow. Cool night air flowed in. The rain had stopped.



From here | could see the barn, quite close by. Soon it would be enpty.
No nore aninals.

| saw a flash of moverment. Just a patch of darkness that shifted out of
si ght behind the barn. Probably an animal drawn to the snmell and sounds
of prey in the barn.

18 Only the eyes, the faint glimer of eyes, did not come fromlowto
the ground. It cane from hi gher up. Like human eyes.

| stared for a while, and had the feeling that soneone was staring back
Then | cl osed the wi ndow and went back to bed.

19

?You weren't in school today," Jake said.
They had ne surrounded. At least that's howit felt. We often net at the
barn. It was one of our regular places. But it felt so different this tine.

They were all there, all but Ax.

Jake stood, arns crossed over his chest. He was trying to | ook cal m and
rel axed. He wasn't succeedi ng. Somet hi ng has happened to Jake during the
nmont hs we' ve been Ani norphs. He used to be just a normal kid.
Good- | ooki ng, but not the kind girls got all giggly over. He had al ways
| ooked solid and reliable and decent. The kind of guy to whom you

woul dn't even suggest doi ng sonet hi ng w ong.

But even though there had al ways been some-

20 thing "adult" about Jake, there was always still the kid underneath.
That had changed. He had faced too many dangers. W rse, he had made too
many |ife-and-death deci sions.

That shows up in your face after a while. In your eyes. It showed up in
the way Jake stood taller than before, and yet sonmehow a little
worn-out. There was a ragged | ook to him

"Yeah, | wasn't feeling well this norning," | said. "So | stayed hone."

"Maybe it was somet hing you ate,"” Marco suggested with a smrk, | aughing
at his own wit.

Rachel snatched a towel off one of the cages and threw it at him
"That's not exactly hel pful, Marco." She turned to nme. "Look, everyone
gets down about all this, okay? So take a couple of days to get your
brai n strai ghtened out, take it easy, watch sonme tube, eat sone cooki es,
and then you can cone back."

Rachel had not been changed. Not that you could see. Rachel is one of
t hese people who can wal k through a hurricane, followed by a nud slide,
followed by a flood, and come out clean, dry and with every hair in place.

She is still the tall, blond, perfectly-accessorized girl she's always
been. But inside, she, too, is changed. She'd al ways been bold. Now she
was reckl ess. She'd al ways been aggressive. Now there were tinmes when
she scared ne.



21 This war against the Yeerks had been a gift to Rachel. She'd found
her true place in the universe. The world woul d probably never have
all owed pretty Rachel to become the warrior she was neant to be. But
bei ng an Ani nor ph, she'd becone all that.

"Look," | said, "I know what you all think. You think |I'mjust upset
because of one battle last night. But that's not it."

| opened a cage containing a goose whose wi ng had been maul ed by a
wildcat. | began to cut away the old bandage.

<So if it wasn't the battle last night, what was it?> Tobi as asked.

O us all, Tobias has suffered the nost. He is a red-tailed hawk. At
first he was trapped in that form unable to escape, unable to norph at
all. But then the Ellim st gave hi mback his power to norph. Even to
nmorph into his old human body.

There was just one catch. If Tobias stays in norph again - any norph
even his own human body - he will be trapped again. And this tine the
Ellimst will not save him

Tobi as coul d becone hunman again. But if he did, he would | ose the
ability to nmorph. He woul d be out of the fight against the Yeerks.

| don't know why Tobi as has chosen to remain a hawk. | guess he wants to
stay in the war. O

22 maybe the truth is, he's happier as a hawk than he was as a human.

I looked at him sitting with his talons gripping a wooden cross beam
high up toward the slanted roof of the barn. "I guess |I'mnot you,
Tobias. | guess I'mnot willing to make the sacrifices you' ve made."

"What sacrifices?" Rachel demanded, getting angry now. "W have the
chance to save the planet! How can you tal k about sacrifices? There are
t housands, maybe nillions, of people still enslaved by the Yeerks. Wo's
going to save themif not us?"

"I don't know," | said. | finished renoving the goose's bandage and
began cl eani ng t he wounds.

"This is bogus," Marco said bitterly. "You know, back when we started
all this, it was ne who didn't want to get involved. And you all acted
like | was a big coward, or else selfish."”

| shrugged. "So I'ma coward. |'mselfish."

Marco practically leaped at me. H s eyes were blazing. "Wat's the deal
with you, Cassie? Half the time you're giving us all crap over being too
ruthl ess or whatever. It's always, 'Ch, is this right?" and ' Ch, should
we do this? | mean, you're Mss Mirrality, and then when you have a bad
ni ght you just bail on us?"

"That's not what it's about,” | said. | could feel sonething Iike
pressure on my heart. Like

23 somet hi ng was pushing to get out of ne. Sonething expl osive.

"Ch? So what then? You just want to spend nore time playing with your



ani mal s?"

"The Wldlife Rehabilitation Clinic is going to be shut down," | said.
"No nmoney."

| guess that just puzzled Marco. He fell silent.

"So no, | guess | won't be spending ny time playing with the animals," |
sai d sarcastically.

"Cassie, we need to understand this,"
under st and you. "

Jake said wearily. "W need to

"She's scared," Marco sneered.
"Marco, shut up," Rachel snapped. "She's not scared."
"Yes, | am" | said.

"You are not," Rachel said, waving her hand like | was sonme annoyi ng
fly. "You're as brave as any of us. Just because you have all these
nmoral qual ns and feel bad over stuff, that doesn't make you a coward."

"I destroyed that Hork-Bajir," | said.

Rachel 's bl ue eyes went cold and seenmed to | ook past nme. "It's a war.
They started it. O course you feel bad over -"

"No," | said. "I didn't feel bad. | heard Jake say to back off. And
after he said that, after he said that, | didit."

| wasn't sure that was true. But | needed to say it. To nmake them
under st and.

24 No one had anything to say for a while. | started putting the new
bandage on the goose.

"So you feel bad about it," Rachel said with a shrug.

"No. | feel bad because | felt nothing. | felt. . . nothing, Rachel. At
that nmoment | felt like | was just doing ny job, you know? And now
they're shutting down the clinic, and ny dad tells me and | fee

nothing. It's been going on for a long time. Each day, each battle, each
mssion, | just feel less and less.”

| looked at Rachel. She | ooked away. | turned to Jake. He nmade the ghost
of a smile and nodded his head. He understood. He knew. It was happening
to him too. But then he | ooked away as well.

| spread my hands, open, helpless. "I can't not feel anything when
there's violence. | can't not care about living things. | can't be like
that."

Marco | aughed a short, brutal |augh. "Fine. You have your norals and
your fine feelings and all that. We'll go off and risk our lives to save
the world. You just sit here and feel righteous."

He left. | heard the flutter of wings and realized Tobias was gone, too.

Rachel had an expression |'ve al nost never seen on her face-. She was hurt.



"Rachel, we can still be-"

"No, we can't," she said, cutting me off.

25 "See, you've just said the whole world can drop dead, so |long as you,
Cassie, don't have to end up turning into ne." She storned fromthe barn

| should have said sonething. But it was true. It was true |I didn't want
to turn into Rachel

Jake and | were alone. He | ooked down at the ground. "Don't norph," he

said. "If you' re not an Aninorph, don't use the power."
"I won't."
"You'll want to," he said. "But if you do, you run the risk of getting

caught. Those risks are acceptable if you're going to help us. But if
you're not in the fight anynore, you can't use the weapon."

"I said | wouldn't norph anynore, Jake. I"'mnot a liar."

He left. | stood there, all alone with the aninals. The goose was stil
hal f - bandaged. Ani mal s needed their nmeds. Sonme needed feedi ng.

And | didn't care
26

| had fallen behind on a ot of ny chores. One was the water trough nade
of an old clawfoot bathtub that we kept in a far corner of the pasture
for the horses. It had gotten overgrown with al gae and was crusted with
wi ndswept | eaves.

I rode one of the horses out there. R ding a horse has al ways nade ne
feel better, and besides, |1'd gotten slack about exercising the horses.
| took my favorite mare.

It was a cool, gusty afternoon with clouds rolling in again, threatening
an early sunset. | rode at a trot nost of the way, feeling chilly air on
nmy face and trying to think of nothing.

But when | got to the old tub, | found it perfectly

27 clean. No | eaves, no algae. It had even been propped up to sit nore
| evel on the ground.

I swung down out of the saddl e and | ooked around for an expl anation. |
found it in the nmud: a narrow hoofprint, not much different froma
deer's. You' d think it was a deer print if you didn't know to | ook very
careful ly.

It was an Andalite hoofprint. Obviously Ax had seen that the trough
needed work and had taken care of it.

This part of the pasture was right up against the forest. The grass
stopped just a few feet past the fence, and there the line of trees
began. | looped the mare's reins over the fence and | ooked around.

Grassl and sweepi ng back toward ny house, which was invisible fromthis



angle. And trees which | knew swept all the way back to the distant
nount ai ns.

| hadn't thought about not norphing anynore. | hadn't realized |I'd be
giving that up. The ability to become a bird and fly. The ability to
becorme all the animals | had |oved for so long. To see the world through
their eyes and hear with their ears.

| sighed. Jake was right, of course. | couldn't run the risk. Not now
Not if | wasn't going to contribute.

"Who cares?" | asked the breeze.
28 But as nmuch as | didn't want to care, | did. About this one thing, I
cared. Life just seened so cranped and small wi thout being able to norph

ever again.

Then | saw it. Just a novenent behind the front row of trees. | didn't
see what had noved, just that there was a novenent.

Was it Ax?
" Nee- EEEE- he- he- he! " The horse whi nni ed. She tossed her head.

My mind flashed to the escaped | eopard. Could he have nade it this far?
No. Not Ilikely.

Besi des, what |1'd seen noving in the trees wasn't a | eopard. You didn't
see | eopards unless they wanted to be seen. And whatever |'d seen, or
al nrost seen, had not nmoved with the liquid grace of a | eopard.

"Ax!" 1 yell ed.

No answer.

I mounted the mare again and tried to ease her into a trot. But she
reared up and nei ghed | oudly.

Sonet hi ng was bot hering her. But what? And where was it? | |icked ny
finger and held it up to feel the breeze. It was blowing fromthe
direction of the trees.

"Easy, now. Easy," | said.

The wind shifted direction. The mare calmed. This just worried nme nore.
It confirnmed that she

29 had smnelled sonething in the woods. Now that the wi nd was com ng from
a different direction, she no |longer snelled what had been bot hering her

Then -

CRASH! CRASH .' CRASH!

" Aaaaahhhhh! "

A flash of red hair, running.

And behind it, a much bigger creature, running |like a bowing ball,
al nost seeming to roll.



A bear!
A bl ack bear was chasing a girl with red hair.

The girl ran, but the bear was far too fast. The girl |eaped toward a
| ow branch, snagged it and scranbled wildly up into the tree.

But it wouldn't help. If the bear wanted her, it would clinb right up
the tree after her!

Before | knew what | was doing, | tightened my grip on the reins and
urged the mare forward.

"G ddap! Hah! Hah!"

W ran along the fence, hooves pounding. | could see the girl dangling,
barely holding on. And then | saw what | had feared: Behind the black
bear was a cub. Bears are sel dom aggressive toward humans. Unl ess the
human makes the big m stake of somehow getting too close to a cub

The bl ack bear was ripping at the slender tree. The girl screaned in terror
30 | yanked the mare away fromthe fence, backed off a hundred feet,
then said, "hee-yah!" and dug ny heels in, urging her to run toward the
fence.

W gal | oped, tearing up clods of danp dirt and grass behind us. | tucked
down, held on tight and hoped the mare knew how to junp, because | sure
didn't.

Up! Up! We sailed high -

VHAP!

Her back hooves caught the top rail and then | anded hard but safe. "Cone
on, girl!" | yelled, and we raced toward the tree.

The horse was terrified, eyes wide, nouth foam ng. But she was in a
pani ¢ run now, and horses never have been the geniuses of the animal
worl d. So she ran straight for the bear

| screamed, twenty feet

The girl was hanging froma branch by her fingertips.

"Hang on, I'Il get you!

Thirty feet nore .

ten

f eet

The girl screaned.

She dropped.

The bear roared.



| grabbed at the air. One hand found the front of a Levi's jacket.
hel d on, yanked her toward ne, and sped on

Twi gs whi pped ny face. One foot was out of its stirrup and | was gaspi ng
for breath.

31 | scrabbled desperately, trying to find the stirrup w thout being
able to | ook down. The girl was strangling nme, holding on for dear life.
| dropped the reins. The mare was in a blind panic.

And with good reason. Because the bear wasn't done with us.

The bear was chasi ng us.

In open country we'd outrun the bear easily. But in the brush, the bear
was keepi ng up.

Then, quite suddenly, the bear gave up the chase and cal My wal ked back
to her cub. The mare, however, was not ready to stop running. And

could not reach the reins. All | could do was hold on. Hold on to a
handful of mane and the girl's jacket.

Suddenly -

No nore trees ahead of us. The river! Wite water, swollen by the recent
rai ns, boundi ng and crashi ng over rocks.

The mare was pelting toward it. | tried once nore to reach the reins. |
slipped. | grabbed a handful of mane and yanked nysel f back up

And in a split second | saw the | ow branch

VWHAM

| felt nyself flying, flying, flying

But by the tinme I hit the water, | wasn't feeling anything at all.
32

?Aaaahhhh! "

| woke up screaning

| was in a boiling, mad, lunatic current. \Water rushed around ne, over
me. Water filled the air. It twisted ne over and over |ike a corkscrew

| flailed nmy arnms, but they barely noved. | couldn't feel ny hands or
fingers. My legs felt dead. | was freezing. Freezing to death.
THUWP!

I hit a rock and barely felt the inmpact on ny side.

Then . . . falling, falling! | saw trees that seened to fly up and away
fromme. | saw a glinpse of explosive white water beneath ne. | was
falling, the water vertical around ne.

33 PAH LOCSH



| was all the way underwater, and bei ng pounded viciously by the
waterfall. It sounded |ike some nonstrous engi ne, throbbing, beating,
hamreri ng at ne.

FWOOSH FWOOSH! FWOOSH! FWOOSH! FWOOSH

| tried to swm but nmy arms were nmade of jelly. My fingers were stiff
as sticks. Mrph! | told nyself. But | couldn't concentrate. Coul dn't
hol d the thought in my brain.

Suddenly, | shot clear of the beating waterfall, but | was stil
underwat er. Far underwater. Too far

| tried to hold ny breath, but | was beconing nore and nore confused.
What. . . where . . . which way should I ... arns .

| sucked air into my burning |ungs.

Only it wasn't air.

| gagged and withed, hel pless. Suffocating! My head bunped on

somet hing. A rock? The surface! | could see it. Now it was just inches
over ny head.

Just inches of water separated ne fromthe air.

But it was too late. | closed ny eyes. My nuscles relaxed. | went to sleep.

| didn't feel the arnms that haul ed ne up out of the water. | didn't fee
the nmouth that breathed air into ne.

34 "Hah! Wah?" | woke up! Then instantly felt mny insides heave.

" Buh- buh-1 eaaahhh! "

| threwup. | was on ny back in the dirt. | vonited all over nyself.

| rolled my head to one side and sucked in air, coughed, breathed,
coughed sone nmore. | hacked away for several minutes, gasping for a good

clean breath with lungs still wet fromthe river

A sharp pain in ny side. A splitting headache. Pins and needles in ny
frozen hands and feet so intense it nade me want to scream

But | was alivel
Only then did | notice the girl. She was squatting just a couple of feet
away. Her red hair was wet and bedraggl ed, pl astered agai nst her

forehead and hanging in |l ong, soggy curls.

She had brilliant green eyes that seemed unnaturally |arge. She was
wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a jean jacket. She was shivering.

"You saved ny life, didn't you?" | said to her in a hoarse, raspy voice.

"You saved nmine," she said. "That bear could have killed nme. So now
we're even. | don't owe you anything and you don't owe ne."

It was a strange thing to say. Too mature ... | don't know, too old to
be com ng from sonmeone so young.



35 1 sat up, fighting the urge to cry fromthe pins and needl es feeling.
"My nane is Cassie."

"I''"'m Karen."

"Where are we?"

She shook her head. "I don't know. W were in the river for a long tine.
| was knocked out, too. But | canme to sooner than you. And | was able to
grab onto a floating log for part of the tine."

| |1 ooked around. The trees were very tall, nostly pines. | saw no
obvious trails. No trash or other signs of humans. W were deep in the
forest.

| tried to forma nental picture of the course of the river. | knewit
canme down fromthe nountains, fed by nelting snow and rain. It swept
very near our farm then doubl ed back, heading toward the nountains
until the sl ope changed again and turned it at last toward the sea.

But that didn't tell ne where we were. We could be a mle from
civilization, or we could be ten mles. But nore troubling was that |
didn't know what direction to go. If we went the right way, we mght hit
a road pretty soon. If we went the wong way ... well, the forest was
very large. You could be lost in the forest for a long, long tine.

"Did you ever read Hatchet by Gary Paul sen?" | asked Karen

36 "No."

"I did. I wish I'd paid nore attention. |I'mnot exactly an expert on

wi | derness survival tactics. Besides, we don't seemto have a hatchet.
Guess we'll just have to take our best guess and wal k out of here."

Karen | ooked solemmly at nme. "My ankle is hurt. | can't walk."

| took a deep breath. | was mostly revived now. | could feel ny hands
and feet again. And ny brain was starting to work a little better, too.

"Karen, what were you doing there in the woods to begin wth?"
She didn't answer. She just |ooked at ne.

| felt a new kind of chill. "The other night, sonmeone was behind the
barn, |ooking up at nmy wi ndow. That was you, wasn't it?"

She sai d not hi ng.

| felt an awful dread begin to well up inside ne. | felt like | couldn't
br eat he.
"Why were you follow ng me? Wiy were you spying on me?" | demanded

trying not to panic, but already feeling the terror grow ng inside ne,
churni ng ny stomach, squeezing ny heart.

Karen sighed. Then she cocked her head and | ooked at me quizzically.
Li ke I was sone interesting speci men of insect and she was an entonol ogi st.

"You interest ne," she said.



37 "There's nothing interesting about nme. Really."

"Sure there is. See, if I'mright about you, then you can fly away from
this place anytinme you want. If |I'mright about you, you can al so

let's just say, nake a few changes . . . and kill ne."

| forced an awful fake laugh. "Wat on earth are you talking about?"

"Ch, nothing on Earth," Karen said. "At |least that's what everyone
bel i eves. Humans can't morph. Only Andalites can nmorph. Only an Andalite
could becone a wolf and rip the throat fromny brother's host body and

| eave hi mdying."
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| guess Marco woul d have been cooler, nore glib. Maybe Rachel would have
just attacked. | don't know. But |I'm not Marco or Rachel

| stared, breathing stopped.

"I have no idea what you're talking about,” | said.

Karen smiled a small, triunphant smle. "I followed you after that
battle. You separated fromthe others and went your own way to that
farm | saw you loping along as a wolf one minute, then | 1ost sight for

a few mnutes. But when | caught up again, there was no wolf. Just you.
Seemingly a human girl."

"What do you think I an? A werewolf or some-
39 thing?" | asked, trying out ny desperate, fakey |augh again.

"I don't know what you are,"” Karen said. "Not for sure. That's why I

foll owed you. See, everyone knows there's a band of Andalite warriors
here on Earth. It nakes sense that they would try to pass as humans. But
everyone al so knows no Andalite can stay in a norph nore than two hours.
And |'ve seen you in this human norph for nmore than two hours at a tine."
| shrugged and put on a baffled expression. "Okay, whatever. Mybe the
cold water messed up your brain a little or something. Maybe we shoul d
just focus on getting you some help."

"I know you're not an Andalite who's been trapped in a norph because you
nmor phed that wolf the other night. So that | eaves two possibilities.

Ei ther you are an Andalite who has sonmehow figured out how to defy the
two-hour limt. O. "

"O what?" | couldn't hel p asking.

"Or what sonme of us have suspected for sonme time is true: There are
humans who can norph."

| shrugged. "Are you like one of those X-Files people?" | asked.

Karen smiled. "If you're an Andalite, you'll just denmorph and kill ne.
This little human body woul d be defensel ess agai nst your tail."

40 "Now | have a tail?"



"I'f you're a human who can norph, then you'll norph something nasty and
kill ne that way."

"So, wait a mnute. Let me get all this straight. Inthis little fairy

tale of yours, |I'm capable of destroying you either way, right?"

She cocked her head in a very human gesture. "You'll think you can," she
said. "And whatever you do, I'll have proof."

| stood up. I'mnot exactly tall enough to tower over anyone or | ook
very threatening. But still, Karen should have | ooked just a little bit

nervous. |nstead she | ooked snug. Cocky. Like she was just waiting to
see what |'d do

| stuck out my hand. "Cone on, crazy girl," | said, "let's get started.
It may be a | ong wal k back."

There was a flicker of doubt in those cool, green eyes. She ignored ny
hand and tried to stand. Hal fway up, her left |Ieg buckled and she fel
back heavily.

"My ankle is badly injured," she said. "I'mafraid | can't wal k."
| |1 ooked down at her and ran through nmy options.

In this forest there were bears and wol ves. The bears woul dn't attack
her as long as she stayed out of their way. But the wolves night, if

41 they were hungry enough. The woods around us | ooked enpty, silent.
But | have been a wolf. | know the awesone power of their senses. | was
willing to bet that at |east one wolf pack al ready knew we were there.
They' d heard us, they'd snelled us.

If they were hungry enough, they'd come by to check out the unfamliar
snell. If they cane and saw a hel pl ess kid, unable to wal k, defensel ess

well, wolves aren't man-eaters by nature, but they are programmed
to take down the weak and si ck.

And if the wolves didn't get her, there was the cold night and the
hunger. If | wal ked away now, the human-Controller naned Karen coul d
very possibly not survive the night. Killed by nature's hand.

One thing was certain. If Karen made it back to her fellow Controllers,
knowi ng what she knew, none of ny friends were safe. She knew | was an
Ani norph. O had been one. It would be easy for her to find out who ny
friends were. To take them one by one, and nake them submit to
infestation. Make theminto Controllers.

All it would take was one: ne, Jake, Rachel, Marco. It didn't matter. |f
the Yeerks controlled one of us, all our secrets would be theirs.

They woul d | earn of the hidden colony of free Hork-Bajir up in the
nmount ai ns. They woul d

42 | earn about the Chee - the peace-loving androids who sometines hel ped
us with infornation.

If Karen came out of this alive, Jake, Rachel, Marco, Tobias, and Ax
woul d all be caught and made into human-Controllers or be killed. The
Chee woul d be anni hilated. The Hork-Bajir would be recaptured.



Al'l hope for human freedom m ght die. Unless . . . unless Karen was
destroyed right here, right now

| turned away and wal ked to a dried-out, fallen tree. | grabbed a |ong,
forked branch. | levered ny weight against it and worked it till it
splintered and cracked.

It was a strong, stout branch. Three feet long, thick, with a fork at
one end. | gripped it tightly and carried it back to Karen. One swift,
sure blow to the head. That's all it would take. | could knock her out
and | eave her tied up with her own shoel aces and let nature do the rest.

| saw t he apprehension in her eyes.

"Here," | said. "This will make a good crutch. Wait here while I find
some snaller sticks to nake a splint."

43

W were not in a good position. Night was falling. W were sonmewhere in

a forest. We had no tools and no matches. Everything around us was danp,
maybe too danp to burn. And what | could see of the sky, |ooking up
through the trees, was filled with dark clouds scudding on a stiff breeze.
"This will hurt,” | said. | had found some sticks the right length. |

had removed ny belt. Fortunately, | never listen to Rachel on matters of
fashion, so | had a good, strong, practical |eather belt.

"Your pants will fall down," Karen said, sounding |ike a kid again.

"Yeah, right. | seemto have gained a little

44 wei ght since | bought these pants. They're plenty tight. O naybe

they shrank. That could be it." | placed the sticks carefully around her
| ower | eg and down over her ankle bone. Then | wapped the belt |oosely.
"Ckay, I"'mnot going to tighten it a |ot, because your ankle is going to
swell up. But | have to tighten it sonme. | want to keep your ankle

i mobilized. On the count of five, okay? Wien | get to five, I'll yank
it. e . . ."

| yanked the belt.
"Aaahhh! Hey! What happened to five?"

"You woul d have tensed up on five," | said. "This way | caught you while
you were rel axed."

"Atrick."

"For your own good."

Karen snorted. "Now | know you're an Andalite. Typical Andalite
arrogance. The only race in the entire galaxy that makes war 'to help

people.""

| stood up again and stuck out my hand. This time, Karen took it. "Comne
on," | said. "W have to get noving."

| hel ped her to her feet. She winced in pain as she placed weight on the



bad ankle. | |eaned over awkwardly to grab the crutch. "Here. Try this."

She stuck it under one arm "Wich side? The side with the bad ankl e, or
t he ot her side?"

45 "1 don't know," | admitted. "I don't work with humans much."
"Ah? Ready to stop pretending and admt what you are, Andalite?"

| laughed. A real laugh this time. "I work with animals. | know how to
set a broken leg on a deer or a raccoon or a wolf. |'ve never done a
human before.”

Karen peered skeptically. "Ah, yes. The barn full of animals. O course.
What a perfect cover for an Andalite. Al those animals right there so
you can acquire their DNA for norphing."

"\What ever you say, kid," | muttered. "Let's try noving."
"Where are we going? Wiich way is civilization?"

"I don't have a clue. But it doesn't matter. We're not trying for a way
out, not tonight, anyway. W need shelter.”

"What? If you're going to try to kill me, go ahead and do it. No need to
drag me off to some secl uded spot."

"Karen, what could possibly be nore secluded than this?" | waved nmy arm
around at the tall trees.

"Ckay, if you don't have the stomach for killing me, let's wal k out of
here. My leg is fine." She took a couple of w ncing steps.

46 "Look, I'msorry you think I'msone space alien. I'msorry you think
| want to kill you. But the truth is, if we try and wal k out of here
tonight, we could end up dead. It's going to rain. Maybe even storm You
ever been in a forest in the mddle of a storn? The ground will be nud.
Li ghtning hitting the trees. Flash floods in the gullies. Cold. No way
to build a fire. You wouldn't like it."

Suddenly Karen erupted in a rage. "Wy do you keep up this stupid gane?
| know what you are capable of! | know what you did. You could nmorph to
that wolf and easily kill me and then run out of these woods. Wy are
you playing this ganme?!"

| waited till she was done yelling. Then | said, "I see higher ground
over that way. Maybe low hills. | can't tell, peering through these
trees. Maybe we'll find a cave over there. At least we'll be away from

this river. It could rise during the night, with rain and all."

But Karen wasn't |istening anynore. She was staring up at a tree.

"What is that?" she asked in a worried voi ce.

| followed the direction of her gaze. There, |lodged in a crook of an elm
tree branch, was a crunpled, ripped body. The sweet face with the big

eyes was lolled to the side.

"It's a young deer," | said.



47 "What's it doing up there?"

"The animal that killed it put it there for safekeeping."

"What kind of animal does that? A wolf? A bear?"

| shook ny head. "No. But a | eopard does."

49

| read a book by this hunter once. He had hunted lions. He'd hunted
tigers. He'd hunted bears. But he said of all the dangerous aninmals a

man coul d hunt, nothing was as dangerous as a | eopard.

They were smart, adaptable, cunning, and ruthless. They were the
ul timate hunters.

Human hunters, professional, experienced hunters arnmed w th hi gh-powered
rifles and tel escopic sights, had waited in trees for hours for a

| eopard to return to the place where it had stashed a kill. They had
waited with eyes wi de-open, nerves tingling, guns at the ready . . . and
had suddenly felt the faint tingling warning that they were being

wat ched. And they had turned to

48

find the | eopard sitting right behind themin the tree. The last thing
t hey ever saw.

"A |l eopard? Are you kidding? This isn't Africa."

"One escaped froma sort of private zoo," | said.

"Froma private zoo? So it's probably tame, right?"

"It put a man in the hospital,"” | said.

Al the while | swept ny eyes back and forth through the trees. It could
be watching us. It could be watching us right now It could have our

scent inits nostrils.

| took a deep breath. Then another. | saw nothing. Which proved not hing.
I wouldn't see the |eopard unless it wanted to be seen

"Maybe we better build a fire," Karen said. "WIld animals are scared of
fire. "

"Yeah. Lets get to sone shelter, then build a fire," | agreed. There was
no need to tell Karen that she was wong: Fire doesn't frighten nost
predators. Certainly not |leopards. In African villages, |eopards cone
right into the village, right into the huts, right past the fires, and
drag dogs and pigs . . . and children . . . away.

"Let's get nmoving," | said tersely.

| started wal king, slowy, waiting to see how well Karen could keep up
She couldn't. Not very well. She took a dozen steps and caught her

50 crutch on a root and fell down. | hel ped her up. On the second try
she went farther before beconming entangled in a bush



Al the while the shadows deepened around us. Already we could see no
nore than a hundred feet through the trees. W had to nmove faster. | put
nmy arm around Karen's shoul ders.

"Keep your filthy hands off me, Andalite!" she spat.

I didn't renpve ny arm "You know, | don't know who these Andalites of
yours are, Karen, but you sure seemto have a grudge against them"

She | aughed. "W don't exactly get along with Andalites.™
"Who is "we'?" | asked, to make it seemlike | didn't already know.

W started wal ki ng again. Karen was begi nning to get the hang of the
crutch. | kept looking up at the trees. Leopards often kill by dropping
froma tree onto an unwary prey.

"Who is 'we' ?" Karen echoed. "W are the Yeerks. The Yeerk Enmpire."

"I see. So you Yeerks and these Andalites don't |ike each other." The
ground sl oped upward. It was a gentle enough sl ope, unless you were
trying to walk with a bad ankle and a tree branch for a crutch

"The Andalites are the busybodi es of the
51 gal axy," Karen said. "Always sticking their noses in other people's
busi ness. W have a right to expand. W have a right to advance. But you
Andalites don't see it that way, do you? No, the whole galaxy has to

bel ong to the mighty Andalites."

She was trying to provoke ne. She was trying to get me to nake sone
answer that would give away the fact that | was not a normal human girl.

"So if I"'man Andalite, and these Andalites are such rotten people, why
am | hel ping you?" | asked.

Karen considered for a while. "I don't know," she admtted.

"Well, nmaybe you're just totally wong about ne, have you consi dered
that? Maybe I'mnot a werewolf or an Andalite or anything but a normal

girl.”

She said nothing to that. W wal ked on through darkeni ng gloom | began
to pick up small twi gs and sticks that |ooked fairly dry.

W reached the base of a sort of low ridge that cut straight across our
path. It was no nore than fifty feet high for the nost part. W turned
right to follow along the ridge because going | eft was rougher terrain.

Vast rocks jutted up out of the earth. Fallen | eaves covered the sl ope.
Scraggly trees clung to the slope and larger trees lined the ridge itself.

52 Then, all at once, it was raining. The rainfall clattered noisily
down through the | eaves of the trees. Wthin mnutes | was as wet as 1'd
been when | came fromthe river.

"In there." | pointed.

"I don't see anything."



"Behi nd those bushes, that shadow. That may be a cave."

It would nmean forcing ny way through a thicket of branbles. Karen
woul dn't even be able to attenpt it until 1'd nade a path. And the cave
m ght not even be there.

O worse. There might be a cave that was al ready taken by a bear or even
a nother wolf, raising a fanmly

"Use your tail," Karen said. "You'll cut right through."
| sighed noisily. "How about if | just push my way through? 1'll need

your crutch to knock sonme of the bushes down. Why don't you sit on that
rock?"

Karen sat on the rock. | took the crutch and began beating away at the
bushes. | deliberately made as nmuch noi se as possible. If something was
living in the cave, | wanted it to be warned. You don't want to surprise

bears. You just don't.

As | got closer, it becane clear that there really was a cave. | | ooked
around in the dirt to

53 see if | could spot any tracks. But with the rain, who could tell?
| glanced back. | could barely see Karen. She certainly could not see

me. The smart thing to do was to norph now. Maybe the wolf again. The
wol f''s nose would instantly know whether there was anything in the cave.

I crouched low. | focused nmy mind on the wol f DNA that was a part of ne.
And, with a Controller no nore than twenty feet away, | began to norph
54

| felt my legs dwindle in size, but not weaken. | felt my chest and

shoul ders swell and becorme | arge. My face began to bul ge outward.
If you're not an Aninorph, don't use the power,

| heard Jake's voice in ny head. It startled me, it was so clear in ny
nenory.

/ won't. That's what |'d said.

You'll want to. But if you do, you run the risk of getting caught. Those
risks are acceptable if you're going to help us. But if you're not in
the fight anynore, you can't use the weapon.

| said | wouldn't norph anynore, Jake. |I'mnot a liar

| stopped norphing. | was still half-human.

55 But | was also half-wolf. And already ny hearing was nmore acute than
any human heari ng.

| heard the sound of the bushes being parted. | heard the sound of a
dragged foot and a slight gasp of pain.

Karen! She was trying to spy on ne.



| denorphed as quickly as | could. At the same tine, | pushed ahead,
shovi ng my way through the bushes with the crutch. No choice now |
couldn't norph. 1'd prom sed Jake | wouldn't. Besides, |I'd al nbst gotten
caught .

I found a roughly triangular gap in sone turnbled stones. Definitely a
cave. Once nore | searched the ground. No tracks. | tried to see if any
fur had been caught by the branbles, but now the rain was pouring in a
torrent.

| crept close to the cave opening. And | sniffed the air. The human

sense of smell is pathetic conmpared to that of a dog or a wolf. Still,
maybe | would be able to tell if sonmething was living in the cave.
Closer. . . closer, | crept.

" Aaahhhh!"

| junped back. | fell. Had | screamed? No, | was confused. It was

Karen's voi ce.
"Ahh! Ahhh! Help ne!"
A trick!

Maybe. Maybe not. | plowed back through the brush. | energed, panting,
scrat ched and

56 nmuddy, in tine to see the leopard leap fromthe tall rock down toward
the hel pless girl.

TSEEEWNN

A Dracon beam sliced upward at the | eopard.

"Rrrraawwrrrr!" the | eopard screaned. But the Dracon beam had only
grazed the big cat's shoulder. It hit the ground, rolled easily to its
feet, and turned to attack again.

Karen tried to steady the Dracon beam for a shot. But her bad ankle

twi sted and col | apsed. She fell face-forward. The Dracon beam cl attered
over sone rocks and |anded in the nud.

It anded within inches of the | eopard.

Everything was frozen. Karen, aghast that she'd dropped her weapon.
Terrified.

The | eopard, unsure, watching, waiting, trying to assess.

And me. Did | have tine to norph? Wuld it just set the | eopard off?
Wuld it make himwant to attack?

"Karen," | said in alowvoice. "Cawm toward ne."
"That thing. . . that thing will . . ."

"Karen, listen to ne. Ctaw toward ne."



She was trenbling. Barely able to pick her face up out of the nud. She
kept her eyes glued to the | eopard. Her green eyes seenmed huge, shining
out of the nud that covered her face.

The | eopard watched her with the intensity of

57 a predator. Then it |ooked at nme. It was unsure. Wirried. It was
seeing things it had never seen before.

You coul d al nost watch the cunning m nd working behind those col d,
yel | ow eyes: The smaller prey had used a weapon. But that weapon was
gone now. Still, the hunter had to be cautious when the hunted could sting

And then, the | eopard thought, there was this curious, second creature.
The one whose scent was changi ng.

<Karen,> | said. <Keep crawling this way. Don't rush. Don't stop, but
don't jerk or rush in any way.>

| don't know if Karen even noticed that she was no | onger hearing ny
voi ce. She kept her gaze riveted on the | eopard.

"Qoof!'" Her arm slipped and she rolled over in the nud.
The | eopard saw her bare white throat and made its decision
He | eaped!

| leaped! | landed first. | bristled, snarled, and raised the thick gray
fur around ny neck.

The | eopard saw ny teeth and forgot about Karen's throat.

No, no, the leopard thought, / don't need a fight with another predator
There will be plenty of time to kill the little, hel pless one |ater

58 The | eopard turned, and with infinite contenpt, wal ked away into the
dar kness.

And Karen picked her face up out of the nud and | ooked at ne.

"So," she said shakily. "I guess you are a werewol f, after all."
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The cave was unoccupied. | found that out very quickly, using the wolf's
senses.

It took nmuch longer to build a fire. I'd done it once before. Built a

fire without matches, that is. It was in the Cretaceous Period, during a
very bizarre episode in our lives as Aninorphs.

It had been hard to do then. It was harder to do now. The wood was wet
and the grass | used for kindling was danp as well, although it dried
out faster than the wood did.

W had to keep the fire near the entrance of the cave, since it was very
snoky at first. But eventually we got it going.

W sat there, cross-legged, on hard stone and cold sand. W huddl ed as



close to the fire as we

60 could get. | had gone out, in wolf norph, and dragged as nmuch wood as
| could back to the cave. | hoped it would be enough to |l ast the night.
And fortunately, | had retrieved ny clothes after the norphing.

Ni ght had fallen. The orange glow of the fire lit the | ow roof of the
cave. But it didn't reach out into the dark woods beyond.

"My parents will be totally frantic," | said.

"M ne, too," Karen said.

"I didn't know Yeerks had parents."

Karen poked the fire with a stick, pushing an unburned bit of wood into
the glowing center. "I see you' ve given up pretending. That's good. It
gets boring after a while when sonmeone sticks to an obvious lie. And
yes, we have parents, although it's very different than it is with you
humans. "

It was the first tine she'd called ne a hunan instead of an Andalite.
guess | | ooked surprised.

"Yes, | know you're human. We don't know how to duplicate Andalite

nor phi ng technol ogy, but we do understand parts of it. W know about the
two-hour limt. And we know that you can't norph straight from one norph
to another. You have to pass through your own, natural body first.

You' re human, all right. | guess you woul dn't

61 want to tell me how you managed to acquire Andalite norphing technol ogy?"
| looked at her curious face. Her very human face. Her little girl face.
| knew what lived inside her head. | knew she would deliver nme up to

Vi sser Three the first chance she got.

If Marco or Rachel had been there beside ne, | know what they'd have
said: She can't be allowed to survive unless we can find a way to hold
her for three days. That is when the Yeerk in her head would need to
return to the Yeerk pool for nourishnment. Tobias and Ax woul d have
agreed. Jake, too, although it would have bothered himterribly.

They woul d all have been right.

"You' re thinking about destroying ne," Karen said.

| hesitated a nonent. Then | said, "Yes."

She swal | owed. "You thought about it before. Back at the river."

| nodded. "But you seened pretty confident then. You were trying to goad
me. | should have known you had a Dracon beam weapon. You wanted me to
morph and try to kill you. In md-norph you'd have stunned ne."

Karen nodded. "That was the plan.”

"So why didn't you use the Dracon beam on the bear that was chasing you?"

62 She laughed, a little enbarrassed. "Pure panic, |I'mafraid. That big
bear cane after me and | just forgot | had the weapon. Besides, you saw



what a great shot | was with the | eopard."” She held up her hands. "I
have little girl hands and little girl rnuscles. That Dracon beamis

designed to be wielded by a Hork-Bajir. | could barely reach the trigger."
"And now you have no weapons at all," | said.
"No. "

could nmorph the wolf and make short work out of you."

"But you won't."

"Way won't | ?" tasked.
She shook her head slowy. "I don't know why."
"Me neither,” | said.

For a while neither of us spoke. "There's plenty to drink," Karen said,
noddi ng toward the rain that sheeted down across the cave entrance. "But
we're going to get hungry."

could catch us a rabbit or sonmething," | said. "But it would nean
| eaving you here al one.™

"The | eopard.”

| nodded. "It won't attack a wolf directly. But it sees you as a small,
hel pl ess, wounded creature. Perfect prey."

"Yes, | suppose it does," she said bitterly. "I

63 didn't want this body! | wanted a hunman body, but not a weak,

i nnocent little child. This is what they assigned ne."

noted the word "i nnocent.

VWhat a strange word for a Yeerk to use.

"That's how it works? They tell you what body to infest?"

She nodded. "Yeah. It's my third host. | started out with a Gedd host,
i ke nost of us comi ng up through the ranks. | was a Hork-Bajir for a
while - boring duty, nostly, interspersed with terrifying battles. Then

was assigned to Earth and a human host. Now it's your turn."

"My turn for what?"

Karen gestured toward the fire and around the cave. "W're stuck here.
No food. Nothing to do but talk. | tell you my life story, you tell ne
yours."

"You could just be lying, naking things up."

"So could you. You humans are not always honest."

"So tel

nodded. "That's true, | guess."

shrugged.

me. How do you come to have Andalite norphing technol ogy?"

"It was given to ne by a great Andalite warrior nanmed Elfangor



Karen's face grew dark at the nention of that nane. "Elfangor," she spat.

"You' ve heard of hinP"

64 Karen nodded. "Part of the time | was a Hork-Bajir | was in Visser
Three's personal guard. The Visser was obsessed with El fangor. Sonething
personal between the two of them | don't know what. But he hated El fangor."

"l was there when Visser Three nurdered him"

"Murder? No, it wasn't nurder. We're at war with the Andalites. There's
no nurder in war."

"It was murder," | said. "Col d-bl ooded nurder of a hel pl ess person.™

Karen | eaned forward, her face glowing fromthe fire. "And that
Hor k- Bajir whose throat you renoved. \WAs he hel pl ess, too?"

| junped up. "Don't you conpare what your people do with what we do. You
can't conpare the attacker and the victim You people started this war.
And it's you invading ny planet, not the other way around."

Karen junped up, wincing at the pain in her ankle. "W have a right to
[ivel™

"This isn't about you living!" | yelled. "It's about you ensl aving ot her
peopl e. "

"It's what we are," she yelled back. "W're parasites, you humans are
predators. How many pigs and cows and chi ckens and sheep do you kil
each year to survive? You think being a predator is norally superior to
being a parasite? At |east the host bodies we take remain alive. W

65 don't kill them cut theminto pieces, and grill them over a charcoa
fire in our backyards."

"W're not pigs," | said.

"Ch yes,-you are," she said, her face distorted and twisted with
contenmpt. "That's all you are to us. G nk, oink."
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W took turns staying awake and watching the cave entrance. It was very
weird, really. W were deadly enenies to each other. If Karen - or at

| east the Yeerk in her head - got the chance, she would run to Visser
Three and give ne up

The Visser would have ne taken. He'd take ne to the Yeerk pool that
ext ended far beneath the school and the mall. Hork-Bajir would drag ne
out on the long steel pier. They would force ny head under the

| ead- col ored sl udge.

I would kick and scream but it wouldn't matter. My head woul d go bel ow
the surface. And one of the Yeerk slugs that swamthere woul d

67 rush to ny ear. It would flatten itself and squeeze itself in through
nmy ear canal

The pain would be awful. But the pain would be nothing conpared to the



horror.

The Yeerk would slither and squirmaround my brain. It wuld flatten
itself over the high parts and sink down into the cracks and crevices.

And then it would open nmy mind |like a book. It would see every nenory.
It would know every secret. It would know that | wet nmy bed once when |
was six and that | was so enbarrassed | threw the sheet away in the
garbage. It would know that | checked the cl oset every night just in
case soneone was hiding there. It would know that | once cheated on a
math quiz and felt so bad | deliberately failed the next quiz to make
up. It would know that | cared for Jake.

The Yeerk would open ny eyes and turn themleft and right. It would
deci de what to focus on

It would nmove ny arns and ny hands. It would deci de what to pick up or
put down.

It would decide when | ate, when | slept, when | took a shower or washed
my hair. It would dress ne. It would talk to ny nom and kiss ny dad good
ni ght .

And all the while, | would be able to see, to hear, to know exactly what
was going on. As the Yeerk inside ny brain betrayed ny friends, | would
know. When Rachel and Marco and Tobi as

68 and Ax and Jake were hunted down, one by one, and killed or ensl aved,
I would be standing there, giving advice to the Yeerks. | would be

hel ping to destroy ny friends.

And | woul d be hel pl ess.

That's what Karen had planned for me. Aliving death. It's what the
Yeerks had planned for the entire world. They woul d ensl ave all who were
useful, and anni hilate everything and everyone el se.

| poked the fire with a stick. Karen stirred in her sleep

It would be so easy ... | had the power. | had the power to destroy her
bef ore she destroyed ne.

| should do it.

But | knew | wouldn't. Not now. Not tonight. Not in cold blood. Life was
sacred. Even the life of an eneny.

But how about the lives of ny friends? Wren't their lives even nore sacred?

Karen woke up. She yawned and | ooked around with that
st upi d-j ust -woke-up expression. "lIs it tine for me to take over?"

"I guess so," | said. "W're | ow on wood, so don't build the fire too
high. If you see anything, yell."

| rolled onto ny side facing away fromher. | was sure |'d never sleep
But | did.

69 | slept and | dreaned.



Scr eeEEEET! Scr eeEEEEET! Scr eeEEEET!

Twenty human-Controllers stood waiting, armed with rifles and shotguns
and automati c weapons.

Behi nd them stood two dozen Hork-Bajir warriors.
W were trapped. We'd sneaked into the building to retrieve the Pemalite
crystal. The crystal would free the Chee fromtheir progranm ng. The

programm ng that forbade themever to harma |iving creature.

Wth the crystal, we could turn the powerful Chee into allies against
t he Yeerks.

Erek the Chee stood just outside the building. | could see himthrough
the plate glass. If we could find a way to give himthe crystal, maybe
he coul d hel p.

And then in my dream just as it had happened in reality, everything
expl oded into violence. Hork-Bajir |eaped, slashing. And we fought.

We fought and fought. And we | ost ground, and |ost ground, and | ost.
Until, far off, | seened to hear shattering glass. And suddenly, there
was Erek. The hol ogram that di sguised himas a normal human kid was
gone, too.

He was his own true self: an android of netallic gray and pearl white.

70 What happened next | have tried to forget. | had seen battles. This
was no battle. This was sl aughter.

I woke up, crying, with an echo of Erek's bitter sobs in ny head.

"You were yelling in your sleep,"” Karen said.
"Was | ?"

She | aughed. "You were yelling, 'No! No!' That kind of thing. Bad dream
| guess?"

"Bad nenory," | said.

"Sounded like a battle," she said. "From sone of what you were saying.
But hey, here you are alive, right? So you nmust have won."

"Wnning doesn't make it less terrible."

She snorted derisively, like I'd made a joke. "OF course it does. Don't
pretend with ne. | know humans. | know that you | ove conquest as nuch as
any Yeerk."

"Not all of us."

"Ch, | see. So you have norals. You feel bad when you destroy an eneny."
She said it with heavy sarcasm

"Yes, | feel bad. Mdst humans do. Anyway, | do."

"Lies," she said, yawning. "Mre human lies."



" Kar en?"
n \N]at ?II

71 "If that's all true, why have | let you live?" She |ooked at nme, and
| saw her green eyes

flicker for just a nmoment as doubt entered her
t hought s.

She cl osed her eyes and did not answer.
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It rained all through the night till four or five a.m But when we
stepped outside into the norning, the sun was coming up in a brilliant,

cl ear bl ue sky.

Water still dripped down from|eaves and pi ne needl es. The ground was
still soft and nmushy. The rocks glistened and sparkl ed.

Karen pushed past nme. She |inped over to the spot where she'd dropped

t he Dracon beam She began scrabbling around in the bushes on her hands
and knees.

"You took it! You cane out here while | was asleep and took it!"

| shook ny head. "It was raining hard al

73 night. We're on a slope. Maybe it was carried off down the hill. O
maybe the | eopard took it."

I meant that last part as a joke. But Karen's head jerked around toward
me, her expression intense and fearful. "You think this is funny?"

| shrugged. "You weren't going to use it on nme, anyway," | said. "You
don't need to."

"That's not the problem" she said. "W are issued weapons. W aren't

supposed to |l ose them The punishnent for losing themis ... is very
pai nful. | shouldn't have been carrying it - I'mon an unauthorized
m ssion. That will double nmy punishnent."”

She | ooked very old, staring down hopel essly at the spot where the
Dracon beam had fallen. It was easy to see that runoff fromthe

rai nstorm had rushed down across that area. The ground was snooth and
cut with gullies.

"Probably down in the river by now," | said. Wth her ankle, now swollen
to three tines its nornal size, there was no way Karen could clinmb down
there.

Karen | ooked | ost and confused. "I can't go back without it," she said.
"It will mean facing Sub-Visser N neteen."

"Your boss?"

"Yes. My commander. | don't suppose you'd help nme |ook for it?"



74 1 shook nmy head. "No. Not a chance.™

Karen | aughed bitterly. "Well, they'll go easy on me when | bring you in."

"Maybe they' Il give ne to you," | said. "Make nme your host body."
"No thanks, | don't want any nmore young femal e human hosts. Too weak.
Too enotional. Their heads too filled up with . . ." She broke off.

| waited for her to say nore. But she didn't. She just set her crutch
and started walking with a deternmined, if painful step.

| fell in behind her.
Too enotional ? Their heads too filled up with . . . Wth what?

Was it possible the Yeerk inside Karen's head was bot hered by Karen's
t hought s? By her enotions?

| felt a tingling sensation up and down the back of my neck. WAs there
another way to deal with Karen? Was it possible that the Yeerk felt sone
doubt s about what it was doing? Was it even possible, or was | just
grasping at straws?

Coul d a Yeerk be turned around? Could a Yeerk be made to see that what
it was doi ng was wrong?

| took a deep breath and began to follow the hobbling Controller. How?
How to reach the Yeerk inside her?

"So," | said. "Looks lIike we have a | ong wal k

75 ahead of us. Al day, if we're going in the right direction. Maybe
nore than one day, if we're going the wong way."

"I"mstarving," she muttered.
"How do you feel about mushroons?"
n \N]at ?II

"Mushrooms. See? Over there, by that fallen | og. You have to be careful
of course, because a | ot of nushroons are poi sonous. But | did a paper
for Life Sciences class |last year. Al about w ld nushroons. Those are
edible."”

"I"mnot eating raw nushroons. They're gross." She had fallen back into
her character as a little girl. It was so strange. She was both a little
girl and a full-grown Yeerk

"Well, I'"'mgoing to get sone. You may change your mnd."

| tronped over and began very carefully choosing from anong the
nmushroons that had sprouted up during the rain. | squatted confortably.
"So, Karen, or whatever your Yeerk nane is, tell me about your life.
know you don't like your conmander. That's about it?"

"What's your gane, human?" she sneered. "You save, nme, you guide ne, now
you feed me? What are you trying to prove?"



| lifted a pair of nushroons each the size of ny fist and stuffed them
in my pockets. "It bothers you, doesn't it?"

76 "What bot hers ne?"
"It bothers you when your victins don't hate you."

She |l et out a harsh, barking | augh. She started to say something. Then
she started to say sonething el se. She ended up sayi ng not hi ng.

| stood up and handed her a mushroom "Here. You can eat it now or you
can wait. We may find some nice green onions or even sone edible flowers
to go with it. Practically a salad."

"You think you understand ne? You don't. Nothing bothers me," Karen said
harshly.

"It doesn't bother you that you' ve enslaved a child?"
"Slavery is a human concept."

"Ckay. Then forget that. How about this: Does it bother you when you
hear Karen - the real Karen - crying inside your mnd? Does it bother
you when you're with her nother and Karen wants so badly to talk to her
mom just to tell her she |loves her? Just to say, 'I |love you, Mom' and
she can't even say that? Does it bother you then?"

Karen jerked like |I'd slapped her. "You don't know what you're talking
about!" she cried.

"Ch, don't I?" | said. "Let nme ask Karen. Let ne talk to Karen and ask her."
"Thi s human host has no secrets fromne," she said. "I know what she

t hi nks. "

77 "And feels," | added.

"And feels!" she said defiantly. "She hates ne, okay? Does that make you
feel superior? She hates ne. She wants ne dead. She sits there in the
back of ny mnd and inagines ne being tortured, dying a slow, screaning
death! That's what she feels. Hate! Hate! Hate!"

The trees seened to reverberate with the sound of her screaning voice.
The birds fell silent.

| shook ny head. "Let ne speak to her. Let's ask her if she hates you."

" Shut up."
| smled. "It works both ways, doesn't it? You can feel her enotions,
but she can feel yours, as well. Is that it? She knows what's going on

i nside your mind. So what is it she really feels toward you? It's not hate.'

"Shut up," Karen nuttered again. She began to wal k again, wincing with
each step.

"It's pity, isn't it? She feels sorry for you."

Karen wal ked a few nore steps. Over her shoulder and in a voice as cold



as ice she said, "Let's see how much pity you feel after |'ve turned you
over to Visser Three, Cassie. Let's see how well you control the hate
when you are nothing but a hel pl ess puppet."”
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W didn't nmove very fast with Karen's bad ankle. It gave ne a chance to
| ook around.

"Look! Deer!"™ | said. | crouched dowmn and Karen sank onto a | og,
grateful to take a rest.

"It's a mother and fawn," | said. "Look how alert she is. She snells us."
"Banbi ," Karen nuttered under her breath.

"Yeah," | said. "I loved that novie."

"This human . . . this host body of mne, it... she loved it, too. It

was her favorite videotape when she was younger. You humans nake
everything sentinmental. It's an animl. So what ?"

| shrugged. "To tell you the truth, 1've been feeling that way mnyself
lately."

79 | stood up and the two deer scanpered away, showing us their tails.
"I thought you cared about aninmals."

"I did. I nean, | do. It's just lately ... | don't know. Things have
been confusing for me lately. Normal stuff |ike school or ny famly or
even the animals | take care of, it's all started to seem boring or
somet hi ng. "

Karen nodded. "O course.”

"What do you nean, 'COf course'?"

"I mean, |ook at what you do, who you are, what you experience. You
fight. You kill. You have power and you use it. O course that's nore

i nteresting than your old, nornmal life."

| shook ny head and munched sone of the nushroom|'d picked. "That's not
it. I mean . . . | don't know what it is."

Karen | aughed. "You were just an average, everyday kid, weren't you?
Bef ore you got the norphing power."

"Pretty much," | said.

"Now when you're norphing, or when you're in battle, you feel so alive!
So vividly alive! Normal life seenms boring now "

"I's that what being in a fight is like to you?" | asked. "Not to nme. |
hate it. |1've just gotten all confused. How can | go around doing the
things | do and still believe that life is sacred?

80 That every life is sacred? Sometines |'ma predator. Sonetinmes |I'm
prey. | don't know. . . it's confusing."



For a while, Karen said nothing. Then, like it wasn't inmportant, she
sai d, "We have people like you, too."

"People Iike ne?"

"Sure. Yeerks who oppose the wars, who feel it's wong to take unwilling
hosts. "

I was so stunned | stopped wal king. "What? There are Yeerks who are
agai nst all this?"

"Don't act so surprised. W aren't all the sane." Her face took on a
bitter, resentful expression. "See? You believe the Andalite propaganda
about us. According to the Andalites, we're nothing but evil slugs. W
don't deserve to be free, flying around the gal axy. W're just parasites."”

"It was the Andalites who hel ped you achi eve space flight,"” | said.
"Seerow was his nanme, wasn't it? The Andalite who hel ped your people?"

Now it was Karen's turn to | ook surprised. "You know a lot." Her eyes
narrowed. "You're not all humans, are you? There nust be some Andalites
with you."

"Wthout the Andalites, you'd still be trapped on your home world, isn't
that true?"

"Yes. Wthout Seerow, we would be. He was the one good Andalite."
81 1 smiled. "So there's at |east one good Andalite."

"And many good Yeerks," she said.

"Maybe so."

Once again, neither of us said anything for a while as we wal ked on
slowy. W energed fromthe shade of the trees into a small neadow.

It was breathtaking. The rain had rai sed an expl osion of flowers, al
lifting their petals toward the sun. Gol den and white and bl ue, al

still glistening with norning dew

"Do you know what life is Iike for us?" Karen asked. "In the Yeerk pool
I nmean?"

"No. "

"We are born with a hundred or nore sisters and brothers. W don't hatch
fromeggs. And we aren't born the way mammal s are born, either. Three
Yeerks join together. They literally join together, with three bodies
becom ng one. Then that one body begins to fragment. It breaks up into
smal | er pieces, grubs they're called. Bit by bit the body disintegrates,
and each grub that falls away becones anot her Yeerk. Sonetimes there are
twins, two Yeerks fromone grub. The parent-Yeerks die, of course."

She | ooked at me to see nmy reaction. "You aren't horrified? You aren't
shocked?"

Actually, | was. "lI've studied a lot of different animals, so | guess
I"mkind of hard to shock."



82 Karen | ooked back at the neadow, 'in our natural state, we have an
excel l ent sense of snell. W have a good sense of touch. W can hear. W
can comuni cate, using a | anguage of ultrasonic squeaks. But we cannot
see. W are blind, until we enter a host. Cver the millennia we have
nmoved up the evolutionary chain to nore and nore advanced hosts.
Eventual | y, the Gedds became our basic host bodies.

"They are clumsy, slow creatures. But they have eyes. Ch, you can't

i magi ne! You can't imagine the first time you enter a Gedd brain and

sei ze control and suddenly, you are seeing! Seeing! Colors! Shapes! It's
a mracle. To be blind and then to see!"

Suddenly she stooped down and snhatched up a caterpillar froma leaf. "Do
you see this? This is what | am w thout a host body. Hel pl ess! Wak
Blind!" She spun and pointed at the meadow. "Do you see those flowers?
Do you see the sunlight? Do you see the birds flying? You hate me for
wanting that? You hate nme because | won't spend ny life blind? You hate
me because | won't spend nmy life swimm ng endlessly in a sea of sludge,
whi l e humans like you live in a world of indescribable beauty?"

She put the caterpillar down gently on its |eaf.
"Mpst of you humans don't even know what

83 you have. You have the nobst beautiful planet in the galaxy. No other
place is so alive. In no other place are there so many trees, so many
flowers, so many amazing creatures. You live in a palace. You live in
par adi se, and you hate me for wanting to live there, too."

"I don't hate you."

She ignored ne. She was tal king for herself now. "Wat choice do we
have? Back to the Yeerk pool s? Back to our hone planet, with Andalite
Dome ships in orbit above us, waiting for one of us to try and rise from
t he sludge, then blow us apart? Leave the universe to the alnmghty

Andal ites and the species they happen to |ike?"

Karen gave ne a bl eak, hard | ook. "There are those of us who w sh it
could be another way. That there was sone niddl e choi ce between being
sl ugs beneath the Andalite hooves, and being ... and being . "
"Slave nasters?" | suggest ed.

| expected her to yell at me. Instead she put her face close to mne
Her voice was |low. Her green eyes so enornous | alnost felt | could see
through themto the Yeerk inside. "What would you do, Cassie? \What woul d
you do, if you were one of us? Wwuld you live your life as a blind,
hel pl ess sl ug?"

| didn't have an answer. Instead | |ooked away.

84 A chance | ook.

Tan and bl ack! Mving fast!

"Aaaahhh!" | screaned.

The | eopard took two liquid, silent steps and with the third step
opened its killing jaws, aimng for Karen's throat.
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The | eopard fl ew.

Karen never even had time to react. Neither did |
But soneone did.

It happened al nbst too fast to see. A blur of gray hurtled down fromthe
sky. It hit the blur of tan and bl ack

A flash of talons, bright red bl ood welling around the | eopard' s eyes.
"Rrrooowwr r!" the | eopard snarl ed.
But it hit Karen, just the same. Down she went. | lunged toward the | eopard.

Wham It hit me with the back of one paw, as cool and cal mas Jackie
Chan. It was |ike being slamed by a hanmer. | went down hard.

86 " Aaaahhhh! Hel p!" Karen screaned.

The osprey fluttered up a few feet, then came down again in a second
attack. It raked the leopard's face, but this tinme the | eopard struck back

Wth a crunmpling sound, the osprey was knocked down. It lay jerking and
heaving in the dirt.

| had already started norphing, but it was too |ate. The | eopard opened
its jaws. Karen, on her back and scream ng, kicked wildly at its face.

The | eopard chonped her leg. Its jaws closed right over the splint of
sticks. Karen screanmed, in pain this tine.

The | eopard | ooked around, coolly surveying the situation. It could
snel |l the dangerous wolf snell already conming fromnme. It deci ded maybe
this was not the place to eat its prey.

The | eopard began to drag Karen away. It still held her ankle and
dragged her al ong backward across the dirt and | eaves and pi ne needl es.

"Help me! Help ne, Cassie! I'll let you go, | swear! Help ne!"

| staggered after her on bandy, half-wolf |egs, lunbering clunsily and
slow y, half-human, half-wolf.

"Help nme! Hel p ne! Aarrggghh!"

| |1 ooked at Marco. Because, of course, he was the osprey. He was
fluttering weakly and starting to stand up. He was also starting to denorph

87 He'd be okay. But Karen would not be okay. As soon as the |eopard
felt safe it would apply the killing bite: to the throat, to the back of
the neck, or even to the head itself.

I was nostly wolf now. But would the | eopard back down? The last tine,
I'd scared it away before it got to Karen. Now it would be defending its
kil

And | had a bad feeling about fighting a | eopard one-on-one.



| bound forward, letting out a threatening grow .

The | eopard turned, keeping Karen's leg twisted inits mouth. It stared
at me with curious ye | |ow eyes.

W were each about a hundred and fifty pounds. W each had powerful

jaws. Each of us was fast. | had an armor of thick fur around ny neck to
ward off bites. But the |eopard' s teeth were rmuch | onger than m ne. And

it had four deadly paws, each arned with hooked, ripping, razor-sharp cl aws.

| felt a terrible sinking sensation. One-on-one, in a fight to the
death, | would I ose.

W stood staring at each other, just a dozen feet apart.
Karen lay on her side, shaking in terror, her face contorted by pain.
"Help me," she noaned pitifully. "Don't let himeat ne."

88 | was shocked. | knew right then: The person begging for help was the
real Karen. Not the Yeerk in her head.

At least if | charged, the | eopard would have to let her go to fight ne.

| advanced a few steps. The | eopard opened his mouth and spit out
Karen's leg. It bared its teeth, drawing its lips back in a hideous snarl

It screanmed a threat: "Hhhheeerrrooowwwrr!"

It wasn't going to just walk away this tine. It had tasted the bl ood of
its prey. It wasn't going to wal k away wi thout a fight.

Karen began to craw slowy away, sobbing.

The | eopard watched ne. Wth senses so alert they nmade the air tingle
with electricity, it watched nme, waiting, ready.

<Marco, if you can hear me, | am gonna need hel p,> | said.

| char ged.

It was like running into a tornado. | thought the wolf was fast. It
wasn't. |I'd been slashed in half a dozen places while | was til

shapping at the air with ny jaws.
Sl ash!
Sl ash!
Sl ash!

| backed away, bl eedi ng, shocked. The | eopard' s speed was at a whol e
different level. And now the | eopard knew. It knew it could beat ne.

89 "Hnhhheeerrrooowwr r!" the | eopard snarled, with a note of triunph in
its voice. Snarling, it bared its four-inch teeth.

It was sinmple. | could turn and run, and the leopard would let me go. O
| could stay and fight.



I've fought before. 1've fought Hork-Bajir. But |'ve never been nore
afraid of any creature. The |eopard wasn't just quick. It was quick
with perfect accuracy and terrifying grace. It was fast while | ooking
al nrost lazy. It was |like a supernatural thing. Like it existed outside
of my whol e notion of tine.

I was a big, clunky thing made out of sticks and nails. The | eopard was
made of nercury. It was |iquid netal

Was | insane? Was | going to die to save a Yeerk who woul d destroy ne
herself? It nmade no sense. It was absurd. No one but a fool would even
think of it.

No, not to save the Yeerk, a voice in ny head said. To save Karen, a
scared little girl.

Don't be an idiot! There was no Karen, not anynore. Karen was just a
puppet of the Yeerk.

You don't risk your life to save your enem es. You protect your friends
and destroy your enem es. That was life. That was reality. Basic
survival of the fittest: Protect yourself first, protect your own fanmily
and tribe second. Protect your enem es never

90 WAl k away, Cassie, | told nmyself. The leopard will be quick about it.
One bite and it will be all over for Karen and the Yeerk in her head
One bite and the threat will be gone. One bite and the secret of the

Ani norphs will be safe.

Die for your enemy?

No, wal kaway.

| stood there, poised, frozen, unable to decide.

And then | saw the | eopard' s mal evol ent gaze waver. It focused up and
behi nd ne.

| sniffed the air and knew what had happened.

<Run away, little kitty,> Marco said. <You may be able to take on a
wol f, and you may be able to take on a gorilla, but you can't take on
both of us.>

The light in the | eopard' s eyes went dull. The cal cul ati on had changed:
The odds were too great now.

It turned and wal ked slowy away. It had backed down twi ce now. And
had the feeling the leopard didn't |ike |osing.

It stopped near a tall fir tree and | ooked back over its shoulder. It
stared at me with its yellow eyes. O course it couldn't talk, but I
knew what it was saying: Next tine the little one is mne
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<How s that for a last m nute rescue?> Marco crowed. <l amthe cavalry.

| am ni ne-one-one. Now all we have to do is figure out howto explain to
that little girl that a gorilla and a wolf are working together.>



The "little girl" was clutching her ankle and withing in pain. | began
to demnor ph.

<Hey! Hey! What are you doing, Cassie? You can't demorph in front of
that girl!>

<l have to. She needs hel p.>

<So run off into the bushes, out of sight. Then cone back. She's just a
kid. You can conme up with some story to explain it. She was probably too
scared fromthe leopard to even track on what you and | were doing. >

92 | continued denorphing. <Marco, she already knows.>

<What do you mean, she already knows?> Marco said, all hunmor and joking
gone from his voice

| made the transition to nostly human. "I mean, she knows."
<Oh, great, Cassie!> he sighed. <Ckay, well, she's just a kid. Wo's
gonna believe her if she starts ranting and raving about sonme girl who

turned into a wol f ?>

I knelt in front of Karen and began unwrapping the splint |I'd nade
around her ankl e.

"Listen to nme," | said in a | ow whisper | hoped only Karen woul d hear
"Don't tell himwhat you are. Not if you want to live."

But Marco is not a fool. He could see that | was whispering. And Karen
was in such pain | wasn't sure she even understood

<l have an idea,> Marco said. <How about telling me what's goi ng on? You
di sappear, your parents are both losing their mnds fromworry. W al
go |l ooking for you, and now, here you are, whispering to this girl.>

| was human again, so | couldn't answer himin thought-speak. It gave ne
alittle tine to think about what | should tell him

<Ah. Okay. Tell you what. I'lIl go "bye-bye" for
93 a coupl e seconds and cone back as my own cute, |ovable self.>

Marco | unbered away, a massive, powerful gorilla with shoul ders that
| ooked li ke they'd been built by Mack trucks.

"He'll be back in a few seconds,” | hissed to Karen as | tore strips of
cloth fromny norphing outfit to clean her wound. "If he finds out what
you are, he might... he might not see things the way | do."

Karen grimaced in pain, but the Yeerk in her head was still alert and
sharp. "A nmonkey norph? How s he going to hurt ne with that?"

"You idiot," | snapped, "that gorilla norph could rip a tree out of the
ground and play baseball with you as the ball."

"Sorry," she muttered. "The only things | know about Earth creatures are
what the host brain knows. She thinks he | ooks |ike Curious George."



"He's curious, all right. And smart. And he doesn't l|ike Yeerks. And in
that nmorph he could stuff you into the nearest gopher hole, so listen tone!"

"Why are you protecting me fromhin? You weren't so sure about saving ne
fromthe | eopard, were you?"

| didn't answer. Instead | focused on cl eani ng

94 the wound. It wasn't easy, and it was al nost usel ess. The bite nmarks
didn't go deep because the wood splint had stopped them But they were
sure to becone infected eventually. And there could be crushed bl ood
vessel s below the surface that | couldn't even see.

"How does it |ook?" she asked.

"I don't know. It might becone infected. It could even | ead to gangrene."

"What' s gangrene?"

"Putrefied flesh,”" | said harshly. "It could nean the foot will have to
be amputated if it goes on too |long. Maybe nore of the leg."

To ny surprise, Karen | aughed. "That would be just perfect. 1'd not only
be stuck in a little girl host body, I'd be stuck in a crippled little

girl.”

"She's already crippled,” | said. "Wat do you think you' ve done to her?
She's already |l ost both her |egs, and her arns and eyes and voice as well.'

She | ooked up at ne with her startling green eyes. "You hate nme so nmuch?
Why don't you just finish ne off?"

"Because | can't destroy you w thout destroying the girl," | said.

She shook her head. "No. No, that's not all there is to it." Suddenly
she burst out | aughing. "Ah, hah, hah, hah! Amazing! | just figured it

95 out! You're trying to turn me. You're trying to get ne to turn
agai nst ny own side."

"I"'mtrying to save you," | whispered.

Karen snorted. "You want to make peace, don't you? You want to find a
way to stop us without having to get your hands dirty. You want to
defeat us ... without having to kill us. It's alnmpst sweet. It is sweet.
Sweet and naive and foolish and utterly, utterly futile."

<l agree.>

| turned and saw Marco. Only he was in his osprey norph again, sitting
twenty feet above us in a tree.

Gspreys, like all birds of prey, have anmazing eyesight. But what many
peopl e don't know is that they also have very excellent hearing.

<l absolutely agree,> Marco said, his thought-speak voice vibrating with
suppressed rage. <There's no peace with parasites. You don't turn them
around. You bury them >
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?There! There you have it!" Karen cried, pointing triunphantly at Marco.
"Kill! Kill, he cries. Kill the parasite! Kill the Yeerk. Now where is
your human norality? Now tell ne again, Cassie, how you humans and your
Andalite friends are better than we are!”

<W don't crawl into people's brains and make them sl aves, > Marco said.
He fl apped down fromthe tree to the ground and began to denorph

"OfF course not. You're predators. So you think being a predator is fine.
Vell, we think being parasites is fine," Karen said, smrking. "Your
nmorality is real sinple. Anything humans do is okay, anything Yeerks do
is wong."

97 Marco was nostly human now. Human enough to speak and to jab his
finger angrily at Karen. "Hey, Slug-girl, we didn't start this fight,
you did. We didn't go to the Yeerk planet and start killing Yeerks. You
started this war."

"Who started the war between humans and cows? O humans and pigs? O
humans and chi ckens?" Karen demanded, |aughi ng derisively. "Cows weren't
eati ng humans, were they?"

"Hey, we're not cows," Marco snapped. "You can't conpare what you do to
humans with what we do to cows."

"Sure | can. You're our neat!" Karen said.

It was a harsh, spitting, evil statement. It seemed even nbre so com ng
froma little girl's nouth.

She and Marco stood face-to-face, glaring. | felt as if | couldn't
breathe. Like | couldn't make ny m nd work.

"Cassi e, we have no choice," Marco said. "She knows too nuch. W can't
|l et her wal k out of these woods alive."

"She's not just a Yeerk," | begged. "She's also a little girl."

"The little girl is gone," Marco said. "She's not in charge anynore.
That Yeerk piece of crap is."

"That's a funny thing for you to say, Marco. You, of all people," | said.
| was talking, talking like I knew what | was

98 saying. But inside me was a storm | felt like | was going to
expl ode. | didn't know what to do!

H s eyes flickered. "What are you tal king about?"

"You know what |'mtal king about, Marco. There's someone you know
someone close to you who is just |like Karen."

Marco's nother is a Controller. Everyone, even Marco's dad, thinks she's
dead. But we know that she is controlled by the Yeerk, Visser One.

"And she's not the only one. You and | have a close friend, Mrco, whose
brother is one of them"™



Tom Jake's brother, is also a Controller

"So what are you telling me? W can't fight the Yeerks because they hide
behi nd humans? What do we do, just give up? Look, Cassie, you're so
worried about this Controller here, why don't you worry about all of us
- you know who | nean. You think she and her fell ow Yeerks will hesitate
to destroy us?"

| felt the edge of panic rise a little higher. He was right. It was
ei ther Karen or the Aninorphs. One or the other. Both could not survive.
| couldn't go on pretending. | couldn't find an answer.

"I don't know," | nuttered desperately. "I don't know. "

99 Marco rolled his eyes. Hi s opinion of me was obvious. It was okay: |

agreed with him | was a nuddl ed, confused, foolish girl. | was
sacrificing ny friends ... for what? | was selling out the entire human
race ... for what?

So | wouldn't have to see one lost little girl destroyed? So | woul dn't
have to know that a Yeerk - yes, a Yeerk, with her own life and feelings
and thoughts - was going to perish?

"I"ll make it sinple for you, Yeerk," Marco said. "You' re going to die,
that much we know. Now, you can leave that little girl and at |east not
t ake anyone el se down with you, or... well, nothing personal, but you're
not leaving this forest alive."

"No," Karen said sinply. "You want to kill me? You have the power. But
I"'mnot making it easy for you."

"Ckay," Marco said. He said it casually, like it was all no big deal to
him | knew better. | knew he was feeling the awful violence-sickness
inside of him But | also knew he would do it.

The three of us seened frozen in tinme, no one ready to make the first
nmove. The three of us just stood and stared and waited ... no! Not the
three of us.

"Wait!" | cried. "There's another person here who should have a chance
to speak."

Marco rai sed an eyebr ow.

100 | | ooked at Karen. "I want to hear fromthe real Karen. The human
little girl."

Karen | aughed. "Don't be an idiot. You should know I can sound exactly
like Karen if | want to. You'd never know for sure."

"I would if you weren't in her," | said. | began to norph, as fast as |
coul d, back into the wolf.

"Yeah, that's what |1'Il do," the Controller jeered. "I'll just |eave ny
host body and lie on the ground so your nurderous predator friend here
can -"

"Cassi e, what are you doi ng?" Marco dermanded. He'd noticed that | was
nor phi ng.



<I"'mgiving this Controller a place to go, so we can hear from Karen. >

Wth ny hal f-hands, hal f-paws, | grabbed Karen's head and pulled it to
me. | pressed her ear against mne

"Nooooo!" Marco screaned

But there was nothing he could do to stop ne. | was a wolf. He was a
human. Already | could feel the tingling touch in ny ear

"What are you doing?!'" Marco yelled. "Are you insane? What are you doi ng?"

| didn't have an answer. | didn't know the answer. | was beyond | ogic
and reason now. | just didn't want to have to hurt anyone or anything.
That was all: | just didn't want to hurt.

Marco began to nmorph back to osprey. He'd

101 understood instantly what | hadn't even thought about: The Yeerk
that was entering nmy brain would be able to use ny norphing power. |If he
stayed in human form the Yeerk, using ny norphing power, mght attack him

"I"'mgoing to get the others," Marco said, seething with fury. "You're a
fool, Cassie. Nowit's not the little girl who may have to die. It's you."
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| felt the start of an awful pain in ny ear. But the Yeerk secreted a
chemical that made ny ear go nunb. And then I felt it pushing its way
t hrough nmy ear canal the way you still kind of feel the dentist's dril
even after the Novocain shot.

| felt the first touch of the Yeerk on ny nmind. There was no pain now
There was just a feeling of ... | don't know how to describe it. A

feeling that | was being paralyzed, a little at a tine.

It touched ny brain, and all at once | realized |I could no | onger nove
nmy right |eg.

It reached further, and nmy hands were no | onger nmnine

103 It reached further, and the hunger 1'd felt was now soneone el se's
hunger .

It reached further and further, sliding into the crevices. Slithering
bet ween the cauliflower contours of the gel atinous gray nass that was ny
br ai n.

| looked at Karen. The sinple, human Karen. She was crying.

"I want to go honme," she sobbed.

And then my eyes nmoved and | ooked away. They focused on Marco as he
flapped his gray and white wi ngs and rose fromthe ground.

| hadn't noved ny eyes.

It was all over so quickly. So quickly I lost all control of nmy own body.



And then the Yeerk opened ny nmenory. It was easy as any person reading a
book. | felt ny secrets, all ny little shanes and enbarrassnents, |ying
open for the Yeerk to inspect, to | augh at.

But at the sanme tinme, parts of her mnd seened to soak into ny

consci ousness. | could see her. Not as well as she could see ne, because
I could not control which of her menories | |ooked at. But just the
sane, the Yeerk's mnd seened to blur into m ne

| was there, in the Yeerk pool, blind, swimm ng. | had a nane and a
designation: | was Aftran-N ne-Four-Two of the Hett Sinplat pool

104 | was there, in Aftran's nenories, opening Gedd eyes for the first
time and seeing color! Ch, the shock! Ch, the glory of it! Even
secondhand, even from so |ong ago, the beauty of color seen for the
first time was overwhel m ng.

| was there when the Yeerk first felt its Hork-Bajir host. Felt the
grace and power that the Gedd woul d never have.

| was there when the new Hork-Bajir-Controller was in its first blade
fight. The fear it had felt!

And after the battle, after the next battle, and the next, and the next,
some other nenory grew and grew. A nmenory of sadness. A nmenory of regret.

Aftran was saddened by the battles.
Then the human norph. Karen

Aftran had vol unteered for the duty. She had wanted out of the
Hor k- Bajir body. She wanted out of the war. Wat could be a safer, nore
peaceful host than a little, human girl?

The assignment was to watch her father. He was the billionaire owner of
Uni Bank. Being close to himgave Aftran access to all sorts of

i nformation and vast amounts of useful cash. The Yeerks wanted to nake

the father a Controller, but hadn't been able to yet. So Karen had been
taken, and made into a Controller to watch the true target: her father

105 Aftran had taken on the job to avoid having to kill. But her

pool -brother, Estril, had stayed on as a Hork-Bajir. Estril had been
acting as backup security to a neeting of The Sharing. A nothing job. No
problem Stay aboard a shielded ship, just in case

The "just in case" had been the battle. And | saw, with Aftran's nenory,
the image of a wolf, teeth bared in a vicious snarl

Me.

And now Aftran opened that very nenory. | could feel her absorbing ny
crystal clear inages.-The nonent when | lunged for the Hork-Bajir's

t hroat and heard Jake yell, <Okay, they've had it, back away! Back away! >

<Hi s nane was Estril-Seven-Three-One, of the Hett Sinplat pool,> Aftran
said to ne.

<Yes,> | said. And as the guilt welled up inside me, | could tell that
Aftran was watching the enotion, solemly curious.



Now t he Yeerk opened the secret | had guarded for nmonths. She yelped in
surprise. <Just five human children and an Andalite aristh?!> She

| aughed. <The entire Yeerk invasion force is in an uproar because of
five human children and an Andalite cadet?>

One by one she | ooked inside the nmenories | had formed since becom ng an
Ani nor ph.

106 She saw the construction site where Elfangor's fighter had crash-1I anded.

She saw the nonment when | |earned that Tobias was trapped forever in
hawk mor ph.

She saw the first tine | ever norphed a dol phin, the amazing, giddy joy
of it, and | swear she | aughed inside ny head, enjoying the nenory, too.

She saw that Jake's brother Tomwas a Controller, that the | eader of the
Ani norphs lived under the same roof with a Yeerk

She saw that Marco's nother was Visser One and the fact that it was
Vi sser One who had freed us from Visser Three's clutches for her own
evil reasons.

<Politics and power,> Aftran sneered. <The Vissers spend nore tine
attacki ng each other than they spend attacki ng our enemes. Al they
care about is their own power.>

She saw the hi dden, underground park where the Chee care for the stray
dogs that rem nd them of their |ong-dead nmasters.

She saw, as | had seen, through the eyes of the wolf, the dol phin, the
skunk, the horse, the osprey, even the Tyrannosaurus. She experienced
the distorted, eerie universe of the fly, the cockroach, the flea, the ant.

And she dwelled at length on the termte. As she opened that nmenory, it
was |i ke being back

107 there again, deep in the tiny tunnels within rotted wood. A
[ightless, sightless, scent-defined world of m ndl ess automatons.

She saw nme destroy the termte queen
<You felt guilty for killing an insect?> she narvel ed.

She di scovered, through me, the secret of Zone 91 and | aughed and
| aughed at that. <An Andalite portable toilet! Hah-hah-hah! Visser Three
is obsessed with discovering the secret of Zone ninety-one.>

And she came, at |ast, back again to the | ast few days. Back to now.
Back to where she could watch herself through ny eyes. To feel my own
conplicated m x of enptions.

Then there was silence, and no nore nenories opened. Not for a long
time. And Aftran's mind went away, closed off by itself,

| tried noving ny eyes, but they were still beyond ny control. | wanted
to scream It was |ike being paralyzed. | was conpletely powerless.
Conpl et el y.



| sat there, waiting. Unable to nove, unable even to control nmy own
menory. All that was left to ne were nmy own enotions.

And those... | couldn't make sense of those. Al | knew for sure was
that | had betrayed everyone | cared about. Jake. Rachel. Tobias. Ax. Marco.

108 And then, | felt Aftran opening a specific menmory. | felt her
causing me to focus and concentrate.

As she herself ainmed ny eyes, | saw the gray, feather patterns begin to
appear on ny skin, like drawings that slowy cane to life.

The Yeerk spread ny wings. And she flew.
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Up we flew, up fromthe pine-needl e-covered floor of the forest. Up, up
through the treetops. Up into brilliant sunlight.

The osprey's eyes scanned the horizon, fromthe distant nmountains, to
the sea, now less than a nmle away, down to the farms and roads and gas
stations and Dairy Queens no nore than three mles distant.

It would be child's play for the Yeerk to fly to the nearest gas
station, denorph, and call his superiors. Then it would all be over.

Jake woul d be seized, probably by Tom hi nmsel f. Rachel would be taken on
her way to the mall. Marco, Ax, Tobias, one by one. They would each be
dragged, unw lling, crying, screamn ng

110 beggi ng, or perhaps with whatever dignity they could hold on to.
Down, down into the Yeerk pool

And there, stunned unconscious to keep them from norphing, they would
have their heads shoved down into the sludge of the Yeerk pool

And at that nmonment, their freedomwould die. And perhaps the |ast, best
hope of humanity would die as well

My fault.

Al nmy fault.

| was a fool. | was a coward. |1'd been unwilling to do the hard, brutal
necessary thing. Instead 1'd followed . . . what? A wish? An instinct? A

pat hetic hope?

<To be like this,> the Yeerk said dreanmily in ny head. <0Oh, to be I|ike
this. To fly. Al alone, up here in the sky! To have these eyes. | can
see everything! Everything down to the tiniest blade of grass.>

| waited for Aftran to head toward civilization. But she didn't. She
circled. Unsure. | could hear and feel her doubts.

But then, down below, threading their way through the trees, a dozen nen
in state police uniforms. They were noving along the river. d ancing
left, the osprey's eyes saw Karen, still sitting hunched on a rock

Several thousand yards of dense forest separated the men fromthe girl.



111 <A rescue party,> | thought. <Of course. I'mmssing. Karen is
m ssing. There will be a massive search under way. >

<Yes, there probably is,> Aftran agreed. <But those aren't normal
rescuers. They are Controllers. | know some of them They aren't | ooking
for you, they're looking for me. They will expect me to be in Karen. I|f
they find her, they' Il know |I've nade you my host. They'll ask why.>

Was Aftran anxi ous? Afrai d? \Wy?

She noved the osprey's head and swept the horizon anxiously. And that's
when | saw the birds. They were far off, even for osprey vision, but
one, the largest, was definitely a bald eagle. And the other birds

flying with it were not eagles.

I could guess what the other birds were: a peregrine falcon, a northern
harrier, another osprey, and, of course, a red-tailed hawk.

| tried to shut the know edge off from Aftran, but she knew as soon as |
knew.

<So. Your friends are com ng. To rescue you? O to kill you?>

<To kill you,> 1 told the Yeerk. <They'll hold ne until you starve from
| ack of Kandrona rays. >

| could tell Aftran was shocked. <You know about Kandrona rays!
course, | see it now. | haven't had tinme to open all your nenories.>

<Your people will find Karen,> | said. <Wen they find she's no |onger a
Controller, they'Il kil

112 her, won't they? They can't allow her to go around telling what she
knows. They'Ill kill that little

<And your friends will kill ne!> Aftran said. <Do you know what it's
like to die of Kandrona starvation? Do you know what kind of agony it

<Then let's put an end to the killing!> 1 cried. <Your side, ny side.
The Ani morphs will be here soon. They've seen me. There will be a
battle. Sone of those Controllers down there on the ground will die!

Sonme of my friends may die! Karen nmay die! You may die! For what? For what ?>

She | aughed bitterly. <You think we can nmake peace between hunman and
Yeerk and Andalite? Don't be stupid.>

<No, | don't think we can nake peace between all humans and all Yeerks
and all Andalites. But you and | can have peace. One Yeerk, one hunman.>

Aftran said nothing. But | could hear echoes of her thought. Back to the
Yeerk pool. To hide anmpbng the other Yeerks. To try and di sappear in the
mass of slugs. To | eave her host and never return

Never to see again. Never to see blue, green, red. Never again to see
the sun. Any sun

113 Why? So some little human girl with green eyes could be free?

<Do you know what you're asking ne to do?> Aftran denmanded.



<Yes, > | said.
<And if you were me?>
| hesitated. <I can't answer that. |I'mnot you.>

But Aftran opened ny brain again, flipping through pages of nenory,
listening to ny instincts, absorbing ny beliefs.

<You believe you would sacrifice anything to save Karen,> Aftran said.
<That's what you believe. You believe if you were ne, you would make the
sacrifices

<But |I'mnot you,> | said again.

<Maybe you are, > she said coldly. <More than you think.>

Aftran turned in the warm norning air and began flappi ng back toward Karen

And that's when an echo of Aftran's thoughts bubbled up inside nmy own
consci ousness, and | felt the heart-freezing dread.
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We flew first over the heads of the Controllers. The human-Controll ers
di sgui sed as state police.

<0On the ground, there. Yaheen-Seven-Four-Seven, this is
Aftran- N ne-Four-Two of the Hett Sinplat pool. | know you don't see ne.
But listen to nmy warning: A group of five birds of prey is coming this
way. They are the Andalite bandits in norph!>

| saw the human- Controllers | ooking around, puzzled at the sudden
t hought - speak, but also | ooking worried. They began to unlinber their guns.

<So much for peace,> | said bitterly. But

115 then, | realized: She had said "Andalite bandits." Aftran had lied
to her fell ow Yeerks.

W | anded besi de Karen. She had managed to hobble and crawl into the
nmeadow. She didn't realize it, but it had taken her a little farther
fromthe searching Controllers

It could take them hours to find her now. And possibly nmy own friends
woul d be del ayed, too, as the human-Controllers tried to attack them

More battle. Mre violence. Pointless.

<Not pointless,> Aftran said, reading ny thoughts as if they were her own.
The osprey canme to rest within a few feet of Karen. Karen had stopped
crying. Now she gazed in wonder and confusion, as | ... as Aftran .

as we began to denor ph

The feathers nelted away and fl esh reappeared. My eyes grew di m and

human again. My hearing was clouded. My wi ngs becane arnms and mny tal ons

grew to becone |egs.

Karen's face took on a | ook of defeat. She realized now who | was. And



what was inside my head.

Karen tried to turn away, tried to run. But her ankle failed her
instantly and down she went in the grass. Her hand clutched at a bundle
of yellow wi |l dfl owers

<Don't do this, Aftran,> 1| cried. <Stay in me, let her go!>

116 But as | watched, hel pless inside nmy own body, | saw my own hands
reach out and take Karen roughly.

She cried and beat at me with small fists, but ny hands bl ocked her
bl ows. My hands grabbed her head and held her ear agai nst nmy own.

| wanted to cry, but | didn't control ny own tears. | wanted to confort,
but nmy voice was not mine.

| pressed Karen against ne and held her tight, and the Yeerk naned
Aftran extended a slithering extrusion fromny ear into Karen's.

It took a few mnutes. Slowy, gradually, bit by bit, |I felt nyself

regain control

I could turn ny eyes. | could nove ny legs. But Aftran retained contro

of my hands till she was alnost entirely across, back inside Karen's head.
My hands! | controlled them | pushed away, shoving Karen from ne.

| saw the last of the Yeerk. The last of the slithering, gray slug
shl oop into Karen's head.

| sat down, suddenly too exhausted and dispirited to run or norph or

even think. | just wanted to cry. | guess nmaybe | did. | don't know.
Karen's voice said, "Your friends or mine will find us soon, but not
very soon, | think."

"What does it matter?" | asked.

117 "It matters that they not find us for two hours.™

"What are you planning on doing?" | asked. | |ooked up and realized that
Karen's green eyes were filled with tears. Karen's tears. But they only
fl owed because Aftran, the Yeerk, was crying.

"You tell me what you think I should do," Karen said harshly, despite
the tears. "Andalites, humans, there's no difference: You re both smug,
noral i zi ng, superior races. You both live in beautiful worlds. You have
hands and eyes and the freedomto nove about wherever you like. And you
hate us for wanting all those sane things."

"W can't help what we are, anynore than you can. W're born with eyes
and hands and legs. You're born as ... as what you are."

"Slugs!" Karen cried. "That's what you call us, isn't it? Slugs! Like
some wet, slinmy thing crawling across the sidewal k after it rains.
Sonet hi ng you step on and say ' Eeww, gross!'"

"You're a Yeerk. | can't change that. You can't change it, either. Al
you can do is nmake other creatures into slaves so you can be nore free.



How can you justify making Karen a slave so you can be free? It's wong.
I don't care if you're human or Andalite or Yeerk, it's wong."

Karen | ooked at nme and nodded. "Yes. |

118 know." She shrugged her shoul ders and | ooked down at the ground. She
bent down and raised a leaf so | could see it. Hanging fromthe bottom
of the leaf was a caterpillar. It was maybe an inch and a half long. It
hung fromthe bottom of the |leaf and was busy withing out of its old
skin. The old skin was gathered around the caterpillar |ike a sock that
has fallen down your |eg

"This is what | am" Karen said. "A slug. Aworm Wat this little
creature experiences is what | would experience if | didn't have a host
body. "

"I ... I"'msorry," | said. It was all | could think of to say.

"You ask ne to becone this worm again. You ask a lot of me, Cassie the
Ani norph. You say we can make peace between us, just you and nme and
Karen. You say we can nake a start. And then you ask me to give up
everything, while you go on about your life, living anm dst splendor and
magni fi cence. "

Al 1 could do was to shake my head. | didn't even know what it meant.
Was | denying what she said? No. It was the truth.

"So | ask you, Cassie," Karen said in a silky voice. "Wiat will you give
up, if | give up everything?"

"I . . .what can | ..."

Karen carefully, gently placed the half-

119 cocooned caterpillar in nmy hand. "Let its DNA flowinto you, Cassie."
"No," | whispered.

"You ask ne to pay a terrible price to nake Karen free again. WIIl you
pay the sane price? WIIl you beconme this little creature? WIIl you stay
in that norph for two hours while |I stand guard?”

"But... | would be trapped permanently!" | cried.

"Yes. Just as | will be trapped permanently."

| couldn't breathe. My heart kept pounding really fast, then seened to
stop. | couldn't even see anything - just Karen's face and the caterpillar

"It's a lot easier to tell soneone el se what they nust do than to do it
yoursel f, eh, Cassie?" Karen nocked.

"It's atrick," | whispered. "You'd trap nme, then you'd just |augh and
take of f."

Karen shook her head. "You know better than that. You have norphi ng
power. As a host body, you would be incredibly valuable. Visser Three is
t he only norph-capabl e Yeerk. Your body, along with the bodies of your
friends? Unbelievably valuable. I would be the Yeerk who captured the
Ani norphs. They'd make nme a sub-visser at the very least. 1'd have it



all: a great assignnment, ny choice of host bodies. Do you think I would
deliberately trap a norph-capable body as a bug if |

120 weren't sincere? I'mgiving up everything] WIIl you give up nothing ?"
| 1 ooked down at the caterpillar, squirmng in nmy trenbling hand.

| raised my eyes and | ooked around at the world. The trees. The grass.
The sky. The fl owers.

| had cared about nature all nmy life. And still | had not understood how
magni ficent it was until that nonent.

To lose ny parents. My friends. The entire world.
To save ny parents. My friends. Maybe even the entire world.

| closed my eyes and began to focus. And the DNA of the caterpillar
entered ny bl ood.
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The caterpillar grew still. It stopped withing. Mst animals becone
cal mand qui et while being acquired.

"Now do it," Karen said.

| wanted to argue. | wanted to say, "Forget it!" | could norph to the
wol f instead and kill her. It would save ny friends. It would save ne.

But it wouldn't free the little girl named Karen fromthe Yeerk in her
head. And it would just be nore of the sane: violence and brute force
and anot her innocent victim

| 1 ooked around ne at all | was losing. And | focused ny nind as | had
done a hundred tinmes before.

Slow y, the changes began. | am a fast
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wanted to hold onto every |last second of ny life as a human.

But still the changes cane.

My | egs began to shrink. | was falling, falling toward the ground.
Karen's face, which had been | ower than mne, becane level with mne
t hen hi gher than m ne.

The ground rushed up toward ne, pine needl es thickening to becone twi gs,
bl ades of grass looking Iike saplings. Karen's swollen, splinted ankle
| ooked as thick as a redwood tree.

As ny legs shrank, so did ny arms. | stared down at them as they
wi thered, twisting and curling like a paper that's been thrown on the
edge of a fire. The fingers curled and di sappeared.

My body was thickening, elongating. The trunk of ny body was now huge
conpared to ny arns and | egs. And ny head was getting snmaller as well.
My field of vision was distorted by the fact that ny eyes were noving
cl oser together.



Suddenly, all along ny back, tiny sharp daggers sprouted - the spines of
the caterpillar.

And all along ny front, sets of mnuscule |legs began to energe. It was
beyond creepy. | |ooked Iike a Taxxon! Three pairs of little, sharp |egs
grew out of ny chest. Four nore sets of sonewhat different-I|ooking |Iegs
grew from ny stonach.

123 My own two |l egs nelted together, and quite suddenly | was in the
body of a worm

| wanted to cry. Morphing is always terrifying. Mrphing a new creature
is the nost terrifying thing. But norphing a hi deous bug and know ng
that you will spend the rest of your life in that body!

| felt a cinching, |ike someone was tightening series of belts all up
and down ny body. | |ooked down and saw the puffy yell ow and green flesh
become a dozen segnents. It was like those little snap-together plastic
bl ocks babies play with.

| fell forward, helpless. It seened like a long fall, but I was now no
nmore than six inches long and still shrinking.

| saw pine needles as big as tel ephone poles rush up at nme. | saw a
beetl e wal ki ng by, | ooking as |large as a dog. | saw a flash of color -

flowers all around, the sky, and Karen's green eyes. And then |I saw
not hi ng nore.

I landed with a soft poof |

My rows of |egs absorbed the slight shock, | could still sense
vibration. | could feel ny nouthparts noving. | knew that the
caterpillar's extrenely sinple, basic mnd was rising up within m own.
It was urgent. In a hurry. Hunger? No, sonething else. Sonething it had
to do.

| could fight the caterpillar mnd. | could resist. But what woul d be
t he point?

124 Denor ph! Denorph! | cried. Don't do it! | begged nyself.

But nowit was already too late. If | de-norphed, Karen would know our
deal was off. And | would be totally vulnerable as | slowy returned to
human form

| cried out silently, pleading, begging, scream ng

But there was no answer.

| was alone. | was nore al one than any human bei ng has ever been

| abandoned myself to the caterpillar, and it began to clinb the stal k
of a flower it could not see.
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My nane is Jake.



I was in my peregrine fal con norph searching for Cassie when Marco cane
rushing up, flapping at full speed.

<I found her,> he said. But his thought-speak voice was grim
<What's happened?> | demanded.

<The short version? She's a Controller now And if we don't haul butt
we' re dog food. >

| absorbed the sudden shock. No time for feeling scared for Cassie. |
had to act. But we woul d need everyone together, and that woul d take
time. W were spread out over twenty mles of forest.

Cassie's parents had started worryi ng when
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mom had started calling all her friends, starting with Rachel. Her dad
had gone out to where the trough was and found Cassie's favorite mare

wanderi ng around outside the fence, scratched up, wet, with its saddle
over on one side.

Her dad knows wild aninmals. He found the bear tracks. He foll owed the
horse and bear tracks until it got too dark to see.

They called the cops and the park service. A search was organi zed. But
it's alnost inpossible for people to find a single person in a hundred
square niles of forest.

Rachel called ne. | called the others. Marco said sonething he didn't
really mean about Cassie not being an Ani norph anynore, so she wasn't
our problem Rachel knocked himon his butt.

Marco is my best friend, but there are tinmes | admire Rachel's directness.

W spent the night in oM norphs, floating silently above the forest.
OM s see bl ackest night |ike noon with a cloudl ess sky. But all we were
seeing were the many little forest aninmals, and, occasionally, the
search parties and their flashlights.

It was Marco who figured out that we were nmaking a m stake. Looking with
eyes wasn't the

127 only way. He norphed to wolf and used his incredible sense of snell
to follow the scent of the mare to the edge of the river. We found a
torn strip of fabric hanging froma branble bush

Cassi e had gone into the river

Then we overheard sone of the searchers talking. It wasn't just Cassie
who was m ssing now. There was a little girl named Karen.

When the sun came up we switched to bird-of-prey norphs. And we focused

on followi ng the course of the river. To tell you the truth, we were

nostly |l ooking for a body lying in the water. | nean, of course we stil
hoped she was alive. But we knew Cassie had all the powers of norphing

avail able. Surely, if she were alive and okay, she would norph and fly hone.

W spread out, far and w de, |ooking for any clue. And | guess Marco had



finally found it.

Now, with all of us gathered together, Marco told everything he knew. He
told how Cassie had reveal ed herself to the Controller, Karen. He told
how she had saved Karen fromthe |l eopard with Marco's unwitting hel p.
And he told how Cassie had all owed herself to be nmade into a Controller
in a desperate ploy to save the human girl, Karen

<She's an idiot!> Marco concl uded savagely. <Right now that Yeerk in her
head knows everything. Everything!>

128 <Why woul d Cassie do this?> Ax wondered. <It is obvious that this
Control |l er nust be elimnnated®

<Cassi e nmust have had a reason, > Rachel said.
<0f course she had a reason,> | said.

<Yeah? \Wat ?> Marco demanded. <What reason could she have for giving us
all up to the Yeerks?>

<You really don't know, Marco?> | asked him <You really don't know why
someone would not want to kill? O even stand by and | et someone el se kill ?>

<She has no choi ce! > Marco sai d.
<There's always a choice,> Tobias said. <I can't get nad at sonmeone not
wanting to take a life. I can't get mad at someone for thinking life is

sacred. | just can't.>

It surprised me, himcomng to Cassie's defense. Tobias lives as a pure
predator. For him killing is sonething he has to do for breakfast.

<This is a war,> Rachel said coldly. <W're fighting for our lives. W
have a right to do whatever it takes to win.>

<Maybe we'll | ose, maybe we'll win,> | said. <But if we win and soneday
it's all over, you'd better hope there are still plenty of Cassies in
the world. You'd better hope that not everyone

129 has decided it's okay to do whatever it takes to win.>

Everyone fell silent for a while, and we just flew hard. It was strange,

the silence. |'m supposed to be the | eader, although every day that goes
by I wish alittle nore that | wasn't. But one thing a | eader does is
try to understand his people. | understood them

| understood Ax's near-silence. This was a nmatter between humans. Not
hi s busi ness.

| understood Rachel's anger. She felt |ike she was being accused of
being i moral, compared with Cassie.

| understood Tobias, after thinking about it for a mnute. Tobias is a
human being living inside a hawk. Hol ding onto human i deas and human
virtues is inmportant to him He values pity and ki ndness, because he
lives in a world where there is no pity.

| understood Marco. Marco is one of those people who junmps right to the
concl usion, without a |lot of wondering and guessing. You could say he's



smart. O efficient. O | guess you could say he's ruthless. He's not
mean or cruel. He just gets frompoint Ato point Z faster than nost people.

<So what are we going to do when we get there?> Rachel asked after a while.
130 <I don't know,> | adnmitted. <Let's see if we find her first.>

<l just found her,> Rachel said. <There's an osprey just breaking out of
the trees. It's her.>

<| see it,> Tobias said.

W all sawit. And we knew that the osprey saw us.
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W flew toward the osprey, but it soon went bel ow the trees and out of
sight. It was quite a distance away, and we'd been in nmorph for a long tine.

<W¢ need to | and and denorph,> | said.
<We can't! She'll get away!> Marco said.
<Ax? How s our tine?>

<We¢ nust denorph, Prince Jake. Unless we wish to becone trapped in these
nor phs. >

Down we went, spiraling down through warm updrafts, to | and on the shady
forest floor. W quickly denorphed, all but Tobias, of course. He stayed
al oft, keeping an eye out.

Then, after a few m nutes' rest, we norphed
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But we had al so given Cassie, or the Yeerk inside her, plenty of time to
hi de or escape.

W flew toward where we'd | ast seen her. Through the trees, we began to
catch glinpses of a search force up ahead.

<Those are state police uniforns,> Tobi as observed.

<W have to find Cassie and that girl Karen before they do,> | said. But
| wasn't thinking anything nore about it than that. W flew above the
dozen or so cops.

Bl anml Blam Blam Blanm Bl am

<What the . . .>

BanBanBanBanBanBanBanBanBani

<They're shooting at us!>

Pistols, rifles, and even autonmatic weapons were firing up at us.



Flit! Flit! Flit!

The bull ets whizzed past ne, one so close the wind fromit ruffled ny
f eat hers.

<They're Controllers!> Rachel yelled. <She warned them >
<Just keep flying!> 1 said. <W'll be past themin a few ->
<Aaahhh! >

| looked left and saw Rachel fall fromthe sky. Wth peregrine eyes
could see the bl ood coning
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have to denorph and renorph

But the woods bel ow were full of Controllers.
<Fi ne,> Marco said. <They want a fight, we'll give thema fight.>

<No,> | said. <It's what they want. O at least it's what that Yeerk
wants. Tobi as! Keep flying, find Cassie! Everyone else, with ne!>

Rachel dropped down toward the treetops. | could hear the
human-Control lers yelling in savage gl ee.

| dropped like a rock. Nothing on Earth is faster in a dive than a
peregrine falcon. | ained straight for Rachel

The air blew past me like | was in a hurricane. Faster, faster, the
ground rushing up to hit me! Rachel was five feet fromhitting the ground.

And just bel ow her, a human-Controller waited, grinning, holding an
automatic rifle.

Ful | speed! | raked ny tal ons forward.

Shwooooooop

I hit Rachel hard. It could al nost have killed her, except that I
absorbed some of the shock into my legs. | grabbed and opened ny wi ngs,
hopi ng to save some nmonent um

"Hey!" the Controller yel ped, sounding very human.

Now, let me put this in perspective. Rachel was in bald eagle norph.
was in fal con norph.
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spaniel is simlar to a Geat Dane.

The eagl e was huge. The big white head al one woul d have been too nmuch
for me to carry. The odds of me flying away hol ding her were zero. All
could do was hope to get her a few feet away fromthe Controller

But even that wasn't happening. | took the linmp weight of the eagle on
nmy talons, spread ny wings, flapped like mad, and fell like a rock

"Tseeeeeeeeeer! "



Fromthe sky there fell a gray and white nissile. Ax flared his harrier
wi ngs, swooped neatly, and sank both talons into Rachel's bloody tail.

W were still falling, but now at | east we were gliding away fromthe
nearest Controller.

He stonped toward us. W hustled and dragged Rachel's unconsci ous body
over sticks and rocks and through bushes. But the human-Controller was
pl enty fast enough to keep up.

<W have to fight!> 1| said. <Denorph, Ax!>

Ax rel eased his grip on Rachel, fluttered a distance away behi nd sone
trees, and began to denor ph.

The human-Control |l er saw ne hel pless with Rachel. <Hah-hah-hah! | have
you now Hah-hah- hah! >

What are you, the Joker? | thought.
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face.

"Aaarrgghh!" he cried and clutched at his eyes.

Marco sailed past. <They're com ng!> he yelled. <It's fight or flee tine.>
| looked to see Ax hal fway into Andalite norph. Marco and | were stil

one- hundr ed- percent bird. Rachel was out cold. Marco and | would have to

pass through human norph before we could get into anythi ng dangerous.

<Ax! Fi ni sh denorphing, grab Rachel, and run!> | said. <Marco, you and
are outta here!>

| could hear voices, even over the yelling and cursing of the injured
Controller. Footsteps and | arge bodi es shoving through bushes.

<Ax?> | said.
<l can carry her.> he answered.

Still not totally Andalite, Ax ran over, scooped up Rachel in his weak
Andalite arns, and turned tail to run |like a deer

| flapped nmy wings, praying for a breeze, and ski nmed across the ground.
Marco was right behind ne.

Four men appeared! We were flying straight at them

They raised their guns, we flapped like lunatics and skimred inches
above their heads.

136 Blam Blaml Blanl They began bl azi ng away.
Flit! Flit! Flit! The bullets blew past us. But then we found that
breeze, filled our sail-like wi ngs, and rose up, up, up above the trees

and out of sight.
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W net up a few minutes later, out of the paths of the
human-Control l ers. Ax easily outran the humans, even carrying the big

eagle. It only becane difficult when Rachel suddenly woke up

<What are you doi ng? Put nme down! |'m going back and find the guy who
shot nme and ->

<Rachel! d ad you're awake. Now, shut up and denorph!> | said.

I was frantic. The battle had cost us tinme. Too much tine. And now
Rachel denorphi ng and re-norphing woul d cost us nore time. <Marco, go
after Tobias. See if you can help. Keep track of the Yeerk - whatever
body it's in.>

<You have some kind of instructions for ne, oh, fearless |eader?>

138 <Yeah. | do. The Yeerk does not make contact with anyone. | don't
care if it's in Cassie or that girl Karen. Neither of themgets away. No
matter what. >

Marco hesitated for a nonent. <You nean . . . 7?>

<Il mean, one way or the other, neither Cassie nor that girl gets away.>

Marco nuttered a curse. <How did it cone to this?> he wondered. But he
flew away at top speed.

| felt sick inside. It was right that | make the decision. And it was
probably the right decision to make. But oh, man, | felt like I'd
swal | owed br oken gl ass.

<Hurry up!> 1| yelled at Rachel. | wanted soneone to be nad at and she
was the first person | saw

Rachel qui ckly denorphed back to human. Because the eagle norph is
nmerely DNA, when she renorphed it, the bullet wound was gone.

Ax decided to stay on the ground and | agreed. W were cl ose enough that
he could run. And we mi ght need his bl ade. Rachel and | took off again.

| instantly spotted Tobias circling over a small neadow just a few
t housand feet away. W sped toward him Marco was not in sight.

139 <Tobi as! What's happeni ng?> Rachel denanded.
<You really don't want to know, > Tobi as said harshly.

We caught up to himand | ooked down at the scene bel ow. There, a little
girl, Karen, squatted in the grass, looking intently at a | eaf.

| focused ny falcon eyes and saw tears running down the little girl's
face. Then, | saw what she was looking at. It was a caterpillar. It
hung, squirming, fromthe bottom of the |eaf.

| don't know how | knew. But sonehow | did

| landed a few feet away. Rachel |anded beside nme. Karen | ooked at us



wi t hout surprise
"It's too late,"” she said sinply.
<What's too | ate?> Rachel denmanded

"She did it," Karen said. "She gave her life. | watched her for al npst
two hours. | kept expecting her to change her mind. But she did it. She
gave her life for this little human girl. And because she thought she
coul d make peace with one eneny at |east."

Rachel and | stared in horror at the caterpillar. It was hangi ng
straight down. It was shedding its outer skin, pushing the skin up its
body. And even now it was carefully, cautiously, stepping out of its old
ski n.

"Right at the end, right before the two hours

140 were up, | told her to stop. | told her she'd proven herself to ne.
| begged her to stop, to denorph." Karen raised her green eyes to ne.
"But 1'd forgotten. | don't think the caterpillar could hear. At |east

not speech. She didn't know that | had seen enough. And now
<Cassie!> | screanmed. <Cassie! Denorph! Denorph!>

"Too late," Karen said again, and slowy rose to her feet.
<Cassi e! > Rachel cried. <0Oh, God, no! Cassie!>

There was the sound of hooves and Ax arrived at a run. Karen | ooked at
hi m and sneered. "Ah, of course, the Andalite aristh."”

<What have you done, Yeerk?> Ax denanded. Hi s tail twitched. <I'lI
destroy you for this!>

<NO > Rachel yelled in a blinding rage. <NO This Yeerk is mnel>

She began to denorph at top speed, flesh and face emerging from feathers
and beak.

"You fools! Don't you see?" Karen cried. "She gave her life to nake sone
smal | fragment of peace! W have a deal! Cassie and | made a deal !'™

She | ooked fromone of us to the other. | guess she found no pity or
understanding in our weird, denorphing faces.

Karen turned and ran. She ran as fast as little
141 girl legs could nove on a swollen, bruised, and bl oody ankl e.
<Shall | get her?> Ax asked calny

"No," Rachel said. She was human for the nonent. "Let her run. Let her
feel what it's like to be helpless. I'll deal with her soon enough."

And with that, Rachel began to nmorph from human into the African
el ephant whose DNA was a part of her

Karen staggered and ran and fell. She reached the edge of the neadow and
crawled into the trees.



And that's when we saw the flash of black and tan. It fell, silent, from
a tree branch.

It dropped strai ght down on Karen

It opened its mighty jaws, bared its railroad spi ke teeth, and prepared
to sink those fangs into her unprotected neck

" Aaaaahhhhh!" Karen screaned.
| froze. I was in md-denorph. Rachel was in md-norph. Maybe Ax coul d
save the girl fromthe | eopard, but he wouldn't nove unless | gave the

or der.

And | just froze. Did I think Good, let the | eopard do our dirty work
for us? Maybe. | don't know if | thought anything very clearly.

"Ch! Onh! Oh!" Karen wailed as the | eopard crouched over her, aimng for
the perfect bite.

And then .

142 A hand! A huge, black, hairy hand cane out from behind the tree.

Fi ngers the size of bratwiursts closed on the scruff of the |leopard's

neck. Huge arns flexed, nassive shoulders lifted, and the | eopard was
suddenly hanging in mdair.

<l don't think so, kitty,> Marco said.

He spun hal fway around and flung the | eopard about twenty feet.
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Jake

W made a strange little group, there at the edge of the neadow. An
Andalite. An elephant. A gorilla. A hawk. And ne. | was human agai n.

In the mddle of the circle we formed was Karen. Or Aftran, depending on
how you wanted to |l ook at it.

"What are you going to do with ne, Jake?" she asked.

It shocked ne, hearing my own name conme fromher. | nean, it shouldn't
have surprised nme, because | knew she'd been inside Cassie's head. But
it made it all so terribly clear: Nothing had changed. Qur lives were
still in this Controller's hands.

"I don't know what to do with you," | admtted.

144 <Sure you do, > Rachel said coldly. <Marco just saved her for ne.
Isn't that right, Marco?>

But Marco didn't answer. Instead he began to denorph back to human,
shrinking within the gorilla.

Rachel noved her M ata-sized head and | ooked at Ax. <You're with ne,
aren't you?>



"OfF course he is," Karen snapped. "Humans nay be capabl e of wanting
peace, but not the alnighty Andalites. Go ahead, Andalite. You have that
tail of yours. Go ahead, use it."

Ax | ooked at Rachel with his stalk eyes. He kept his main eyes on Karen
And he said, <I will do as Prince Jake says.>

| saw the shock in Karen's eyes as she | ooked back at ne to |l earn her fate.
"You said you had a deal with Cassie. Tell ne about it."

"If she would suffer the sane fate that awaits me - a life w thout

sight, w thout pleasure, wi thout freedom- then | would do what she

asked me to do," Karen said sinply.

"And what did Cassie ask you to do?"

"To nmake what small peace | could," Karen said. "To let this host body
go free. And never to take another human host."

"You'll do this?" | asked.

Karen nodded. "Yes."

<Yeah, that's real likely,> Rachel said derisively.

145 | took a deep breath. "Why will you do it? Wy?"

Karen smiled a small smile. "W are not all l|ike Visser Three," she
said. "Sone of us are just little Yeerks, uninportant nobodies who are

caught in this war. Some of us al so want peace. Sone of us want to find
a better way. But how can we give up everything and | eave the universe

to ..." She jerked her head toward Ax. "To thenf? They'll never fee
anyt hi ng but hatred and contenpt for us. Cassie . . . Cassie did not hate."
<Jake, stop listening to her! She wants to destroy us. She'll say

anyt hing she has to!> Rachel cried. <She'll tell any lie she has to! You

can't let her wal k away. She can't be trusted. >
<Cassi e trusted her,> Tobias said quietly.
<This is insane! Ridiculous!> Rachel yell ed.

She was right. Wat Cassie had done was insane. But it wasn't wong. And
I just kept thinking, as idealistic and naive and even dunb as Cassie's
actions mght have seenmed, did | want to undo themall now? Did | want
to destroy the neaning of her sacrifice?

Cassie had given her life, making an absurd, hopeful bet on peace. If |
gave one order... her bet would be wasted. If | gave the other order, we
m ght all die.

"l guess sonetines you have to choose between snart, sane, ruthl essness,
and totally stupid,

146 i nsane hope," | said, not even realizing | was speaking out [ oud.
"You can't just pick one and stick with it, either. Each time it cones
up, you have to try and nmake your best decision. Mst of the tinme, |
guess | have to go with being smart and sane. But | don't want to live



in a world where people don't try the stupid, crazy, hopeful thing
sonetinmes. "

| |1 ooked at Rachel, towering above us all. "Rachel, I'mnot going to
gi ve any orders. Each of us has to decide for ourselves right now "

| looked at Karen again and then turned away. | wal ked back to the
caterpillar. | plucked up the stalk of the plant, and carried it
carefully away into the forest.

Tobias joined ne a few mnutes later. And then Ax. And Marco.
Rachel didn't cone, not at first.

But after a while there she was, human agai n.

W | ooked at her, wonderi ng.

"Cassie was ny best friend," she said, gritting her teeth to control the
tears. "I'mnot going to be the one to call her a fool."

Rachel reached out her hands to take the stiffening, drying chrysalis.

"I'"ll carry her," she said. "I'll keep her safe.”
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Cassi e

For a long time, | was gone.

Unconsci ous.
Unawar e.

A wormin hibernation. The limted caterpillar mnd not even functioning
at its very limted |evel

It was like | was dead, only there were still these faint, far-off
dreans. Wsps of dreans, really. Nothing to hold on to.

Fai nt i mages of people and places. My parents, nost of all. Not that I
knew what those vague faces mneant.

| was changing, but | didn't know that | was changing. | didn't even
know t hat | existed.

I was inside a hardened shell. Hanging from

148 the bottomof a leaf. | was becom ng one of the miracles of nature.
I was living through nature's own nor phing.

Slowy, so slowy, | became aware. | stirred and shifted and ny own
novenment woke ne up.

My dried, stiff sack of skin began to crack open like an egg. It split
and | felt a new, strange sensation. The first newthing | had felt for
a long tinme.

Ar!



Now t hi ngs seened to be happening very quickly. | was pushing,
squirmng, trying to get out. Inpatient.

| pushed and suddenly .
| could see

In an expl osi on of awareness, | knew who | was. | was Cassie! And
coul d see again!

Col ors! Like sone lunatic artist run nuts, spraying everything in

brilliant, iridescent, glow ng, insane col ors!
Conmpound eyes, | told nyself. Then | |aughed, because | still knew the
term | was back. | was me again.

But not the hunman ne.

Conmpound eyes. And now, antennae that unfolded fromthe stickiness of
the chrysalis and snelled all the delicious snmells of the world.

| pushed further, harder. And little by little, |I energed fromthe
chrysalis.

149 Then, at last, | unfolded my wings. They were |linp and danp at
first, but I held themout to dry and harden

They were made up of millions of tiny scales, alnost like the skin of a
reptile. But these scales glittered with col or

It was funny, | suppose, because | was seeing color the way a butterfly
does, which is very different from human sight. To my fractured,
conpound eyes, | seened to be a dazzling ultraviolet and red. But human

eyes woul d see ne quite differently.

Where ny nout h shoul d have been, there was a long, coiled proboscis. My
life's work would be to flit fromone beautiful, glowng flower to the
next. To uncoil ny proboscis and drink nectar fromthe heart of the
flower. And, as if by accident, carry grains of pollen to the next flower.

| had been a caterpillar. Now | was a butterfly. | had eyes. | had
wings. | would not live out my life as a slug.

Had | cheated Aftran the Yeerk? Had Karen known about caterpillars and
butterflies? Maybe not. In which case Aftran would not have known, either

I could al nrost have been happy. But now, awake again, alert, aware, al
nmy human nenories cane rushing back

How | ong had | been this way? Wat awful
150 agony woul d ny parents have endured? And ny friends, did they even know?
| tested my wings. Sunlight had dried them

I was what | was. A butterfly. | would live a short life in a world of
fl owers.

| wanted to cry, but ny butterfly instincts told ne | had work to do.



Fl owers, | oaded with pollen, waited for ne to help themlive
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| was sitting in science class, listening to some hopel essly conpli cated
| ecture about fungus when | saw the fanmiliar flash of brown and tan
shoot past the wi ndow.

<Jake! Jake! She's coning out!> Tobias said.

"I thought it was supposed to take at least ten days!" | said. The
teacher stared at ne. So did nost of the class, those that were awake.

"Sorry," | said. "I ... um... I'"'mnot feeling too well. Permi ssion to
go to the nurse?"

"Wait till the end of class."”

"But | have to hurl!" | cried, and ran for the door. No one argues when
you say you have to hurl. They just get out of your way.

Seconds | ater, Rachel got sick, too. She al so

152 had to hurl. Then Marco left the classroomhe was in. Marco, being
Marco, told his teacher he had to rush out to put on one of those

Ni coderm patches. "I'mtrying to break the snmoking habit!" he yelled.
"Don't stop nme!"

Twenty mnutes later, we were all assenbled around the little flower
garden behind Cassie's house. That's where we'd nmoved the chrysalis. It
had been hanging fromits transplanted plant, amid the flowers, with
Tobi as stayi ng nearby, day and night, to protect it from predators.

Cassie's parents didn't know, of course. Three days had gone by. They
were still hopeful that she'd be found. | didn't know what to tell them
O when. O whether | should just let them go on hoping.

W gat hered around the chrysalis, which was split w de open. The
butterfly emerged, little by little. Then, at last, it spread its
beauti ful w ngs.

"I't was supposed to take a couple of weeks," | said.

<Cassi e always was the fastest norpher,> Tobias pointed out.

Rachel was crying, which is a disturbing sight because Rachel doesn't
cry. | guess | was, too.

"She's a butterfly,"” Rachel said. "She nmade it. At |east now she'll

She broke down. It was nice that Cassie was a butterfly instead of a
caterpillar. But it wasn't

153 anything to celebrate. Not to us. Not to her parents.
Ax arrived in human norph, trotting a little erratically on his two

| egs. He bent over and | ooked closely at the butterfly, just testing its
wi ngs. "What is that?"



"It's Cassie," | said. "Emerging fromthe chrysalis."
Ax | ooked puzzled. "But this is not at all the body she had."

"No, that's what happens,” Marco expl ained. "The caterpillar becones the
butterfly."”

Suddenly, the butterfly sinply took off. It fluttered away, off across
the flowers, like it was shopping for just the right one.

"Natural | y-occurring norphing?" Ax asked quizzically. "You didn't tell ne.

"I guess it is natural norphing," | said. "And | guess it's better to
live your life as a butterfly than as a caterpillar."

"Wul d Cassie prefer being this creature to bei ng human agai n?" Ax
asked. "Creee-cher. Cuh-ree-ture."

Rachel sighed. "No, Ax, of course not. We're just saying that this is
better than her only other choice. Better to be a butterfly than a
caterpillar."”

"Ah. | see," Ax said. "But maybe she would like to denorph now "
154 "1'm sure she would," Marco said grimy.
"Then she should," Ax said.

Slow y, one by one, we all turned our eyes to stare at him Rachel did a
little nore. She junped up, grabbed himby the collar and said, "Are you
jerking ny chain, or do you have sonething to say?"

Ax seened a little surprised, to put it mldly. But he said, "Ch, | see.
You didn't realize. Zuh. Re-uh-liiii-zuh. A very complicated word,
‘realize.' And the 'z' sound makes ny human nout h-parts tickle."

"Ax! Are you saying Cassie can norph?!'" | demanded.

"I believe so," he said. "This naturally-occurring nmorph should reset
t he norphing cl ock. She has two hours to denorph."

"GET! THAT! BUTTERFLY!" | vyell ed.
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| had to lie to ny parents. | stuck to the truth as much as | coul d.
mean, | told themabout falling in the river. | just left out Karen. And

| told theml'd survived for three days eating nushroons.

| was on the news. And in the newspaper. The headline was "G rl Survives
Ordeal Eating Mushroons.”

| thought that was kind of funny. Like the ordeal was nushroons.

| was interviewed a lot. And | was hugged a lot. For a couple of days ny
parents wouldn't let go of nme. Which was fine with ne.



But finally, at last, ny life started to get back to normal. Normal,
except for the fact that each

156 day | woke up wondering: Wuld this be the day the Yeerks woul d take
me? Wuld this be the day ny friends and | would be made into Controllers?

But days went by and there were no sudden attacks. At school, Chapman,
the assistant principal and a major Controller, ignored ne like he

al ways did. Jake's brother, Tom just nmade sone crack about me and
mushroons, but that was it.

No attack

And then, ny dad cane hone, snapping his fingers and giggling. He lifted
me up and twirled ne around into a really bad dance. Probably the Frug
or the Twi st or whatever.

"We're saved!" he said.

"Qoookay," | said.

"No, we got funding! We got funding! The WIidlife Rehabilitation dinic
i s open for business again, and back better than ever."

"Noway!" | screaned

"Yeah. It was weird. Suddenly this guy from Uni Bank calls up and says
hi s daughter had heard about the clinic. He says she's been buggi ng hi m
to contribute enough noney to keep us open. The man actually said, 'So,
tell me what you need so ny little girl will be happy.' So | did. And
he's sendi ng the check over."

He | aughed. "A good week, huh?" Then he hugged nme |ike he'd been doing
every ei ght mnutes

157 since I'd cone back. "Winder who that little girl is? W owe her big."
| knew the little girl's nane, of course. Karen. Karen, who had been
made into a Controller to keep tabs on her father, the president of

Uni - Bank.

But |, too, wondered who she was. Al | knew for sure was that she had
not given us up to her fellow Yeerks.

Anot her week went by before | was sure. | was in the mall -with Rachel
of course. Since being a butterfly, I'd becone nore interested in

col ors. Rachel decided this neant | should have all new clothes. So she
was dragging nme fromstore to store, attenpting to get me to understand
t he concept of accessori zing.

And that's when | saw her, standing off by herself, just alittle
di stance fromthe woman who nust have been her nother.

I went over to her, leaving Rachel in the midst of some sweaters.
"Hi, Karen," | said.
"Hi, Cassie," she said.

"How are you?"



She | ooked at me with those famliar green eyes and said, "lI'mfree,
Cassie. She kept her pronmise. I'mfree."

| couldn't say anything. Wrds woul dn't cone
158 out. | just knelt down and gave the little girl a hug.

One small victory. One girl free. One connection made with one of our
eneni es.

A very smal | peace.

"She woul d be glad you escaped,” Karen said. "She tried to stop you at
the very end."

| nodded, wordless still.

Her not her canme and got her then. Karen disappeared, a little girl
carrying a huge secret, her mind filled with things no little kid should
know.

Kind of like me, | realized. Kind of like all the Aninorphs.
Was | still an Aninorph?
Yes.

It neant | would have to fight sonetinmes. But being an Aninorph m ght
also let nme find other small victories for peace. Amid all the conflict
and fear and rage, | could still look for the enenmy who night becone a
friend.

It wasn't a perfect answer, but it was the best | could do.

"So?" Rachel denmanded, holding up two sweaters. "Which one do you I|ike?
The green or the red?"

| thought of Aftran, the enemy. | thought of her swimring blind in the
Yeerk pool, with only her nenories of a brighter world. She'd told ne

159 that humans live in paradise. She'd turned her back on paradise to
make a small peace.

"Both, Rachel. And | like the blue. And the yellow. And that gross col or
there. And the stripes. W live in paradise, Rachel, and we don't even
know it. And we don't know when it night end. We'd have to be fools not
to enjoy it while we can. So, whip out your credit card, girl, we're
addi ng some color!"

160 Don't; miss

Ani nor phs

#20 The Di scovery

W noved David fromny house to Jake's house. W didn't have any idea
what to do with himlong-term He couldn't go hone. He couldn't go

anywhere. He was a hunted person. And we could not allow himto be
caught. Not with what he knew.



The day after he witnessed his father as a Controller, we assenbled in
t he woods. Cassie's dad was working in the barn. Even though it was
still chilly out and the sky was filled with clouds, we were tramnping
al ong, clutching our sweatshirts and jackets closed with one hand.

Wth the other hand we were carrying a large, divided wire cage. W'd
passed pol es through, front to back, one on each side. Cassie, Jake,
Rachel , and | each had a pol e-end. David wal ked al ongside, a little off
by hinself. Tobias and Ax were in the woods.

161 In the cages were two big birds of prey: a nmerlin and a gol den
eagle. The merlin was about a quarter of the size of the eagle. The
eagl e was one big bird. And heavy. My carrying armwas straining.

Bot h birds had been patients of Cassie and her dad. Both were going to
be rel eased.

Tobi as cane swoopi ng down, seem ngly out of the clouds. He landed with
easy precision on a snall |og.

<What are you doing with that?> he demanded, glaring at the eagle.

"Rel ax, relax, Tobias," Cassie said, setting down the cage.

<You're not releasing himnear ny territory,> he said flatly.

"Tobias, this bird has only been at the center for a couple of days. He
has a well-established territory well back in the nmountains. You know
gol den eagles don't like roosting in trees if they can find a nice
cliff. So he won't be hanging around. But we can't get himany closer to
his territory, really, because the road back up there washed out."

Tobi as stared fiercely at her. But then, Tobias al ways | ooks fierce.
That hawk face never |ooks exactly happy or rel axed.

He switched his gaze to David, then to Jake. It was a clear, unspoken
guesti on.

162 "David's here to acquire his first nmorph. The merlin."
"Which one's the merlin?" David asked.

"The smaller bird," Cassie said. "They're very fast, very agile," she
added hel pfully.

"Faster than the big one?" David asked.

<You don't want to be a gol den eagle,> Tobias said. <They're jerks. They
go after other birds. Not to nmention anything froma rabbit to a snall
deer. And |I'mnot kidding about the deer. | saw a gol den eagl e take down
a young doe. Sank those talons right into the back of her head, boom
she went down |ike she'd been shot>

"I want to do the eagle," David said.

A moment's hesitation. "Any special reason?" Jake asked.

"Yeah. You tell me | have no hone. No family. Now I'm supposed to be in

the mddle of sonme war with aliens. If I'min a war, | want to kick butt."



Jake nodded. "It isn't always about sheer power. That golden eagle is as
big as a bald eagle, and we have problens sonmetines with Rachel being a
bal d eagl e because of the size."

"That bird has a seven-foot w ngspan," Cassie pointed out.

Davi d nodded and | ooked down at the | eaves and grass underfoot. "D d
Jake here tell you all what animals to norph? O did you pick them
your sel ves?"

163 "I"'mnot telling you what animal to norph," Jake said calmy. But it
was that cal mvoice Jake uses when he's actually starting to get nad.

"Ckay, then I'lIl morph the eagle," David insisted.

"Here's an idea," | said. "How about not being such a jerk? W saved you
fromthe Yeerks. W' ve been doing this for a while, all right? W know
what we're tal king about. And Jake is the leader of this little group

so how about if you show some respect?"

"What are you, ny father?" David sneered. "You don't tell ne what to do.
No one tells me what to do. As for saving nme, hah! That's a joke. You
want ed the bl ue box, and now you have it, and you know what | have?
Not hi ng. That's what | have, nothing. So thanks."

| don't know what |'d expected from David. | couldn't be a hypocrite.
wasn't thrilled about being an Aninorph at first, either. | didn't care
about saving the world then. | just cared about my dad not getting hurt
anynore. And | guess | didn't really accept it all till | discovered ny
not her was a Controller. That's when | knew we had to fight.

"Look, kid -" Rachel began

But Jake gave a little shake of his head and Rachel stopped tal king and
just fumed.

164 "You guys all think you're so tough and so cool," David said. "Al
these battles you've been in and all. But now, here | am the new guy -
as usual for ne - and you don't like ne."

"No one doesn't |like you," Cassie said.

David turned his head to stare right at ne. "He doesn't. |I'mnot an
idiot, you know. | can tell what people think about me. My fanmly noves
every coupl e of years whenever ny dad gets transferred. |I'm always the

new kid in school. So |I've gotten good at telling what people think of
me. And now, here | amin this different school. And I'mthe new kid."
He shrugged. "So, |ook, maybe you like me, nmaybe you don't like me. |

don't care. I'mhere. If you use the blue box on me I'mone of you. But
I"mnot going to get pushed around. And I'mnot going to be all, 'On,
t hank you, wi se and wonderful Aninorphs, for letting me join." If I'm
in, I'minall the way. If not . . . | guess I'll walk away and try to

figure out what to do. On ny own."

The funny thing was, | kind of liked David's little speech. | like
peopl e who push back when they get pushed. | l|iked the speech. | |iked
the attitude. | still didn't |ike David.

But Rachel | aughed out loud. "Ch, he'll fit in fine."



Jake | ooked at Tobias. "Were's Ax?"

165 <Can't you hear hinf? You people are so deaf. He's gall oping, should
appear right about. . . there.>

Ax sprang lightly into view <l amsorry to be late,> he said. <l had to
go out of nmy way to avoid sone human canpers. Are we going ahead with
the Escafil Device?>

Jake hesitated, just a split second before saying, "Yes."

Rachel had been carrying the blue box in a waist pouch. She unzipped the
pouch, popped the box out, and tossed it to Ax. Ax m ssed the catch
Andal ite hands are weak and sl ow. But before the box could hit the
ground, Ax whipped his tail forward, turned the blade flat, and caught
the box. He raised the box to his hands.

<Press your hand on the square nearest to you,> Ax said.
"Wait! Shouldn't there be sone kind of ceremony or sonething?" Cassie said.

"Li ke what?" | asked. "You want us all to join hands and sing ' The
St ar - Spangl ed Banner' ?"

"No, | don't know all the words,"
added, "W could sing 'M MM Bop. "' "

Cassie said. Wth a sly grin she

W all |aughed. Even Davi d.

Ax hel d out the cube in one hand. David stepped forward, still obviously
alittle intimdated 166 by Ax. He pressed his hand down on the cube.

"It tingles," David said.

Suddenly | was back in that dark construction site. Back with Jake and
Rachel and Cassie, with a human Tobi as and a dyi ng El f angor

| barely recogni zed the person |'d been back then. | had changed.
Everyt hi ng had changed that night.

Now Davi d, another kid not very different fromany of us, had been
dragged into this nightnmare reality of great power and greater fear

Maybe | didn't like him But | felt sorry for him

| stepped up to himand stuck out ny hand. He took it. "Welconme to the
Ani nor phs, new boy."



