ANl MORPHS

THE DI SCOVERY

K. A. APPLEGATE

AN APPLE

PAPERBACK

SCHOLASTI C I NC. New York Toronto London Auckl and Sydney

i Cover illustration by David B. Mattingly

I f you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that
this book is stolen property. It was reported as "unsold and destroyed"
to the publisher, and neither the author nor the publisher has received
any paynent for this "stripped book."

No part of this publication may be reproduced in whole or in part, or
stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any formor by any
nmeans, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherw se,

wi thout witten perm ssion of the publisher. For information regarding
perm ssion, wite to Scholastic Inc., Attention: Perm ssions Departnent,
555 Broadway, New York, NY 10012.

| SBN 0- 590- 49637-9

Copyright © 1998 by Kat herine Applegate. Al rights reserved. Published
by Schol astic I nc. APPLE PAPERBACKS and | ogos are trademar ks and/ or

regi stered trademarks of Scholastic Inc. ANIMORPHS is a registered

trademar k of Schol astic I|nc.

12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 189/90123/0Printed in the U S. A 40First
Schol astic printing, August 1998

ii For Grassy Creek Elementary School And for M chael and Jake
1

My nanme is Marco.

Her name is T Shondra.

Isn't that a beautiful name? A beautiful nane for a beautiful girl.
VWhich is what | told her as | sidled up casually to her | ocker.

"T Shondra,” | said.

"Marco," she said.

"A beautiful nane for a beautiful girl," | said.
"What is? Marco?"

"No, T Shondra."

"\What ?"

"T" Shondra. | was just saying | thought it would be a beautiful nane for



a beautiful girl."

"Ch, really!" she said, giving ne serious fish-eye. "It would be, huh?
For a beautiful girl. But

2 not for me, huh? Is that what you're saying? You just cane all the way
over here, acting all cool, to tell me |I should give ny nane to sone
beautiful girl because I'mtoo much of a pig to have the nane?"

At this point | could have explained. But | had this bad feeling that
t he nonent was past. You know? Like nothing | could possibly say was
goi ng to make this work.

"How about if we just say this conversation never happened?"
suggested. "How about if | just turn and wal k away?"

"That would be a good idea."

Now, where was |? Ch yeah, ny nane is Marco. And | can't tell you ny

| ast name or where | live. Wiy not? Because |'mhoping to live |ong
enough to figure out fenmales, that's why. | nean, is it just nme, or are
they way too sensitive?

The other day I'mtalking to this girl naned Danielle. And she happens
to work out a lot, so she is very strong. But in a good way. In a good
way, | enphasize. So | say to her, "Woa, Danielle, you' re |ooking way
buf f. Look at those shoul ders of yours. You could practically be a boy."
What does she do? Does she say, "Thanks, Marco, for paying ne a
conpliment"? No. She calls over this guy she likes, this guy naned
Justin Mullins, and says, "Marco just said | look Iike a boy!"

3 Wll. The end result was me running down the hall yelling, "I nmeant it
in a nice way! Stop chasing ne. It was a conplinment!"

But that's beside the point. |I've been chased by worse than Justin
Mul lins. 1've been chased by Hork-Bajir warriors. |'ve been chased by
Taxxons. |'ve been chased by Visser Three hinsel f.

Here's the thing you need to understand: Life isn't what you think it
is. There are things going on that you don't understand.

Earth is being invaded. By some not-nice creatures called Yeerks. They
are a parasitic species, like tapewornms. Only they get into your head,
not your stomach.

They control you. Uterly. Totally. You' re the Mippet and they're the
hand. We call people like that Controllers. That's what you are when
you' re nothing but a human puppet under the control of the Yeerk in your
head.

They are everywhere. They can be anyone. You'll never know for sure.
Your dad, your nom your brothers and sisters, the guy who cones to the
house and fixes the furnace, the smarny anchorman on the news, the
politician, the teacher, the cute little kid ... There is no way to
know. No way to be sure who is, and who is not.

And who is resisting this alien invasion? Wio is protecting Earth from
this slownmotion, secret conquest by brain-controlling parasites?



4 Wll, prepare to be depressed. Because the only ones fighting the
Yeerks are me, four of ny friends, and a hal f-horse, half-scorpion
hal f - humanoi d Andalite we call Ax.

Yes, | know that's too many hal ves.
The point is, it's me and a handful of ny friends trying to save humanity.
Now you're worried, right?

Fortunately, we do have certain powers. W have the ability to becone
any ani mal whose DNA we can acquire.

Seriously.

It wasn't something we were born with. We're not freaks. W're not sone
circus act. W're not the X-Men. Qur norphing powers cone fromAndalite
technol ogy. Long story made short: A doonmed Andalite prince naned

El fangor used a small, blue box to transformus in such a way that we
can absorb DNA t hrough touch, and then, just by focusing our thoughts,
becone that animal.

Ooviously, this is technology that is just slightly ahead of human
technol ogy. The Andalites are very, very advanced. | hear they even have
a Wb browser that actually works. Not to nention that whole
faster-than-1ight space-travel thing.

The sad thing is, the thing even | can't joke about, is what happened
right after Elfangor gave us this power. That's when Visser Three, the

5 I eader of the Yeerk forces on Earth, arrived with Hork-Bajir and
human- Control | ers and nurdered El fangor

Vi sser Three norphed. . . . Yes, that's right, he has the norphing
power, too. There are millions of Hork-Bajir that have been made into
Controllers. And millions of Taxxons. And at |east thousands of humans.

But there is only one Andalite-Controller. Just one Yeerk who has an
Andal i te host body. Just one who has the Andalite mnorphing power.

Vi sser Three.

It was Visser Three who norphed into some hi deous beast whose DNA he'd
acquired on sonme far-distant world. And, literally, ate Elfangor

Then they annihilated all traces of Elfangor's ship.
Al traces.
O so |I'd thought.

I was wal king away from T' Shondra, shaking ny head and nmuttering to
nmysel f about ferales, when | sawit.

| didn't even see the kid holding it at first. | just saw the box.
The bl ue box.

The nor phi ng cube.



6

?Yo!?l said to the boy with the bl ue box.

| don't know why | said "Yo!" | amnot a "Yo!" kind of person. It was
all I could think to say. | was too busy having a heart attack to think
of anything el se.

See, that blue box was supposed to have been destroyed.

That bl ue box represented nore power than half the weapons in the world
conbined. That little blue box could give anyone norphi ng power.

The Yeerks would do anything to get it. And when | say "anything" | nean
some things you don't even want to think about.

So | said "Yo!"

7 And the kid stopped wal king. He | ooked at ne |ike nmaybe he shoul d know
me but couldn't quite renenber ne.

He was a little taller than me. Myst people are. He had blond hair and
brown eyes and a | ook on his face |like maybe he had an attitude.

"What ?" he asked ne.

"Dm... | don't know you, do I?" | said.

"I'"'mnew, " he said.

"Ah," | remarked. Normally words cone easily to me. But | was in

brai n-1ock. | kept scanning around the crowded hal l way, | ooking for
Jake. O Cassie. Soneone with some sense. Not Rachel. Rachel's idea of
dealing with this kid would probably involve dragging himinto the
nearest closet, norphing into her grizzly bear norph, and getting that
bl ue box the quick and direct way.

But | didn't see Jake. O Cassie. O even Rachel

"So. My nane is Marco."

“1'"'m David."

"Davi d! Okay. Good nane."

David gave ne a |l ook |like maybe | was an idiot. And to be honest wth

you, | wasn't doing much to change his opinion

"Later," he said and started to wal k away.

"Hey, David!" | yelled after him "Wat's that blue thing?"

8 He turned back toward me. "I don't know. | found it. It was in that
construction site over across fromthe nall. In a hole in a wall. Inside

the cenent block. Like it had been put in there or sonething."
"Yeah?"

"Yeah. It's weird. | nean, it feels like it nust be something, you know?
Like it's not just a plain old box. It has some witing onit. Like it



m ght be foreign, or something."
BRRRRRI | | | | NNNNNGGGGEEE
The gentle sound of the bell made me | eap approximately a foot in the air.

"Hey! Can | have it? | nean, it |ooks cool and all. | could pay you ..
| began turning ny pockets out. Lint balls ... a very old pepperm nt
Li fe Saver.

"I could pay you a dollar and thirty-two cents,” | offered | anely,
hol ding out the bill, the coins, and the Life Saver

"Marco, huh?" the kid said.
"Yeah. |'m Marco. Nice to neet you."
"Even nicer to say good-bye," he said.

He wal ked away. And then, too late, | spotted Jake. | went right up to
him grabbed himby the jacket, and yanked himinto the boys' bathroom

"Some kid has the blue box!" | hissed.
"What bl ue box?" he demanded, shoving me back

9 "The blue box." | crouched to | ook under the stall doors and make sure
we were alone. "Elfangor's blue box."

Jake's face went pale. "Ch -"

BRRRRRI | | 1 I NNNNNGGGGEE

10

W were in the barn. Cassie's barn. Also known as the Wldlife
Rehabilitation dinic. Cassie's parents are both veterinarians. And

she's very into animals, too.

In fact, while the rest of us were busy panicking, she was calmy
shoving pills down the throat of an enornous swan.

"How did that blue box nanage to survive?" Rachel demanded. "The Yeerks
Draconed El fangor's fighter till it was dust. W were there. W watched
it happen.”

W all turned to ook at Ax. Sometimes Ax doesn't attend neetings. But

we needed himhere for this one. He was in his own, fabulously strange

Andal ite body: blue and tan fur, weak

11 arns, too nmany fingers, four hooves, nasty bull-whip tail, no nouth,
and two extra eyeballs nounted on stal ks that |ook this way and that.

Ax is our expert on all alien weirdness. What with being a weird alien
hi nmsel f.

"What do you think happened, Ax?" Jake asked him

<l do not know, > Ax said, using Andalite thought-speak



"What do you mean, you don't know?" Rachel said. "Is there sonething

speci al about those blue boxes, like they can't be destroyed by Dracon
beans?"
<No. It could be destroyed by a Dracon beam All | can suggest is that

maybe it was a sinple incident of random chance. >
"I's that Andaliteese for a freak accident?" | asked.

<Yes. The Dracon beam striking ny brother's fighter would have created
expl osi ve pressures. Perhaps this pressure sinply hurled the Escafi
Devi ce away at hi gh speed. >

<The what ?> Tobi as asked.

Tobias was in his usual place: up in the rafters where he can see out
t hrough the hayl oft. Tobias is one of us, but not exactly one of us.
He's what the Andalites call a nothlit. That's a person who's been
trapped in a norph because they stayed in it for nore than two hours.

12 Long story.

Anyway, Tobias is a red-tailed hawk. And during these little
get-togethers he uses his | aser-focus hawk eyes and excel |l ent hawk
hearing to make sure no one sneaks up on us w thout our knowi ng it.

<It is called an Escafil Device. Actually, it has a number of nanes.
Escafil was the inventor of norphing technol ogy. You know, the science
behind it is quite incredible. The device causes a cascadi ng cel | ul ar
regeneration tied to a Z-space ->

"W so do not care!" | said. "It can cascade all over its Z-space for
all | care. The point is, this thing, this box, this device, this

nmor phi ng cube, currently belongs to sonme kid named David who thinks |'m
an idiot!"

Rachel nodded thoughtfully. "Well, if he thinks Marco's an idiot he
can't be all bad." She batted her eyelashes at ne to show she was ki ddi ng.

I love it when she does that.
"W need to get this box," | said.
"Yep," Jake agreed. "W do."

"Before he figures out what it is," Cassie said, speaking up for the
first time. "And nore inportant, before the Yeerks discover he has it."

| took a good, long | ook at Cassie. See, there was this little episode
with Cassie. She quit the

13 Ani nor phs because | guess she had problenms with sone of the stuff we
have to do.

She came back, of course. But since then I'd felt a little shaky around
her. Cassie has way too many norals and ethics. She's al ways wondering
whet her something is right or wong. Me, | just wonder "will it work? or
not . "

| was thinking of something snide to say to Cassie, but | decided to



keep ny nouth shut. Cassie has saved ny life nore than once. You cut a
person a |l ot of slack when they've saved your life.

"Ckay, so we need information," Jake said. "W need to know where this
kid lives, nmost of all. Then we go in and get the blue box."

<And we have to be careful not to let the kid even suspect what's goi ng
on, > Tobi as sai d.

"And obvi ously we have to be careful not to hurt David," Jake said.
"He's an innocent bystander."

"No problemo," Rachel said. "He's not a Hork-Bajir, he's not a Taxxon
and he's not Visser Three. Us versus sone kid from school ? Puh-1| eeze.
It's a walk in the park."

Normal Iy, | have a superstition about ever saying sonething is going to
be easy. But this time, even | didn't worry.

Now | have a new superstition: Anytinme I'mnot worried, | worry.

14

W waited in the outdoor seating area of a Burger King down the street.
Just four of us. Ax would have been slightly obvious, and there was no
way to trust himin human norph anywhere near grease and salt. Tobias
was of f scouting out David's house.

It was night, but there was plenty of light: cars driving by, a weird
glow fromthe used car lot across the street, and the big Burger King
sign itself.

It was chilly, so we were dressed warmy. Kind of a problem since, if
we were going to nmorph, we'd lose our clothes. So we'd worked out a

plan. Two of us would stay behind, one boy, one girl.

15 W' d shed the outer clothes in the rest roonms, then the two who were
stayi ng back would hold onto them

It is so annoying not being able to norph outer clothing.

"Short french fry stays here," | said. | broke two french fries in half.
| put one short fry and one long in my fist. "All right, Jake. Grab a fry."

He pull ed out a short one.
"Looks like I'mgoing and you are pulling bathroomduty,” | said cheerfully.

Cassi e and Rachel drew, too. Rachel won. O |ost, depending on your
poi nt of view

"You and ne, Xena," | said.

Rachel arched one eyebrow at me. "You know, if |I'm Xena, what's that
make you?"

"Hercul es, obviously."

"I was thinking nore Joxer. Isn't that the annoyi ng weeni e who hangs
around Xena?"



"Ckay, that does it." | stuck my el bow up on the table, armupright in
the armwestling position. "Let's go. Cone on, let's settle this once
and for all."

Jake yawned. "Shouldn't we have a pair of live scorpions to nake it
i nteresting?"

Rachel grinned and stuck her arm up al ongside m ne. Qur hands cl asped. |
pushed. She pushed. And then

16 "OM " A sudden, sharp pain in my knee.

An instant |ater ny hand sl ammed down on the table.

"You ki cked ne! She kicked me under the table! Jake, your cousin kicked ne!l"
Rachel |aughed. "Wo cares how you win as |ong as you w n?"

Cassie rolled her eyes. "You don't really believe that, Rachel. No, wait
a mnute, you probably do."

"Good grief, the two of you off alone on this mssion?" Jake nuttered.
"Instead of Dunmb and Dunber it's Crazy and Crazier."

Rachel and | |ooked at each other and both burst out |aughing.

"Crazy and Crazier" Rachel repeated, deliberately |aughing crazily.

"Yeah, but which of us is which?"

| looked up and saw a kid wal king toward us. He was carrying a burger bag.
| got serious in a hurry. "Erek," | said to Jake.

Erek King is this kid who used to go to our school. At least, that's

what he | ooks like, acts like, and sounds l|ike. But every part of Erek
you see is a hol ographic projection. The real Erek is inside the

hol ogram The real Erek is an android.

Erek is one of the Chee, a very, very old race of androids created by
the I ong-dead Permalites. The Chee are unable to commit any viol ent act,

17 despite being frighteningly powerful. But they hate the Yeerks and
| ove humans. O, actually, they love dogs, and they |ove humans because
we | ove dogs, too.

Anot her |ong story.

Bottomline is that the Chee are allies of ours who are amazi ngly good
at infiltrating the Yeerks.

"Hey, Erek," Jake said calmy
Rachel nodded. Cassie sm | ed.

"Hi, guys, what's up?" Erek said, sounding exactly |like any normal kid,
rather than a robot so old he hel ped build the pyranids.

"Not much," | said, cutting off Cassie before she could explain what we



were up to. We trust the Chee, but there's no point giving out any nore
i nformation than i s necessary.

|'' m suspi ci ous by nature.
"What's up with you, Erek?" Jake asked.

Erek took out a \Whopper and unw apped it. He took a big bite and chewed
it. | knewthat in reality the food would sinply be incinerated inside
Erek' s android body.

"No cheese?" | asked him
He shook his head and grinned. "I try and keep ny fat intake down."

"Yeah. Right. You want to live to the ripe old age of, what, a billion
year s?"

Erek | aughed again. Then he put down the burger. "Something big is
happeni ng. No one

18 knows about this yet. It's not going to be announced publicly till
it's all over. For security reasons."

"What' s happeni ng?" Rachel asked eagerly, |eaning forward.

"Ch, nothing much," the android said coyly. "Just a summt meeting right
here in town. The presidents or prine nministers of Britain, France,
Russi a, Japan, Germany, and the United States are all com ng here to
figure out what to do about all the problenms in the Mddl e East."

"Uh- huh," Rachel said, uninpressed. "So?"
"It's the ultimate target," Cassie said. "The | eaders of six powerful
nations? Al in one place at one tine? R ght here, where the Yeerk

i nvasion i s strongest?"

Jake | eaned closer to Erek. "You have any reason to believe the Yeerks
are thinking about going after all these guys?"

Er ek nodded. "The planning is under way. The presidents and prine
mnisters start arriving day after tonorrow. They'll be staying at the
big Marriott resort down the coast."

"This could be an opportunity,” Cassie said thoughtfully. "If we could
reach these | eaders sonmehow, show them prove to them what's happeni ng.
| mean, the Yeerks could be totally exposed."
"And on the flip side, if the Yeerks nake Con-
19 trollers of these guys, that's the ball gane, we're done,"” | pointed out.
"One big problem" Erek said.
"Just one?" | said.
"Ckay, lots of big problenms, and one huge problem" Erek said, not

smling his holographic smle. "One of the leaders is already a
Control |l er. Make the wong nove, approach the wong | eader, and ..



He let it hang.
"You don't know which | eader is the Controller?" Jake asked.

Erek shook his head. "If we did, it'd just be a big problem not a huge
one."

20

Erek left and the four of us just sat there staring at each other. None
of us wanted to think about a world where the presidents of the United
States and nost of the other major powers were slaves of the Yeerks.

We'd have to try and stop them

"Ckay, one thing at a time," Jake said. "W deal with this blue box

situation first."

Suddenly, | felt sonething pass by overhead. Tobias swooped over and
| anded on the "R' in Burger King.

<No problem > he reported. <Kid's windowis w de open. | can see the
bl ue box sitting on his desk. In and out. |I'd have just done it nyself,
but you said to report back.>

21 Jake nodded |ike he was nodding to nme. Thought-speak only works when
you're in norph. Tobias could do it. W couldn't.

Tobi as cocked his head and stared harder. <Okay, who died? You all | ook
like you just got news that school vacation's been cancel ed. Never nind
tell me later.>

In a conversational tone of voice Jake said, "Ckay, well, let's get this
over with. Rachel and Marco? Let's go."

W went inside, |ooking like any normal group of kids. Me and Jake went
to the men's room It was a small, single-stall room There was no one
else in there. W |ocked the door

| shucked off ny sweatshirt. "Don't lose that shirt," | said. "It was
signed by Steve Young."

"Marco, it was signed like two years ago and you've washed it at |east
once since then. The nane is totally invisible now "

"I didn't say it was still signed, did I? | said it was signed. It has
sentinmental value."

Jake | ooked around at the gl oony surroundings. "Just part of the gl anour
of life as a superhero.”

"Yeah, what happened to those big, wal k-in phone booths the old Supernan
al ways changed i n?"

"You know, | still just can't get used to the new Supernman,"” Jake said.

22 | began to focus on the nmorph. This was an airmail job. Bird-tine. In
t hrough the wi ndow, snatch up the box, and zoomright back out.

No problem o, as Rachel had said. Nothing to worry about, especially



when conpared to what Erek had just told us.

| was very fam liar with the nmorph, an osprey. Ospreys are a kind of
hawk. Normally they live near water and eat fish. Very rarely do they
hang out in nmen's bathroonms at Burger King.

I focused nmy mind and began to shrink. The urinal was suddenly eye | evel
and Jake was | ooki ng even | arger than usual

Borp! Bonp! Bonp! At the door.

"There's sonmeone in here!" Jake yell ed.

| continued nmorphing. My skin turned gray. Gray like a dirty chal kboard.
Like I'd been dead for a couple of weeks. It's very disturbing to | ook

down and see your skin turn gray, let nme tell you

But not as disturbing as when the feather patterns appear like line
drawi ngs and then sort of flake up, going 3-D

My fingers stretched out, elongating conpared to the rest of ny hands
and arms. As they el ongated, though, they slipped right out of the skin
so that they becane dry, white, bird-bone.

"Eeeeww! " Jake said, laughing in disgust. "That's sonething new "

23 "Oh, man, | don't need to ever see that again!" | said.

Morphing is very unpredictable. It's not just this sort of gradual
thing. It goes through phases. Sudden, bizarre, totally gross-Iooking
st ages.

The bare bones thing was something new. And deeply, deeply not pretty.
Bonp! Bonp! Bonp! Bonp! Bonp!

"I's soneone in there?" a voi ce denmanded.

"Yeah, sonmeone is in here!" Jake yelled. "Jeez!"

"Come outta there, right now"

"What ?" Jake demanded.

"Whackl ?" | demanded, having just that noment had ny lips turn into hard
beak.

"Are you kids in there doing drugs?" the voi ce demanded.
"No!" Jake | ooked down at ne, exasperated. "Hurry up."
"GET QUT HERE, NOW"

A new voice. A very authoritative voice. | heard the sound of a key
turning in the | ock.

"Stop norphing!" Jake hissed. "Stand up straight and keep quiet!"

| stood there, about ninety percent osprey. | was maybe two feet tall
standi ng on ny tal ons.



Jake swept the sweatshirt over ne. He pulled the hood over ny head and
yanked the string.

24 The door opened. Two people stood there, glaring at us. A teenager in
a Burger King uniform And a manager

"I"'mjust trying to let my little brother go to the bathroom" Jake
said, patting me on the shoul der

The kid and the man both | ooked down at me. | was standing inside a
sweatshirt that was so huge it lay in folds around ny feet. VWich was a
good thing, since ny feet were talons. The arns hung |i np.

"Your little brother?" the manager asked. "Wiy's his sweatshirt so big?"

"Hey, that sweatshirt was signed by Steve Young!" Jake said. Like that
was an expl anati on.

"Something's wong with his face!" the kid said.

Jake put his armaround nme protectively. "Don't listen to them Tonmy,"
he said, with a sob in his voice. "Your face is just fine! It's just

fine, I tell you! The doctors say soneday you may be normal again."
"Hey, | didn't nean anything by . . ." the kid said.
"What is it?" the manager asked in a concerned tone. "I nean, his disease.”

Jake went bl ank. "Urn
<Beakanoma, > | whi spered to Jake in thought-speak

25 "Beakanonm, " Jake said.

<A growth in the shape of a beak,> | expl ai ned.

"It's a, uh, a growth in the shape of a beak," Jake said.

<It's especially tragic and all because it only afflicts really smart,
really cute people,> | said.

"Ch, shut up," Jake muttered under his breath.

Jake hustled me away. As fast as | could walk on talons while wearing a
massi ve sweatshirt.

26

David lived in a basic kind of home: two stories, a | awn, a backyard
with a barbecue and a rusty swing set. Also a pool

| was instantly jealous. | don't have a pool

He had one of the upstairs bedroons.

Tobi as, Rachel, and | zooned past the house at an altitude of fifty feet
or so. | could see why Tobias doesn't like to fly at night. In the

dar kness hawk eyes aren't nuch better than human eyes. And after the sun
goes down you start losing the thermals, the warmupdrafts that nake



flying easier.

So it was hard flapping to cover the few blocks from Burger King to
Davi d's house. And tal k about confusing. You ever tried to tell one

27 house fromthe next at night? Fromfifty feet in the air? Not easy.
But the pool was lit, and in fact, David was in the water, sw nmm ng back
and forth.

Hs roomwas brightly [it, which helped us see, and | easily spotted the
bl ue cube on his desk.

<Okay, |'m going in!> Rachel said.

<Uh-uh, | don't think so,> Tobias said. <You're too big in that bul ky
eagl e morph. You can't fly through that wi ndow. Me and Marco had better go.>

<Oh, man! > Rachel conpl ai ned. But even she could see Tobi as was right.
<Gve us a warning if David gets out of the pool,> Tobias said. Then he
spilled air fromhis wings and stabilized on a glide path, straight for

the bright rectangle of the w ndow.

But | managed to get out ahead of him <Hah!> | said.

<Marco! Careful if you're going first. You'll need to flare as soon as
you pass the windowsill. | nean instantly, or you'll snmack the far wall.>
<Hey, |'mnot as experienced as you are, Tobias, but |I'mnot a conplete

i diot.>

<No, you're an /“conplete idiot!> Rachel called down hel pfully.

| zooned, down, down through the night, ainmed straight for that w ndow.
It was cool . Like

28 what it nmust be like to land a jet on an aircraft carrier at night.
Just alittle, glowing target in the darkness.

<Make sure you stay clear of that stick,> Tobias said. He was just six
feet behind ne.

<What stick?> 1| asked, and then the w ndow was suddenly right in front
of me! It was a trick of the light! It had seemed farther away.

| tried to slow down, ready to flare once | was in. And then | saw the
stick. The stick that was propping the w ndow open

Thwack! My left wing hit the stick.

<Wha! > | yell ed.

BLAM The wi ndow fell shut with a horrendous slam
Bonk! Tobias hit the cl osed w ndow.

BONKI | hit the wall, too distracted to flare

I hit, I fell, | Ianded behind a dresser. | was wedged in a space of
about three inches, unable to nove. Al | could do was slowy slither



down to the carpet.
<Tobi as! > Rachel cri ed.

<I' m okay, > Tobi as said. <Professor Plumdid it in the conservatory with
t he candl esti ck! >

Tobi as was alive. But he nust have hit fairly hard. He seened to be
reliving a game of d ue.

| wasn't exactly in great shape nyself. | scooted sideways, inch by inch.
" Mrrrrrrr-ooowwwrr!"

29 Uh- oh.

| scooted faster. Faster, desperate to get out from behind the dresser.
| felt something batting at my exposed talons. | knew what it was.

One wing free! Then ny body. And then .

"Hhhhsssssssss!" the kitty said.

The very big kitty. The big, gray tabby, with its mouth drawn back from
needl e teeth.

<Good kitty,> | said. <Gooood kitty.>

The kitty didn't like big birds inits bedroom And it really didn't
like big talking birds in its bedroom

" Mt rr r COOONWNWNWWARRR! " Kitty said, explaining its feelings to ne.

<M ss Scarlet? Was it Mss Scarlet with the plumin the professor?>
Tobi as wonder ed.

<Marco! Get out of there!> Rachel yelled. <I saw a cat.>
<Yeah. | kind of noticed him> | said.

W' ve all seen house cats. |'ve seen lots of house cats. But they | ook
radically different when you're a bird. Even a big, tough, predatory bird.

Sl ash!
The cat swi ped at nmy wing, claws extended.

<Okay, M. Kitty, you want to do this? You want to throw down? Fine.
I"1l kick your butt!>

M. Kitty was not inpressed. M. Kitty

30 jumped. He went frombeing two feet away to being zero feet away in
just about a billionth of a second.

<Aaaaahhhh! > | yell ed.

"M rr OOOONWWYY hsssssss! " the cat said.



Suddenly it was a wild tangle of claws and tal ons and beaks and teeth
and | swear we nust have | ooked |ike one of those cartoons where Bugs
Bunny and Yosenite Samare fighting and all you see is swirling dust and
cartoon stars.

W fell apart, glaring and panting at each other. | had gotten in a few
good hits. But M. Kitty was fast. And M. Kitty had clawed ny belly
down to the skin, bitten me in the neck, wi ng, other wing, and left |eg.
Al in approximately six seconds.

I wasn't up for a second round. | did not want my obituary to say "died
frominjuries sustained while battling a fat house cat." That woul d be
enbarr assi ng.

| could denmorph. O | could escape.

Qut through the shut w ndow? No.

Thr ough the cl osed door? No.

VWhi ch | eft denor phing.

Except that right then Rachel decided to rescue ne.

CRASH

The wi ndow expl oded! In blew a rock, followed by a nmassive bald eagl e,
wi ngs fol ded.

31 She flared. Her wings practically stretched fromwall to wall. She
| anded on the bed.

"Rooowwwr r!" M. Kitty said in a very surprised voice.
<Come on, let's bail!> Rachel yelled.

And that's when the door slamred open. In canme David. The cat screeched
and | eaped onto the curtains beside the w ndow.

<CQut the door!> Rachel said.
<I"'mwth you!> 1 said. <W have to grab that cubel!>

<I'Il distract David. You grab it!> Rachel said. She began fl appi ng her
wi ngs madly and | ashing all around with her talons.

"Whoa!" David yelled
Rachel began tearing up the pillows. Feathers fluttered around the room
The cat was clinbing toward the ceiling. |I hopped and fl apped over to

t he desk. The cube! There it was!

David lurched to the desk, |ike he was going to attack me. But instead
he yanked open a drawer and whi pped out..

<A gun! A gun? This kid has a gun?!> | yel ped.

Fromfar off | heard, <Actually, Mss Scarlet, | think you should have
used the wench. >
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<@n? What gun?> Rachel yelled.

Pop! Pop! Pop!

Sonet hing stung nmy bare belly. <He's got a BBgun! >

<He coul d put sonmeone's eye out with that!> Rachel cried in outrage.

<Yeah, mine!> 1 said. | closed one talon over the cube. It was too big!
| used both talons. | could hold the cube, but | could barely stand. |

flapped like a madman and managed to fall off the desk, still holding

the cube.

Pop! Pop!

<Okay, now he's ticked ne off!> Rachel said.

<Don't hurt him > 1 said. <He's just an innocent bystander.>

33 <l nnocent, ny->

Pop! Pop! Pop!

| flapped hard and scooted al ong the carpet toward the door. Rachel did
alittle better, but once in the hallway her wings hit the walls with
each stroke.

"Ch no, you don't!" David yelled. "G ve ne back that blue box!"

Of we went: two dragging, scuffling, staggering, BB-stung birds, one
haul i ng a bl ue box. Followed by an outraged boy yelling and firing a
very lifelike gun.

Down the hall!

<ow >

<Look out!>

"G ve nme back nmy box!"

Pop! Pop! Pop!

Down the stairsl!

<ow >

<Hey, watch it!>

"G ve nme back nmy box!"

Pop! Pop! Pop!

Through the enpty fanily roomwhere the TV was on, show ng Buffy the
Vampire Sl ayer.

<Whoa, | forgot to set the VCR > | said. <We're mssing Buffy.>



Pop! Pop! Pop!

<Omwi GCh man, | amso going to find a way to hurt this kid tonorrow at
school , > Rache

34 threatened. <I'mgoing for the sliding glass door. Distract himwhile
| get it open.>

<Di stract hin? By doing what? You figure | should do ny Lord of the
Dance i npersonati on?>

Rachel grabbed the sliding glass door handle with her beak and yanked.
David ran straight for me. Straight for the box.

| could either junp up and rake his eyeballs, or give up the box. But
David was not a Controller. He was not an enemny. And even | don't think
you can just go around tearing into innocent bystanders.

| junped back fromthe box. The door slid open. And Rachel and | fl apped
across the back |awn, over the pool, above the fence, and out of there.

"Yeah! And don't cone back, either!" David yelled as he fired off a
final BB.

< am so not | ooking forward to explaining this to Jake,> Rachel said.
<We got our butts kicked by a kid with a BB gun. That's just pathetic.>
A hawk rose up to join us.

<Tobi as?>

<Yeah. Man, that was a bad bunp | took. | was having this weird dream |
was trapped in the conservatory with Professor Plum So, how d
everyt hi ng go?>
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It was not our finest hour. We backed off, regrouped, and decided to try
again the next evening after David had cal ned dowmn. W still had to get
that bl ue box back before dealing with the much bigger problemof howto
save the | eaders of the free world.

Plus, | was supposed to be doing a nakeup science paper to replace the
paper 1'd forgotten to do | ast week.

The next day was anot her school day. You know the routine: get up way
too early, shower, dress, stand around waiting for the bus with the
usual collection of dorks, try to cramfor the first-period test while
t he bounci ng bus brui ses your butt bones.

36 Then it's that first sight of the school building, followed, in ny
case at least, by a sinking sensation. Then you spot sone cute girl who
hasn't called you "Beavis" yet and you start thinking, Okay, | guess I
can stand anot her day.

Homeroom C ass. O ass. Lunch

The long wait in line as the aroma of sonething dead wafts toward you.
Brussel s sprouts? Eggplant? No, it's cauliflower.



"You said your nanme is Marco, right?"

| swiveled around but continued to push ny plastic tray along the line.
It was David. | jerked like a guilty perpetrator being questioned by

Li eut enant Si powi cz.

"Yeah. Marco," | said. "David, right?"

He nodded. Then he | ooked at the food steaning and reeking. "The food
was better at ny |ast school."

"That would pretty nmuch have to be true. It couldn't be any worse. Not
unl ess your last school was a prison."

He didn't laugh. He just | ooked at ne kind of intensely. "I don't have
any friends here yet. Something really weird happened to nme yesterday.
Very weird. Want to hang?"

"Sure. So, what -"

"Caul i fl ower or green bean casserole?" the lunch | ady asked ne. "Cone
on, little Marco, let's keep it noving."

37 "The casserole definitely," | said. "It sounds so French and all." |
turned to David and said, "You know the English word for casserole? Slop."

Agai n, no | augh
W got our food and threaded our way through the boisterous zoo that was
the unchroom There were a couple of enpty tables at the far side of

the room | sat down. David sat across from ne.

| had to act cool, not too interested in his story. It was easy because
| basically knew all about it.

"Remenber that blue box |I showed you yesterday?"
| pretended to think. "Yeah. Now | do, yeah."

He | eaned forward. "Last night sonmeone tried to steal it. And you'l
never guess how they did it. Trained birds."

"Say what ?"

"Two birds flew in nmy bedroomw ndow and tried to get away with the box.
Fortunately my cat, Megadeth, went after one."

"You naned your cat Megadet h?"

"I just wish my snake had been out of his box. He's had his venomtaken
out, but | bet it would have scared those birds."

" Snake?"

"Yeah, he's really cool. He's a cobra. You're not even supposed to be
able to own them but

38 ny dad got it for me. He goes overseas a lot. He's a spy. But don't
tell anyone."



This was getting to be a lot to absorb. A cat named Megadeth, a cobra
and a father who was possibly a spy?

"Qoookay," | said.
"Look, | know it sounds weird and all, but those birds were not ordinary
birds. One of them opened a sliding glass door. It was an eagle, | think."

"Why woul d anyone want to steal that bl ue box?"

He shook his head. "I don't know. But it mnust be valuable, right? O
el se why woul d sonmeone go to all the trouble of using trained birds?"

| nodded. "Makes sense." Yeah, right. Makes perfect sense: burglar
birds. There are tinmes when | realize my real life has gotten so insane
that | can't even be sure what is truly insane.

"Anyway, | bet it's worth a lot of noney, so I'mgoing to try and sell it.
That sent a nice chill up nmy spine. "Sell it?"

"Yeah. | posted a 'for sale' notice on a couple Wb pages | ast night
after all this went down. | described it. And | described those synbols,
the ones that |ook like foreign witing? This nmorning before school |
checked, and there was already an answer. Sone guy says he wants to see
it. He

39 says he'll pay good nobney. Says he'll go anywhere, anytine."

That did nore than give me a chill. That stopped ny breathing for about
ten seconds.

"You did what ?"

"I"mthinking | should have some backup, you know? Soneone to cover ne,
i n case anything goes down. You're the only guy |I know here."

"You didn't give this guy your address, did you?"

David smirked. "I'mnot a nmoron. The guy could just rip ne off while I'm
stuck here at school." He shook his head and gave me a sly leer. "l set
it up onatiner so the E-mail with ny address won't go out till right
before I get home."

"It's on automatic?" | said.

He nodded. "I send the E-mmil, the guy cones over, and | give you ten

percent for hel ping me out."

"Good plan," | said as calmy as | could. But inside | was having a very
di fferent thought that went something like, You IDH O FREAK! Do you know
VWHO i s going to show up | ooking for that box?

O course | didn't say that.

| spotted Jake heading over in ny direction. | gave hima snall shake of
ny head, and he turned away.

40 David rattled on, telling the story of the bird invasion. Then noving



on to plans for spending the noney he was going to make. But | wasn't
[ i stening.

In a couple hours the E-mail was going to be sent. And very, very soon
after that, David was going to get a visitor he didn't want to neet.

| sat there, looking at David and thinking, Howin the world am | going
to save your life?
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| told Jake later during class. He jerked upright, said a word you
really shouldn't say in class, and was sent to discuss the matter with
t he princi pal

| spent part of the afternoon finding an opportunity to tell Rachel and
Cassie. | had to wait till they were together. Cassie has a cal mng
i nfl uence on Rachel

One thing was clear: We didn't want that E-mail going out. Wich nmeant |
was going to be mssing the |last two periods. Jake nade the fina
deci sion between fifth and sixth period, by nmy |ocker

"Do it," he said. "Bail. And get to that kid's conmputer. Kill that E-mail."

42 "He may have security on it, a password,”" | pointed out. "Mybe [|']I
swing by and try to get Ax to come along."

Jake nodded. "You're not going to have nuch time. Better haul. You can
use nmy notes fromclass later."

"Thanks,"” | said. "But | think I'll use Cassie's notes. Yours will be
all covered with doodles and pictures of jets and tanks."

I know how to get up to the roof of the school, and fortunately, no one
was up there. | shoved ny outer clothing into ny backpack. I'd have to
get it later. In five minutes | was in the air.

I knew | was on a desperate, |life-and-death mission. But that couldn't
totally erase the absolute joy |I felt on pushing off fromthe schoo
roof and feeling the air beneath my w ngs.

| mean, I'msorry, but haven't you ever sat in school, w shing you could
zoomoff into the wild blue? It was just so cool. As long as | didn't
consi der the possibility that the school mght call ny dad.

That took away a little of the pleasure.

Plus, the possibility that before this day was over 1'd be fighting
Vi sser Three.

And yet it was a nostly sunny day, with some huge cumul us cl ouds piled
mles high in the sky. And the warmair radiating up off the ground
lifted me effortlessly higher and higher. Hi gher

43 and higher, till the houses | ooked |ike shoe boxes and cars | ooked
i ke Matchbox toys.

| turned toward the distant |line of forest. It wouldn't be easy finding
Ax. He kept out of sight during the day. W were worried sonme deer



hunter would spot himand try to shoot. O worse, that some Controller
m ght spot hi mand know what he was.

Now | began to realize that the breeze was bl owi ng agai nst ne. Wich
meant sl ow goi ng. But Tobias had taught us that sonetimes altitude makes
up for ground speed. See, if you get high enough, you can use gravity to
| et you swoop | ong di stances, even against the wind. It's like clinmbing
to the top of a really tall slide. Even if the wind is agai nst you, you
can slide to the bottom

| rode a thermal up and up, as high as |I've ever flown. | don't know how
far. But far enough that | spotted a small private plane at ny sane
al titude.

I took aimon the forest and went into a long, gentle glide that
eventual ly brought me to my target.

Ax hangs out in about ten square mles of forest. You have any idea how
much forest that is? Alot. That's a lot of trees. My osprey eyes saw
everything, down to the beetles and worns down on the dead | eaves.

44 But even | couldn't see Ax. Not for a long time. Too |ong.

Now | was nervous. Now | was definitely nervous. 1'd been in norph for
over an hour, and even when | found Ax I'd have to fly all the way back to -

A flash of novenent bel ow

A deer. No! Not a deer. Not unless deer were turning blue.
| spilled air and headed down.

<Ax! Ax! Is that you? It's me, Marco.>

He stopped running. | was cl ose enough now to see one stalk eye sw vel
up toward the sky and focus on ne.

<Shoul dn't you be in school ?> he asked.

<What are you, the truant officer? | need your help. Do you think you
could get past whatever security someone m ght have on a PC?>

Ax | aughed. Then he stopped. <O0h, you are serious. | assuned you were
maki ng a joke. | am making an effort to recogni ze human hunor and
respond appropriately.>

<Uh- huh.> 1 | anded pretty well on a fallen log, digging my talons into
rotting wood and exciting a bunch of ternmites. <So, can you do it?>

<0f course | can do it,> Ax said. <A human conputer? | know you don't
mean to insult nme, but really, even asking the question is an insult to
any Andalite.>

45 | sighed. <Whatever. You need to norph. W need to haul butt.>

<What is the problen?> Ax asked. But he wasn't wasting time. He was
al ready nelting, shifting, norphing.

<It's the blue box. If I"'mright, in about an hour Visser Three is going
to get an E-mail offering hima chance to buy it.>
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Ti ckt ock. Ticktock. Time was running out fast.

The wind was with us on our trip back to David' s house. Just one
problem Have you ever tried to find one house in the mddle of a whole
subdi vi sion of al npbst identical houses? Fromthe air? \When the only
other time you' ve seen the place was at night?

<Are you | ost?> Ax asked ne.

<No, we are lost,> | said. <Look for a pool. It was sort of kidney-shaped.>
<A pool ? A Yeerk pool ?>

<No, just a human pool . >

<I've never heard of such a thing. Are they necessary for reproduction?>

47 <No. But they help you get friends during the sumer.>

| spotted a bl ue, kidney-shaped pool and veered toward it. It |ooked
right. Surely it was the right place.

Only just across the street was an identical house with an identical pool

I could have cried fromsheer frustration. Then, from up above us, cane
a t hought - speak voice. <Ax? And who, Marco? Cassie?>

<Tobi as!> | yelled. <Wat are you doing up there? And how did you know
it was us?>

<What I'mdoing is riding this excellent thermal. And any idiot would
know t here's something weird about a northern harrier and an osprey
zi ppi ng around peeking in people's wi ndows. Good grief. Have you ever
heard the word "subtle"?>

<Make fun of me later,> | snapped. <We need to find David's house. Like
now >

<A bl ock to the west,> Tobias said. <Hang tight, 1'll show you.>

Down he fell, like a mssile coming down on its target. Ax and | fl apped
to intercept him

<What's the deal ?> Tobi as asked.

<He's offering the box for sale over the Internet. He al ready has one
interested party. There's a timed E-nmail we have to stop. But |I'm
worried he'll have it protected by a password. That's why | brought Ax.>

48 <Ah. Urn ... if there's a password, why not just turn off the conmputer?>

| alnmpst splatted into the rooftop from sheer "duh

<Oh. | guess we could do that,> 1 said, feeling |ike possibly the
biggest idiot in the world. O course, duh: Turn off the computer. O at
| east yank out the phone cord.



| hate feeling Iike an idiot.

<It would still be best if we nmade it look like the E-mail went out.
Then if David doesn't get an answer he'll figure, you know, no one was
i nt erest ed®

<How do we get inside the house?> Tobias asked. <Al the w ndows are
closed. I'mnot splatting into any nore w ndows. >

W were circling above the house, three birds of prey, probably | ooking
like vultures or sonething. Tobias was right. The w ndows were al
cl osed. There was plywood in the wi ndow Rachel had busted the day before

| was feeling a little nore relaxed now W had a little nore than an
hour before the E-mail would go out. Plenty of tine.

<Okay, here's what we do. Ax and | will norph to cockroach and crawl in
under the back door. Tobias, you stay and nake sure nothing eats us.>

Ax and | landed in the backyard. There was a nice, high fence, which was
good. And we'd

49 | ooked in every wi ndow and were sure no one was hone.

| denorphed by the rusty swing set. In a fewmnutes Ax and | were
ourselves. W wal ked over to the back door. | knelt down to take a | ook
at the crack beneath the door. There was plenty of roomfor a cockroach
"Ckay, let's get this over with," | said. | rested my hand on the

door knob, preparing to enter cockroach norph. But then I felt the

door knob slip.

"Hey, these people left the door unlocked,” | said. "Conme on."
<Nooooo! > Tobi as yelled, just as | pushed the door open

"What's the matter?" | said. "It's open, so -"
WWWAAAAHHHHH!  VWWWAAAAHHHHH!

<Burglar alarm that's what's the natter!> Tobias yell ed.

<What is that unpleasantly |oud sound?> Ax wonder ed.

"Ch, man!" | yelled. "Come on! Let's go! Tobias, let us know if you see
cops showi ng up!"

| rushed inside, with Ax trotting al ong behind ne.

Through the kitchen, with Ax's hooves skittering wildly on the |inol eum
VwwwAAAAH H H H HY WwwAAAAH H H H HE

Through the carpeted famly room
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Crash! Ax's tail had caught a lamp. A ceranmic |anp. Which was now pi eces
of ceram c | anp.



WWwWAAAAH H H H H VWwwAAAAH H H H H!
Up the stairs.

Crash! Crash! Crash! Three little, framed pictures mounted on the
stairway walls were swept clean by Ax's tail.

VWwwwAAAAH H H H HY WwwAAAAH H H H HE

"This is working out great!" | yelled in frustration

<Mar co! Ax! Someone's pulling up!>

Into David's room The conputer nonitor showed a cool screen saver. |
bunped the mouse. Of went the screen saver. | double-clicked on the AOL

i con.

Deedl y- deedl y- deeedl y! The phone rang and | junped about two feet
strai ght up.

VWwwwAAAAH H H H HY WwwAAAAH H H H HE

Deedl y-deed -

Soneone had answered the phone! | shot a look at Ax. It wasn't him
VWWAWAAAAHHHHH!  Wwwy -

Soneone had turned off the al arm

And fromdownstairs | heard a strong, nmale voice say, "Yes, |'mhonme now
and the alarmwas going off. (Pause.) I'msure | can handle it. (Pause.)
No, I'ma |aw enforcement officer. No need to send one of your guards
out here. I'Il check it out."

51 dick

David's father, obviously. Home fromwork. Home fromwork as a "l aw
enforcenent officer.” Home fromwork with his gun

| glanced at the screen. The AOL software was | oading up. Slowy.
No tinme to wait. We had to hide. W had to hide ne, plus a big, blue

scor pi on- 1 ooki ng, deer-boy fromouter space. And we had to hide us from
a guy who knew how to search.

G eat .
"Ax! Into the closet and norph sonmething small!" | hissed.
He | eaped. | |eaped, too, straight underneath the desk. | was going to

yank the phone wire out, just to be safe.

But David's desk was one of those desks that has a back piece. |
couldn't get to the wres.

"Ckay, if anyone is up here, mght as well conme on out so there are no
accidents,"” David's father said. "I don't want to have to shoot anyone."

I couldn't reach the phone cord.



"Rrrrgghh!" | said in total frustration

| jumped up, glanced at the screen, dropped to nmy knees, and rolled
under the bed.

From beneath the bed | saw shoes stepping slowy through David's door
| held nmy breath.
52 And that's when | realized two really terrible things.

One: In my quick glance at David's nmonitor, | had noticed sonething odd.
The clock in the lower, right-hand corner was wong. It was off by an hour

David's E-mail was going out not in an hour and three mnutes, but in
three mnutes.

Two: David's pet cobra slept under the bed.
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It slithered up, over the lip of a cardboard box. And let me tell you
something: Time really is relative, because | aged about five years in

five seconds.

It formed itself into a coil. And then, quite suddenly, up it went! Head
flared wi de, tongue flickering, it raised up and

Bonk!
The cobra hit its head on the bottom of the mattress.

This seermed to leave it feeling puzzled, because it sort of hung there,
hal f up, half down, staring at ne like it was all ny fault.

| remenbered David saying it had been de-

54 poi soned. O whatever they call it. But how can you trust a kid who'd
own a snake?

The snake stared at ne with glittering, evil eyes.

The shoes cane cl oser.

What was | supposed to do? | could norph to sonething small. Like a bug.
Li ke a roach or an ant or a flea. But there was a slight problemwth
that: | was being eyeballed by a cobra not two feet away! Wio knew what

snakes m ght eat?

Then it hit me. The obvious, if slightly insane solution
I reached ny hand for the snake.

Fwapp!

The snake struck! Fangs in ny hand, right in the fleshy part between the
thumb and forefinger.

"Urgh!" 1 groaned.



"Al'l right, come out fromunder there!" David' s father said.

| grabbed for the snake and held himtight this time. He began to
thrash, slither, wiggle, and just generally be annoyi ng.

"On the count of three, and bring your hands out first!"

Thunp!

A muffl ed noise. |I saw the black shoes swi vel

55 to face the closet. It was Ax, providing a distraction. Good old Ax!
| held onto that stupid snake and | focused. When animals are acquired,
whi ch is when we absorb their DNA, they becone calm rel axed, peaceful

Most of the tinme, anyway.

But not the snake. No, as | absorbed the DNA and as David's father went
to the closet, that lunatic snake kept thrashing like an idiot.

The cl oset door opened.
"Al'l right, step out here and . . . jeez Louise!"

| heard the sound of a gun being hol stered. And then the big black shoes
started doing a dance. Alittle dance called "stonp the bug!"

<Marco! | amin spider norph and this human is attenpting to crush ne
with his artificial hooves !>

| couldn't answer, of course, since | wasn't in nmorph. Al | could do
was try to distract David's dad for Ax, like he'd done for ne.

So | yanked the cobra back and flung him across the floor. He went
flopping and hissing out into plain view At which point David s father
sai d, "Ah, Spawn! Get the spider, Spawn!"

Thi ngs were going frombad to worse. The cobra locked its nasty gaze
right on poor Ax, who | could now see zipping around insanely between
the man's big, black "artificial hooves."

56 Ax was going to get stonped or eaten, one or the other or possibly both.
Not hi ng to do now but crawl out fromunder the bed and

Di ngdong!

"Cet that spider, Spawn! That's the door. Probably rent-a-cops fromthe
security conpany, the useless ... | told "emnot to bother." He nuttered

his way out of the room

| squirmed quickly out frombeneath the bed, stood up, narrowy m ssed
stonpi ng Ax nysel f, and pushed Spawn the snake out of the way.

| swept Ax up in nmy hand and | eaped back to the computer
And there, on the screen, the fateful words: Your mail has been sent.

| took a deep breath. | had a norphed Andalite in nmy hand. A deadly



E-mail was on its way. David's policeman father could decide to cone
back up and resune his search. And | had a painful snake bite on my hand.

At | east there was no poison. O 1'd probably be dead by now.

Unless it was one of those slow acting poisons.

From downstairs | heard, "Hey, look, | told your office | didn't need
themto send you. Waste of your time. Probably just a false alarm |
have it under control."

57 | guess he hadn't seen all the stuff Ax had accidentally broken

The sound of the door shutting.

Now what ? | wonder ed.

The E-mail had gone out. David's dad was going to start searching again.
And | didn't really want to | eave the house. Trouble could start at any

m nut e.

Spawn, the snake, had slithered away into the closet. No time for Ax to
denorph and then re-norph. There was maybe just enough time for one norph

Just time for one nmorph that could stay right here in the room and not
be noticed. O eaten.

"Ax! 1'm gonna norph! |'mputting you down."

| tossed Ax onto the floor. | wasn't too worried about dropping him He
was in wolf spider norph and |'d done that norph before. They're tough
little creatures.

| focused ny mind and began to norph

| began to norph the cobra.
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Here's a news flash about snakes: They don't have arns or |egs.

| began the nmorph and the first thing | noticed was that ny arns and

l egs were withering. Not just shrinking. Wthering. Like if you took a
strip of paper and put it at the edge of a fire in the fireplace. And it
doesn't quite burn, it just sort of... wthers.

That was happening to ny arnms. It was bizarre. It was the kind of thing
t hat woul d make any sane human being screamlike a ninny. | nean, cone
on! You're |ooking at your arnms and they have skin and nuscles and hair,
fingers on the end, fingernails, and all of that seens to crunple and
weaken and shorten and shrivel

59 But as bad as that is, your |legs are worse. You need them for standing.
As soon as | realized what was happening | dropped to ny knees. As
quietly as | could, but I"'msure | still made some sound. Great! Now

David's dad woul d definitely be com ng back

| rolled onto ny side and back under the bed.



| twisted ny head and realized that | was twisting it too well. M neck
had grown. | could | ook straight down w thout crinmnping nmy neck

What | saw was my norphing suit and ny skin both begin to be covered by
a pattern. Like tiny, tiny dianmonds drawn in ny flesh. The scales of the
snake. They were yellow and a sort of dirty brown.

My arms were little twi gs poking out fromthe trunk of my body. My | egs
were thinning and stretching, all nuscle gone, my feet gone.

| heard the eerie sound of ny own bones turning watery and di sappeari ng.
| literally felt the sagging of ny internal organs as they sort of |ay
t here, unsupported by the usual bone and mnuscle.

I could hear a faint "scrrrrrnnnnnchhhh" as my spine extended out,
forcing its way down one of ny withered legs. And then, all at once, the
ot her | eg whipped around like a fast-action ivy or sonething. It whipped
around the leg with ny spine in it and nelted together to forma tail

60 Now, here's the gross part. Mrphing, like | said before, is never

| ogi cal . Things don't happen smoothly. Sonmetines it's |ike they happen
as weirdly as possible. Like the Andalite scientists who invented

nmor phing had a tw sted sense of hunmor or sonething.

Because even as the scal es spread across ny alnost totally tubul ar body,
and ny | egs becanme a tail, and ny arns . . . well, they were gone now
but even while all this was happening, nmy head was untouched.

I know | still had ny normal, human head. Normal size . . . with a snake
where the rest of my body shoul d be.

Yeah, get a good, clear mental picture of that. Think about it being
you. And then think about just how nuch you'd want to screamright about
t hen.

I was a wormw th a head.

I've had two legs. |'ve had four legs. |I've had six and eight legs. |'ve
never had zero legs. Zero |legs, zero arnmns.

Fortunately, ny lungs were tiny snake lungs and couldn't have forced a
sigh up through nmy human nouth, let alone a scream

/ am so going to have ni ghtmares about this, | thought.
Then, at last, nmy head began to change. It

61 was a relief. | nean, either be human or be a snake. Don't be a
little of both.

You feel weird stuff during norphing. Never any pain, which is good,
because seriously, you don't want to think about how much it would hurt
to have half your internal organs di sappear and have your spine shoving
into new places where it doesn't bel ong.

But you sonetines feel things like they're far off. The way you feel
things in a dream Like they're happening to soneone else, but they're
still happening, right?

I could feel ny wi ndpipe, the part that goes to your nouth, push up, up



t hrough the roof of ny mouth. Then | could feel it join with my nose.
have no idea why. Al | knowis, | couldn't breathe through nmy mouth
anynor e.

My head was shrinking very fast now. The scal es covered ny neck
spreading up ny cheeks like really bad acne, then across ny forehead and
over ny scalp, replacing my hair.

My nouth was getting bigger, relative to ny head. A normal human nout h
is maybe, what, five percent the size of the whole head? Well, now ny
mout h was about a third of ny head.

| felt nmy teeth suddenly turn nushy. They becane puffy flesh, |ike
rotten guns.

1

62 And then |I heard the sound of somnething growi ng inside ny nouth. |
felt it, too.

Fangs!

They grew and curl ed back up against the roof of ny nouth. O course
Spawn had had his poi son sacs renoved. So ..

Then it occurred to ne: This norph was created from DNA. Surgery
woul dn't affect that. The fact that Spawn had no poi son did not nean
didn't.

| had fangs. Hollow needl e teeth. And above those fangs, up in nmy nouth,
poi son filled the sacs.

Bet ween those fangs my forked tongue whipped . . . out,
tweedl e-tweedl e-tweedl e as it wiggled. In. Qut and tweedl e, tweedl e,
tweedl e. In.

It was like snell. Only not. | was tasting the air. But tasting it with
nore refinement than the world's greatest food lover. | was tasting
i ndi vi dual nol ecul es.

My sight was excellent. It was even in color, which was a relief.
Different colors than nornal, but col or

In addition, | felt a new sense, a new awareness added to the others. It
took a while to figure out. But then | realized: |I could sense heat. Not
like the difference between a hot stove and a bl ock of ice. This was
infinitely nore refined.
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could sense the difference in heat between the side of a carpet strand
that was toward the faint sunlight, and the side that was in shadow

The only real problemwas hearing. Snakes don't have external ears, you
know. Mostly | was hearing through vibrations in the floor that seened
to travel up ny body.

But then, I'mused to that. It's pretty nmuch the sane as when you're in
cockroach nor ph.



Mostly, though, | was a creature of sight, with that questing, tasting
tongue to back me up and an eerily precise ability to sense m nuscul e
di fferences in tenperature.

And that's when the snake's own m nd appeared within my consci ousness.

Col d.

That's howit felt. Like a ghost was standi ng beside me. Like someone
had opened a door in ny brain and a rush of Arctic air had blown in.

The snake heard the sound of footsteps approaching, clinbing the stairs.
It was wary. Not afraid, just. . . ready. Like @int Eastwood wal ki ng
into a saloon. Not afraid . . . just naking sure his gun hand was free.
Tongue out, tweedl e, tweedle, tweedle. Tongue in.

Wary and hungry.

| sensed heat. Not nuch, since what | was sensing was col d- bl ooded. But
enough. The w de-
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<The human is com ng agai n, > Ax sai d.

The col d, calcul ating, enotionless machine that was ny brain noticed the
odd sound in my head and dism ssed it. Irrelevant. What mattered was

hunger and novenent and warnt h.

Tongue out, tweedle, tweedl e, tweedle. Hmm The nusk of a bug. The
scent of a spider. Mwvenent, warnth, and taste.

Movement and warnth and taste neant food. Food was the answer to hunger

<Marco, what do you think we should do?> Ax asked.

| didn't answer. Instead, | reared up, cocked ny head back, stretched
the thin bones that spread ny cobra cow, and with speed as great as an
Andalite's tail, | fired nmy head forward, nouth open

| ate AX.

| ate himin one quick swallow
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| felt himsquirmng inside my nouth. | felt the eight hairy |egs kicking.
<Di d you ingest nme?!> Ax demanded, soundi ng outraged.

<Un. . . yes.>

<Have you lost control of your norph?>

<well . . .> Ckay, maybe | had. For just a minute. Now | was back in
char ge, though.

It was slightly enbarrassing. As a rule, you shouldn't eat your friends.



Then something terrible occurred to ne.

<Did | bite you? How do you feel ?>

<Urgghh . . . groggy . . .>

<Morph out!> It didn't matter anynore if
66 David's father saw Ax. Ax woul d be dead in seconds if he didn't denorph

| spit the spider out, which was not an easy thing to do. My snake
tongue didn't work like a normal tongue. It cane flitting out of its own
little slot, tasting the air every second or so. It was great for

pi cking up the scent of possible prey. It was usel ess for pushing
hal f - dead spiders out of your nouth.

Fortunately, Ax was al ready denorphing. He was grow ng bi gger and bi gger
in my snake nouth and pushing his own way out.

And that's when David' s father reappeared.
"What the... Ch, oh, oh! What is that thing?"

No choice. | had to contact the man. | had to use thought-speak. O
course, there was no law saying | had to tell the truth. And it's a fact
that you can't tell where thought-speak is com ng from

<Greetings, Earthling! Kl aatu barada nikto! | conme in peace!>
"Yaa- ah-ahh!" David's father said and backed up a couple of steps.

| saw himdraw his weapon from a shoul der holster and point it at Ax. |
couldn't blanme him Ax was about the size of a Beanie Baby, with eight
hairy |l egs, blue and tan fur, a worny sort of scorpion tail, and two
very tiny arns.
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<Do not fire your Earth weapon!> | yelled. <W cone in peace! >

"'We'? A second ago it was 'I.' How many of you are there?"

G eat. Count on a "law enforcenent officer” to notice that. | recalled
Davi d saying his dad was a spy. What was he, FBI? CIA? O a nenber of

t he shadowy secret force that's always giving Mil der and Scully so much
troubl e?

<Um well, Earthling,> | said, <there's just one of me. But | suffer
froma sort of space nental illness. Split personality. Hey, it's a
long, long trip from planet Xenon Five, | had to have soneone to talk tol>

Ax had grown to the size of a teddy bear. Areally ugly teddy bear
"\What ever you're doing, stop it!" the man cried. "Stop grow ng!"
<Hey! What the heck are you two doing in there?>

It was Tobi as's voice from outside

<I"'ma snake, | bit Ax, he's denorphing so he won't die of the poison



the stupid E-mail got sent, and this guy is gonna shoot us!> | said.
<Any ot her questions?>

"Stop growing, or I'll shoot!" the man said.

dick!

He pul | ed back the hamer on the gun

"l said freeze."

68 <You got new probl emrs, > Tobi as announced. <David's wal ki ng up. >
<Earthling!> 1 yelled. <Your son ditched school early!>

Don't ask me why | said that. | guess | had sone instinct that maybe al
parents are alike and even when faced with a weird, norphing alien

they' Il focus on their kids first.

The FBI slash Cl A slash Secret \Watever Agency agent's eyes flickered.
"He what ?"

<He ditched | ast period. >

Now, |let me step back and paint this picture for you: It's ne, the
snake, thought-speaking to a very suspicious guy, pretending to be
speaki ng from a now cocker-spani el -si zed hal f-spider, half-Andalite,
while getting information froma Bird-boy, announcing that some kid had
di t ched school early.

Question: Is ny life insane?
Answer: Ch, yeah. Definitely.

"I came honme fromwork early," David's father said. "Hah! Got him 1'II
ground himfor a nmonth!"

The sound vi brations of a door opening downstairs.

Ax was now nore Andalite than spider. And he was norphing his way clear
of the poison

"I told you to stop that," David's father said,

69 snappi ng back to the fact that maybe, just maybe, having an alien in
his house was slightly nmore inportant than catching his son skipping a
cl ass.

<Marco, hang in there,> Tobias reported fromoutside. <l see an eagle,
an osprey, and a fal con heading this way. Should be here in about ten
m nut es. >

<That's great, as long as this guy doesn't decide to pull the trigger
'Cause |'mguessing the bullet will take less than ten mnutes to travel.>

Davi d suddenly appeared in the doorway. He stopped dead and stared at Ax.
"Whoa! "

"He says he's some kind of alien," his father said tersely.



"Whoa- oah- oah! "

"By the way, you're grounded."

"An alien, noway!"

I"'msorry, | couldn't help nyself. In thought-speak | said, <Yes, way!>

It would have all been stupidly funny. | nean, it was bizarre, that's
for sure. But the hunor vanished in the next instant.

Because that's when Tobias said, <A linpb, tw Jeeps, and a noving van,
comng fast, all together! Coming this way!>

And | said to David and his father, in as calm

70 a voice as | could manage, <Listen to me. All hell is about to break
| oose. The two of you need to hide.>

"Hi de? Wiy do we have to hide?" David said defiantly.

<Because the alternative is to be dead.>
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Di ngdong!

The doorbell rang.

David's father kept the gun on Ax, who was now definitely an Andalite.
<You don't want to answer that doorbell,> | said.

Unfortunately, the real Spawn, the original cobra, chose that nonent to
slither out of the closet.

Slowy, David's father turned his gaze down to ne. Then back to Ax, then
to me again.

<Yes, it's me, the snake tal king. Look, don't do anything stupid.>

He jerked the gun toward ne.

BLAM BLAM

72 1 felt an inpact. Not pain, just an inpact. | jerked my snake head
and saw a hole the size of a quarter in my body, just six inches up from
the far end. | was seeing carpet through ny snake body.

Now David's father was taking nore careful aim

Fwapp! Ax swung his tail like a bullwhip! The gun went flying. So did a
finger.

"Hey!" David cried.
"Ahhh!" his father yelled.

CRRRRUNCH



Downstairs, the door exploded in splinters.
David's father clutched his injured hand.
<TOBIAS! > | yelled in thought-speak. <W're gonna need reinforcenents!>

There was a severe, house-shaki ng pounding as many |large feet ran up the
stairs.

Two Hork-Bajir warriors |leaped into the room saw Ax, and cringed back

And then, between them stepped another Andalite. O der than Ax. And in
some way you couldn't quite put your finger on, very, very different

from Ax.

<Vi sser Three!> Ax sneered in hatred.

<We heard shots. We thought maybe we could hel p,> the Visser said nockingly.
"Cet out of here!" David yelled.

<CGet out of here?> Visser Three said. <Wy,

73 1'mdi sappointed. | just got your primtive E-mail and | rushed right
over. >

"Y-y-you want to b-b-buy the bl ue box?"

<0Oh, yes, definitely,> Visser Three said. <l do, | do. And I'mw lling
to pay anything. Let's see, what could | offer you for the box? I know >
He whi pped his tail and pressed the bl ade against the throat of David's
father. <I'Il pay you with your father's life.>

<You aren't getting the box,> Ax said calmMy, stepping forward to
tail-range with the Visser.

<Then this human will be separated fromhis head. | understand that's
usual ly fatal in humans®

For a | ong nonment, no one noved. Not Visser Three. Not Ax. Not David or
his father. Not the two Hork-Bajir.

No one noved. Except ne.

| was new in the nmorph. | hadn't really tried it out yet. And I had no

i dea how you're supposed to nmove if you don't have | egs. But the snake's
own brain knew.

| slithered. Long rmuscles in nmy body contracted, shortening one side of
nmy body, forming a half-loop. Then, | uncoiled the half-loop to push ny

head forward.

| was silent. | was swift. But | was not invisible. And I was | osing
bl ood fromthe bullet hole in ny tail.

74 <\What is this? Another Andalite in norph?> Visser Three wondered,
cocking a stal k eye down at ne.

Sudden npbvenent!



David's father jerked his head back, away fromthe Visser's tail blade.
David ran straight at the Visser, yelling, "Let himgo!"

Ax whi pped his tail forward. Fwapp! But his attack was sl owed by having
to be careful of David.

Fwapp! The Vi sser bl ocked Ax's bl ow

The two Hork-Bajir stopped |ooking like statues and | eaped forward,
bl ades fl ashi ng.

Two Hork-Bajir and Visser Three versus Ax and a shake. It was

i mpossi bl el Doubly inmpossible with David and his father running around
getting in the way.

Fwapp!

Fwapp!

Tail blades sliced the air.

Shwoop! Shwoop! Hork-Bajir wist and arm bl ades sl ashed.

Ax was qui ckly driven back, desperate, against the far wall. It was a
sl ashing, tail-whipping madness that ripped posters fromthe walls and
| acerated curtains and sent all the little toys and gewgaws on David's
desk flying.

| slithered after him coiling, stretching, coiling,
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Tyrannosaurus feet.

Target! A Hork-Bajir ankl el
| reared up, | sighted, | fired

Fast as an Andalite tail, | launched ny dianond head forward through the
air, nmouth open, fangs down.

Thnph!

Yes! | hit flesh! | sank nmy needle fangs in, all the way. |I felt the
venom punpi ng, punping, punping chem cal death into the Hork-Bajir's |eg.

"Rrrraahhhh!" the Hork-Bajir yelled in pain. He kicked, and I was I|ike
the end of a whip! He kicked madly, trying to dislodge nme, but | was
stuck to himby my fangs.

Back and forth! Whipped forward, whipped back. My head was al nost still,
glued to the vile Hork-Bajir leg, but the rest of ny Iong body flailed
away through the air.

Flail forward! <Aaaahhhh!>

Fl ai| back! <Aaaahhhh! >

And then the Hork-Bajir began to sl ow down.



BLAM BLAM BLAM

David's father had found his gun. He was in the corner, still cradling
hi s bl oody gun hand and firing with the other hand.

| saw three circles appear in ny Hork-Bajir's chest and down he went.
76 | di sengaged ny teeth.

More Hork-Bajir rushing into the cranped room | renenbered Tobi as
sayi ng a noving van was com ng. That would hold a | ot of Hork-Bajir.

One big Hork-Bajir stepped on me, not even noticing | was there. A big
nm stake on his part. | jerked my head forward, quicker than the blink of
an eye. This tine | bit and rel eased quickly.

Ax was down!

| saw himtopple over and | saw Visser Three and two Hork-Bajir close in
on him

And that's when things got really ugly.

"Hhhhrrroooarrrhh!" There was a throaty, hoarse-sounding roar and

t hrough the door stepped something even nore awesone, nore terrifying
than a Hork-Bajir warrior. Through the door, bow ng her massive head and
crunchi ng her huge bul k, came Rachel

If you were to conme across a grizzly bear in the wild, out anmpbng the
trees, it would | ook huge. But here, confined inside a bedroom it was
beyond huge. The bear was reared up on its hind legs and its cute little
ears were scraping the ceiling. | nean, it scared ne, and | knew it was
just Rachel in a norph

You want to know what it's like being a human up against a grizzly bear?
Wl |, you know t hat "da, da, da, da" conmercial for Vol kswagen? Anyway,
take that Vol kswagen and run it head-to-

77 head into an ei ghteen-wheel er going ninety mles an hour. That's
human versus grizzly.

You just have no concept, no concept at all, how powerful a grizzly bear
is till you're up close and personal with it.

Hork-Bajir are nasty, tough opponents. But even they did a quick double
t ake when Rachel stepped into the room And behind her, sliding past her
wi th unnatural grace, like nolten steel, cane a tiger.

The fight had been rowdy. Now it was goi ng nucl ear

Davi d was going to have a real problemcleaning up his room

78

David's roomstarted out with the usual four walls.

Wthin seconds, it had only two.

It was an explosion of wild, insane violence.



A bunch of Hork-Bajir, a grizzly, two humans, a tiger, a real Andalite,
an Andalite-Controller, and me, Snake-boy.

SLASH!

ROAR!

<Andal ite scum > Visser Three cried, enraged.

The bed ripped apart. Foam rubber protruded fromthe gash.
SLASH!

FWAPP!
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Rachel swung one hamsized paw, hit a Hork-Bajir warrior, and knocked
himthrough the wall. Not into the wall. Through the wall.

<About tinme you guys showed up!> 1 said. <We were getting our butts kicked.>
<Is there sone reason why you're a snake?> Jake asked.

<Long story,> | said.

Crash! Someone or something went out the w ndow.

| slithered forward, under the feet of the Hork-Bajir. | was |ooking for
Andal ite hooves. | was |ooking for Visser Three. | was going to drain ny

venom sacs into him

But down there on the ground, |ooking up at all these nonstrously tall
creatures scream ng and roaring and slashing and stonmping, it wasn't easy.

Suddenl y, Jake cut |oose. Rachel's grizzly mght be scarier to see, but
Jake's tiger was amazing to hear.

RRRRROOCOOOCOOCONNNNARRRR!

| mean, the floor junped fromthe sound waves. The wi ndows rattled. You
could feel the air vibrating.

Then, hooves! Delicate, Andalite hooves. But whose? Ax? O Visser Three?
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And now gr ow ng.

It was Visser Three norphing!

| reared back. | flexed the bones that flared ny hood. And I -

A hand reached down and grabbed me behind the neck. It was David.
"Look out, Spawn!" he cried.

<You idiot, put me down!> | roared in thought-speak.

Davi d junped back, startled, and dropped ne. | spun, |ooking to take ny



shot. But then -
WHUMPF
A big Hork-Bajir foot came down on ne.

It didn't kill me, but it sure slowed ne down. | lay there stunned,
gazing up at Visser Three as he norphed.

Vi sser Three has norphs acquired from dozens of planets and noons spread
all across the galaxy. W'd seen sonme of them | had never seen this one.

It was as purple as Barney the Dinosaur. But it was not cute. And it
didn't look to ne Iike an animal that would sing "I |ove you, you |ove
me." This purple nonster did not have a happy famly

It rose fromthe body of Visser Three, hunched over beneath the ceiling.
It had massive shoul ders. Massive enough to make Rachel's

81 grizzly shoulders | ook puny. It stood on two wi dely separated feet,
each with four thick toes as big around as ny thighs.

Its face ... if you could call it a face . . . was in the center of its
upper body, so it couldn't turn and | ook behind itself, only straight
forward. Two big eyes blinked fromwhere a guy's chest would be. Wird?
Oh, yeah. Definitely weird.

As | watched in horror, the mouth grew, splitting open, a red-ri med
gash across the creature's belly. Serrated teeth and a tongue that
lolled out alnpst |ike nmy own snake tongue.

And all of that was bad. But it wasn't as bad as what came next. Because
fromthe shoul ders grew four arnms, two on each side. The arns started
of f smooth and nuscul ar at the shoul der. But they becane increasingly
wrinkly as they went down toward the place where the hands shoul d be.
And i nstead of hands there were bony, deep, deep red points. They | ooked
like, like, I don't know, like really sharp traffic cones. You know
those things they put up on the highway to divert traffic? That's what
they | ooked like: sharp cones on the end of the four arns.

The two sides had separated a little: Rachel, Jake, and Ax on one side,
bl oody, sweaty, gasping, hurt, and mad. And the Hork-Bajir and Visser
Three on the other side of the room

82 Between the two sides were the utterly destroyed remants of David's bed.

Two of the walls were essentially gone. One wall now opened into a
bathroom David and his father were in there. David' s father had his
gun, but he was | ooking wildly fromone of us to the other, probably
wonderi ng where to shoot. Wio were the good guys?

The other battered wall opened onto the master bedroom Twi sted,
shattered two-by-fours stuck out here and there. Slabs of Sheetrock were
all askew.

| wondered where Tobias and Cassie were. But then | realized | could
hear a whol e other battle taking place downstairs. They were covering

our rear.

Vi sser Three had conpl eted his norph.



<It's called a Dule Fansa,> he said. <A rather fanciful nane, don't you
thi nk? Would you like to see what it can do?>

He ai ned one traffic cone hand at Ax.

Fwoo00000CO00OVPH

It shot out like a rocket. The winkled skin at the bottom of the arm
ext ended, stretched, zoomed right out! The cone shot toward Ax. AX
dodged but caught a gl ancing bl ow that knocked himto his knees. The
cone shot right on past Ax, into the one remaining wall, and punched a

two-foot hole through it.

83 In the blink of an eye, the cone hand retracted and wi nkl ed up
ready to fire again.

<Now, let's nake this sinple,> Visser Three said confidently. <l want
the blue box. I will have the blue box. O all of you will die.>
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Fact One: There was no way we could let Visser Three have that box.

Fact Two: | didn't even know where the box was.

Fact Three: There were now six Hork-Bajir crammed into the room and the
adj oi ni ng master bedroom Plus Visser Three in his powerful norph. Mre
Hork-Bajir downstairs were keeping Cassie and Tobias from hel pi ng us.
So Fact Four was: W were not going to win this fight.

<W need to bail,> | said to Jake and Rachel

<W can't. If we |leave, the Yeerks can tear this place apart and find
t he box, > Jake pointed out.

85 <Where is the stupid box?> Rachel wondered.

| should point out that thought-speak is alittle like E-mail. It's only
heard by the people you want it to be heard by. Unless you're speaking
"in the open,"” in which case it's like any normal voice and can be heard

by anyone within range.

The three of us were talking only to each other. But when the Visser
spoke it was for all to hear

<I"'mnot a patient Yeerk,> Visser Three said. <I'l|l have the blue box.
And 1'I1 destroy you all. But if | get the blue box now, | may decide to
destroy you some other tine.>

<Only David knows where the box is,> | pointed out.

<Okay, > Jake said. <Ask him >

<David,> | said, directing nmy thought-speak to him <David, listen to ne.>

| saw his frightened eyes darting, |ooking for the source of the voice.
He was in the bathtub. Not a bad place to be, considering the other choices.



<David, listen to nme. I'mon your side. W have to rescue that box. So
we have to know where it is.>

Vi sser Three glared at Ax with his chest-nounted eyes. <Brave
Andal ites, > he nocked. <You'll let ne kill these humans rather than give
up the box?>
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| have the stupid box right here in my backpack, if you want it so bad."

He started to unsling his backpack. And about ten other things happened
at once. The Hork-Bajir |eaped for him

His father fired. BLAM BLAM BLAM CLICK

Ax whi pped his tail toward the Visser's norph

Rachel rmuscled forward, trying to grab David or his backpack or both.
The Visser took Ax's tail blade on one pile-driver arm

" Aarrraaawwggghh! " the Vi sser screanmed as Ax's blade sliced neatly

t hr ough one arm

Jake coiled his powerful |egs and | eaped straight at the Visser
i gnoring the Hork-Bajir.

| struck the closest Hork-Bajir leg | could find and enptied nmy poison
sacs into him

<Rachel! Get that kid outta here!> Jake yell ed.

Rachel bell owed, | owered her head, |anded on all fours and ran straight
at David. Like a train. Like a Mack truck she ran. Straight at him

Hork-Bajir slashed at her. | shot a glance and saw what she was doi ng.
There was a smal |l bat hroom wi ndow. She was going to try to shove him
through it. Not exactly fun for David, getting
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alternatives weren't too good

Rachel ran.

Davi d cower ed

And the Visser fired two massive pile-driver cone hands straight for David.
VWHUM WHUMPH! WHAM  CRUNCH

The cone hands nissed and blew a hole in the outer wall of David's
bathroom In a flash he was swept up by a mountain of bear, shoved

t hrough the shattered plaster and gl ass, and propelled out into the late
afternoon air.

| knew Vi sser Three could not afford to go racing around a subdi vision
in his alien norph, followed by a dozen Hork-Bajir warriors. But | also
knew he was going to take it out on someone. And the someones were ne,

Ax, and Jake.

VWHAM The pile-driver fist fired at Jake. | felt the breeze fromit as



it shot past ny face. It hit Jake in the flank. He went down hard.

VWHAM The left side fired at Ax. Ax dodged, but just barely. He

staggered aside and al nost fell through the hole. He was off-bal ance,
teetering. He couldn't hold on, so he turned it into a junp. By the tine

he hit the ground outside, he was al ready norphing out of his Andalite body.

<Jake, run!> 1 yelled.
88 He ran. But his back | egs were draggi ng.

The Hork-Bajir encircled him slashing, hacking, attacking. And | was
hel pl ess!

Then, swift, silent, unexpected, a flash of gray and white burst into
the room A wolf, running |low to the ground, teeth bared. Cassie!

She | eaped straight onto the back of the closest Hork-Bajir and | ocked
her jaws on the back of his neck

Jake staggered the last fewfeet to the hole in the wall and
hal f-j unped, half-fell through it, to land hard and painfully on the
grass bel ow.

Cassi e undanped her jaws and used the back of the Hork-Bajir to sinply
spring over him sail through the wall, and drop gracefully to the
ground bel ow.

Everyone was out. Everyone but me and David's father. Two Hork-Bajir had
himby the arns. He was yelling. He was crying his son's nane, over and
over.

"Davi d! David! David!"

| was still there. Visser Three's awful gaze focused on ne.

| slithered under the bed, fast as |I could. | raised up into strike

posi tion, hooked nyself over one of the bed slats, and held on, w shing
| were a python.

Power f ul hands threw t he bed back.

89 <Hah-hah! We'll have one Andalite to play with, at |east!> Visser
Three gl oat ed.

But what they saw on the floor was not me. It was Spawn.
The Hork-Bajir threw a towel over Spawn and gathered hi mup. They
stonped away, down the stairs, carrying what they thought was an

Andal ite in norph.

| didn't want to think what they'd do to the poor snake. Maybe just hold
him waiting for himto denorph

But maybe when they realized that wasn't happening, they'd do other
things. Visser Three is an evil, vengeful creature.

As for David's father. . . he'd seen too nuch. There was only one fate
for him Wthin hours he'd have a Yeerk slug inside his brain.



Hs life as a free human bei ng was over

Vi sser Three stayed behind for a nonment, after his Hork-Bajir and their
prisoners were gone. Did he sense sonething wong? Did he sense that
was still there? | was in plain sight, curled tightly around the
upturned bed sl at.

| froze. | was so still | could have been dead

Vi sser Three denor phed. Back to his stolen Andalite body.

He took one | ast | ook around the room

| wished he'd cone closer. Maybe ny poi son
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But he didn't cone within range. He norphed into his human form and
wal ked calmy fromthe room
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Police rushed to the scene. W heard their sirens as we were escapi ng
and denorphing. But by the time they got there, nmy friends were gone. So
were the Yeerks.

Davi d's house was practically a holl owed-out shell

| denorphed to human, then to osprey, and | flew away just as the police
canme rushing inside

| spotted ny friends down bel ow. They had all denorphed, except for Ax,
of course, who had norphed his human form

They were manhandl i ng David al ong between them He was unconscious. |
didn't know if the fall had knocked hi mout or what.

| swooped down and | anded in a Dunpster in
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out. The others were just reaching the alley.

"Hey," | said, catching their attention. Jake hustled the
still-groggy-but-reviving David into the alley.

Rachel and | hel ped place David gently against the greasy brick wall.
"They took his dad," | said.

<They took his nom too,> Tobias said, swooping down silently to |land on
the Iip of the Dunpster. <l stayed over the house till everyone was
clear. David's nompulled up just as the Yeerks were pulling out. A
Hor k- Baj i r snatched her up.>

"She'll be a Controller next tine anyone sees her," Rachel said. She
| ooked down at David. "Poor kid."

"He has no one to go hone to," Cassie said. "Visser Three knows his
nane, his face, his address. By now he knows what classes he's in at
school and where he hangs out. He's marked. If we et himgo they'l



take him too. They'll make hima Controller."

| nodded. Then | reached into his backpack and funbled around till |
felt the smooth, hard edges. | w thdrew ny hand, hol ding the blue box.

"He hasn't seen any of us," | said. "He can't give us up to the Yeerks.
They' Il take him nake
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<What do you want to do, Marco?> Tobias asked. <Just wite this kid off?>
"You have another idea?" | said.

"Harsh," Rachel commented. But | could see she agreed with ne.

"There is perhaps one other alternative," Ax said. He was in his weirdly
handsome/ pretty human norph. He'd created the nmorph by taking DNA from
Jake, Rachel, Cassie, and nme. To this day it's weird, |ooking at him and
seeing elements of nyself joined with el enents of Rachel, Cassie, or Jake.
"What alternative?" Jake asked Ax.

"We have the box," Ax said. "Box. Box-uh. W could use it. The box-uh."
W all stared at him

"Create a new Ani nmorph?" | asked skeptically.

"Create a new Ani norph!" Cassie said enthusiastically.

Jake was noddi ng. Rachel was thinking about it, |ooking from Cassie to
Jake back to David, zoned out on the ground.

"l don't like it," Rachel said

"The question is, do we have any alternative?" Jake argued. "I nmean,
| ook, the kid is gonna wake up. | can't keep himknocked out. So
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right here, right now In this alleyway. Wth parents who will be
Controllers soon. Wth Visser Three knowi ng his nane and | ooking for the
bl ue box."

"It's harsh,” | said, "but | don't see this guy fitting in with us. W
don't know him™"

<W didn't all know each ot her back when El fangor used the box on us, >
Tobi as poi nted out.

"We didn't know you, Tobias," Rachel said. "But Cassie and | were

al ready best friends. Cassie and Jake were, um. . . friends. Jake was
my cousin. Marco was his best friend. There were connections. Aside from
you. And Ax. Wth this David guy, no connections.”

It's weird, sonehow, the way Rachel and | often end up on the sane side
She |ikes Tobias nore than me, and Cassie a |lot nore than ne, but it's
often the two of us together on big issues.

"Big risk," Jake said thoughtfully. "If he works out, we're stronger. I|f



he doesn't

"Look, we have the box, right?" Cassie said. "The point is, maybe David
here is just the first of many. | nean, we can use the box to create
nore and nore Ani nor phs. Dozens. Hundreds. The nore of us there are, the
nore we can hurt the Yeerks."

95 That was a pretty good point. | hadn't thought of that. But she was
right. It wasn't just about this one kid. It was about a |long-term strategy.

Rachel |ooked at nme. "If you're in a war, you want nore troops rather
than less, right? Makes sense. Besides, we could be a little |less
cautious that way. Wth just us six we have to be careful.”

I could feel a rush of excitement at the idea. | nean, Rachel was right,
too. W had to be so careful now. W couldn't afford to take sone risks.
Wth nore Aninorphs, we could try to let the whole world know what was
happening. We could infiltrate the Letterman show and norph onstage and
make people realize what we were saying was true. Or go to the President
and show hi m our powers and then he'd have to listen to us.

W could actually win the war, instead of just maintaining.
And yet

| spread my hands, pleading. "He nanes his cat Megadeth. He has a cobra
naned Spawn. \Wat kind of a kid is that?"

Cassie shrugged. "A kid with bad taste in nusic and good taste in comc
books?"

<| don't see we have a choice,> Tobias said. <But it's Jake's call.>

"Yes, Prince Jake should decide," Ax agreed.
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right, and he usually is, we are coning up agai nst the toughest m ssion
ever. The nobst inportant mssion ever. I'mnot going to nmake this
decision on ny owmn. Not this tine. W do this by vote. Sinple question
Do we nake David one of us, yes or no?"

<Yes, > Tobias said. <Can't just |leave himto Visser Three.>

"I vote yes," Cassie said. "W have to nake a leap of faith here and
hope it will work out."
| snorted. | can't help it. It's nmy automatic reaction any tinme people

start tal king about "leaps of faith." Cassie smled tolerantly at ne.
"I should not vote," Ax said. "I follow Prince Jake. Jay-kuh."

Jake shook his head. "Nope. You are a part of the group, Ax. In battle,
maybe there isn't time to vote on everything, but this is a denocracy."

"Then | vote no," Ax said.

My eyebrows shot up. There were six of us altogether. This vote could
still go ny way.

<Just out of curiosity, why, Ax-man?> Tobi as asked.



"We are not an army. We are a guerrilla group,” he said. "Cuerrilla,
gorilla? The differences between the two words are very subtle. You
humans shoul d not nmake your words so ... But ny point is, going fromsix
nmenbers to seven will

97 not nake us nuch stronger, and it carries risk. Ri sssss-kuh."

"I'f we're tal ki ng about havi ng hundreds, maybe thousands of Ani norphs
eventual ly, don't we have to start sonewhere?" Cassie asked.

"Yes," Ax agreed. "But we should start with someone we understand. Not a
stranger. We have this mssion before us, to save the human | eaders of
your various countries. A seventh person night help us. But it m ght

al so make our teamindecisive, uncertain.”

Jake | ooked at ne.

"I"'mwith Ax," | said. "Sonething about this guy doesn't feel right to ne."

"Two in favor, two against," Jake summarized. "Rachel ?"

Rachel woul d vote against. Then, even if Jake was for it, we'd have a
tie. Jake would never go ahead if we had a tie vote. | was starting to
feel relieved and guilty all at once. | didn't enjoy thinking about
David's fate.

"Let's do it," Rachel said.

"What ?" | yel ped.

"You heard nme," Rachel said. "Ax makes a good point. One extra menber
just adds risk. But Cassie's right, too. W have to start somewhere, now
that we have the box. \What are we going to do, run an ad in the

newspaper? ' Hel p wanted: danger, nightmares, big-tine creepiness,
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brai n-stealing aliens? Wll, call 1-800-AN MORPH.""

Cassi e laughed. "The sad thing is, Rachel, you would actually respond to
an ad like that."

Rachel |aughed. "Exactly. So you see the kind of people we'd get."
It was up to Jake now.
Davi d nobaned and noved his head. His eyes fluttered open

"Who are you?" he asked, blinking up at Jake, then | ooking around at the
rest of us.

Jake sighed. "We're the people who are going to totally change your
world, David."
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?They are called Yeerks," Jake said.

W were back in Cassie's barn, anong the caged, wounded ani mals. Am dst
the snmells of hay, nedicine, and ani mal poop. David was sitting on a



bal e of hay, rubbing his jaw. W were standing around him

"They are a parasitic race from another planet. They are not nuch nore
than gray slugs, really. But they enter your brain and reduce you to
sl avery. Those big, seven-foot-tall creatures that were in your house?
Those are Hork-Bajir. They have Yeerks in their brains. An entire
speci es al ready ensl aved by the Yeerks."

"And now they're after the human race," Cassie said. "There are

t housands of humans
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who's controlled by a Yeerk."

"My brother is one," Jake said
"And by now, David, so are your mother and your father," | said.
Cassi e shot ne an angry, disapproving |ook. Jake obviously agreed with her

| shrugged. "He needs to know what's happening,” | said. "He needs to
know this isn't just some gane."

"\What about ny nom and dad?" David asked nme directly.

| sighed. "Look, it's all about that blue box you found. The Yeerks want
it. The guy who turned into the big purple pile driver? That's Visser
Three. He's the | eader of the Yeerks here on Earth. He's running the

i nvasi on, okay? As you may have noticed, he wants the box. And he

al | owed your father, and your nmom too, | guess, to see the truth. To
see him And that's a no-no. The Yeerks don't want people know ng what's
happeni ng, not yet. So he's going to keep your mom and dad quiet. Plus,
he's going to find out what they know about the box."

Davi d shook his head, not understanding. "Are you saying he'll torture
t hem or sonet hi ng?"

"Man," | nuttered. Explaining everything was going to be hard. | wal ked
over and stood right in
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to a secret, underground facility called a Yeerk pool. It's not a nice
pl ace. Picture a sludgy cesspool of a pond the color of nolten |ead.
There are two steel piers |eading out over the pond. Hork-Bajir warriors
will drag your parents out to the end of one of those piers. They will -

"Marco!" Cassie said angrily.

"They will drag themout to the end of that pier and they will kick
their legs out fromunder them and force their heads down into the
sludge. And while they are kicking and screaning and calling for help, a

Yeerk slug will swimover and it will squeeze into one ear. And it wll
flatten itself out and squeeze and burrow and dig its way into their
skull's, where it will spread around and into their brains. And the

Hork-Bajir will yank themup out of the sludge, and they will start to
feel that they cannot control their own arnms or |egs. Cannot open their
own nout hs or nove their own eyes. The Yeerk will open their nenories
like a person opening a book. They will be slaves. The nost total slaves
in all of history because even their own minds won't be theirs anynore.
Are you getting the picture?"



Throughout all this, David had just stared at ne. But slowy, wthout ne
noticing at first, tears had begun to well up in his eyes, and
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| could see it all happening in ny imagination. As |I'd been talking, it
wasn't David's nother | was seeing, it was my own.

Silence in the barn. Even the animals seemed quiet.
"My nomis one," | said flatly. "She's a Controller."

"There's a lot to tell you, David," Jake said quietly. "But Marco's
right. You need to knowthis isn't a gane. This is life and death. This
is the future of the whole hunman race. It's too |late to hel p your
parents. And as of now, you have no home and you can't go back to
school . You do, they'll find you. And it'll be you taking that |ong wal k
down the steel pier."

| saw the expression in David' s eyes darken further still. It's not
every day soneone tells you your life is over

"This is stupid,” David said. "I mean . . . it's not right. Can't be.
This is all sonme kind of trick."

"You saw what went down at your house,"” Rachel said.

"That coul d have been guys dressed up in costunes," David argued.
"You saw Visser Three norph," Cassie pointed out.
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"Visser Three. Wth a 'v,"' Jake said. "The one who | ooked |i ke a deer
with a scorpion tail. You saw himnorph into that purple pile-driver
monster."

Davi d | ooked sullen. "lIt's all a trick."

I shot a | ook at Rachel. She | ooked |ike she was already regretting her
vot e.

"Ax," Jake said. "Denorph."

Ax nodded his human head. "I would be glad to. It is very disturbing
being without my tail. Diss-ter-BING"

"David, watch Ax. Watch himclosely."

David stared as Ax began to change. Hooves began to grow on his feet.
H s arns becane thinner and weaker. Extra fingers energed on his hands.
Hs |lips were seal ed together, and then faded to the color of the
surroundi ng skin, and finally disappeared altogether. Hs front |egs
began to energe, grow ng straight out of his chest.

" Aaaahhh! Aaaahhh!" David cried. He junped back, stunbled, and started
to run.



Rachel grabbed him "It's okay, you'll get used to it," she said. She
turned hi maround and pushed hi m back toward the hay bal e he'd been
sitting on.

There was a slight slurping sound as Ax's tail began to appear. Ax fel
forward on all fours. The stalks grew fromthe top of his head and then -
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"See?" Jake said. "No trick. This is Aximli-Esgarrouth-Isthill. W cal
him'Ax' for short. He's an Andalite. The Andalites are the good guys of
t he gal axy."

"Mostly, anyway," | muttered.

"Vi sser Three, who you saw in your room has an Andalite body. But he's

a Yeerk underneath it all. He has just stolen and enslaved an Andalite.”
Davi d was shaking. | don't know how much he was absorbing. | felt Iike
[ aughing. | mean, it was insane, of course. This poor kid is mnding his

own busi ness one mnute, and suddenly he's in the mddle of..

But cone to think of it, that's just what had happened to all of us,
back one ni ght when we wal ked through an enpty construction site.

Back then | hadn't even wanted anything to do wi th being an Ani norph.
Jake hadn't wanted to be a | eader. Cassie had just wanted to hug trees
and take care of her animals. Tobias was a |ost, messed-up kid | ooking
for soneone to care about him A hunman Ki d.

Rachel . . . well, | personally think Rachel was glad to see her life go
this way. Rachel always was a warrior hiding inside a fashion queen

How woul d David deal with it all? Wuld
105 he resist, like | had? Wuld he enbrace it |i ke Rachel ?

"There is one nice thing about all this," Cassie said. "There is a
conpensation for all the danger and all the fear."

Davi d | ooked at her, unconprehendi ng.

"You know the wild animals who were fighting the Yeerks today? You know
the birds who tried to steal the blue box before that?" | said. "Us.
That was us. See, Visser Three and Ax aren't the only ones who can

nmor ph. So can we. And now that we have this," | lifted up the blue box,
"so can you."

"Any ani mal you can touch, you can becone,"
skunk, a wol f."

Cassie said. "A dol phin, a

"An el ephant or a grizzly bear," Rachel said.
"Agorilla. A shark," | said.
"Atiger, a fly, a cockroach," Jake said. "Any aninmal. Any size. But

only for two hours at a tine. You can never stay in norph for nore than
two hours."



"Why?" David wondered

"Meet the final menber of the Aninorphs,” | said. "David, ny man, neet
Tobi as. "
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Davi d spent the night at my house. | told ny dad it was a sl eepover.
gave himny bed and | used ny sleeping bag and an air mattress. An air

mattress that had lost all its air by two a.m

Whi ch was a good thing, because | woke up when David was sneaking from
the room | found himstarting to make a phone call fromthe hall phone.

| put ny finger down on the buttons before he could dial. "Ever heard of
Caller ID?" | whispered.

"I"'mcalling ny momand dad," he said fiercely.

| nodded. "Ckay. But not from here."

W got dressed and crept past ny dad's
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"Cone on," | said.

"Where are we goi ng?"

"You want to call hone, fine. W'll call. But froma pay phone. And then
we' |l see what happens.”

I led himdown the street, hoping no cop woul d pass by and notice us.
wasn't used to roaming the streets late at night. At |least not as a
human. Normally, 1'd be in norph

| took him down the dark, quiet subdivision streets, out through the
gate, and along the boulevard to the 7-El even. There was a phone on the
street side of the 7-Eleven parking |ot.

"Ckay, now listen up," | said to David. "W do this nmy way. You can
call. Tell your parents you're all right. Don't tell themwho you're
with. Don't tell themwhere you are. Got it?"

He nodded. But | don't think he intended to listen to ne. That was okay,
because | wasn't going to | eave himalone. My finger would be half an
inch fromthe little lever, ready to kill the phone call if | even

t hought he was about to say anythi ng wrong.

Davi d punped in a quarter and started to dial. | grabbed his arm
"Before you do that, let me tell you exactly what's going to happen

Your mom and dad will sound totally normal. They'l

108 tell you to cone honme. If you refuse, they'll ask where you are. Ask

t hem what happened today at the house. Just that."
Davi d finished dialing.

"Hel |l 0? Dad? It's ne. It's ne."



| waited while he |istened.

"No, |'mnot okay, |'mscared."

Li st eni ng agai n.

| silently nouthed the words "ask him"

"Dad, what happened? | nean, those were aliens and all."

David listened. His eyes turned to ne. | could see the dull fear

"It was all a trick?" he echoed back. "It was guys from your work
playing a trick?"

| rolled my eyes. |'d expected sone lane lie, but that was really |ane.
"Dad, | saw that, one alien turn into sonething else. That was real ."
Pause.

"“I'"'mokay, I'm"

Cick! I stopped the call

David turned on ne, furious. He | ooked eerie in the neon and fl uorescent
glow fromthe 7-El even

"What are you doi ng?" he denanded.
| grabbed his sleeve. "Cone on. That's tine enough."
109 He shook ne off. "Step off, Marco, you don't tell me what to do."

"Listen, you idiot, in about two mnutes a couple carloads of Yeerks are
going to come screaning up |ooking for you. They'll trace the call."

"My dad woul dn't do that."

"No? Cone with ne. W can watch. W can see what happens.”

He cane with ne across the boul evard. There's a row of ol der buil di ngs
over there. The kind with deep, dark doorways. W slunk back into the
shadows.

| was wrong. It didn't take two mnutes.

Two Jeeps, wi ndows darkened, cane roaring down the street a mnute and a
half later. The long, sinister |inmousine was not far behind.

Hurman- Control l ers | eaped fromthe Jeeps. No Hork-Bajir this tine. Not
out in the open

" See?"

"That doesn't prove anything," David hissed.

But then another car came squealing up. David' s father and nother junped
out. They joined the others.

H s father began passing out photographs.



"Your picture," | said.

"They're guys fromny dad's work," David said. "Other spies, like him"
"What exactly does your dad do for a living?"
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able to trace the call, and he'd have his work buds with him He's just
| ooking for me, that's all."

H s father and two of the other nen dodged traffic and ran across the

boul evard. Ot hers spread out into the store and around the back, | ooking
here and there.

H s father and the two nmen came down the sidewal k straight for us. W
could hear their footsteps. W could hear his father's voice.

"I'f we don't find that kid, Visser Three will make us wi sh we were
dead," David's father said.

| looked at David. | saw himsag. | was afraid he'd coll apse.

"He's coming this way," David said, his voice cracking. "He'll see us.'
<No, he won't,> 1 said in thought-speak

| guess David didn't notice that he hadn't really heard ny voice. H's
father and the other two cane cl oser.

And then .
PAH LUWP, PAH LUMP, PAH LUWMP, PAH LUWP
There came the sound of something running. Something |arge.

| stuck ny head out of the shadows to watch. David did the same. The
three Controllers heard the heavy gall opi ng sound and turned.

111 There, running down the sidewal k, cane a rhinoceros.

David's father and one of the nen were bright enough to get out of the
way. The third man was not.

VHUMPF!

Rhino horn hit human flesh and human flesh didn't do so well. The
Controller flew up, over, cartwheel ed once, and | anded hard on the pavenent.

<That woul d be Jake,> | said calmy. <He and the others have been taking
turns watching my house in case there was any trouble. They foll owed us.>

David's father turned, drew his gun, and ained for Jake's retreating
butt. Not that a little pistol was going to do serious damage to a rhino
butt, still

| stepped out, wapped one nassive gorilla hand around the back of
David's father's neck, and tossed himlightly against the wall.

David's father hit, bounced, and fell to the sidewalk with a sigh



The other Controller took a |ong, gaping |look at ne. At ny tree-trunk
arnms and bul | dozer gorilla head and shoul ders.

"It's a trap!" he yelled and scurried back across the boul evard.
<Seen enough?> | asked Davi d.
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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 t hrough,

113 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 AXx were in the woods.

In the cages were two big birds of prey: a nerlin and a gol den eagl e.
The nerlin was about a quarter of the size of the eagle. The eagle 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."

114 Tobias 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.

"David's here to acquire his first nmorph. The merlin."

"Which one's the nmerlin?" 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 sone 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."

115 "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?"

"I"'mnot telling you what animal to norph," Jake said calmy. But it was
that cal mvoi ce Jake uses when he's actually starting to get mad.

"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 awhile, 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 sonme respect?”

"Who are you, ny father?" David sneered. "You don't tell me what to do.
No one tells me what to do. As for saving ne, 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."

I don't know what |'d expected fromDavid. | 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

116 nmother 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.

"You guys all think you' re so tough and so cool," David said. "All these
battl es you've been in and all. But now, here | am the new guy - as
usual for ne - and you don't like nme."



"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 fanmily 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'min all 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

117 they get pushed. | liked the speech. | liked the attitude. | stil
didn't |ike David.

But Rachel |aughed out loud. "Ch, he'll fit in fine."
Jake | ooked at Tobias. "Were's Ax?"

<Can't you hear hin®? You people are so deaf. He's galloping, 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 out the box, 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 whi pped 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 cerenmony 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," Cassie said.
118 Wth a sly grin she added, "W could sing ' MMM Bop. "'
W all |aughed. Even Davi d.

Ax hel d out the cube in one hand. David stepped forward, still obviously
alittle intimdated 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 fangor



| barely recognized 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."

W each shook his hand. And then Cassie cracked open the cage of the
gol den eagl e.

"You just put your hand in very slowy," she instructed.

Davi d' s shaki ng hand noved toward the bird.

"Now press your pal magainst the bird s shoul der."

119 He did. The eagle gave hima dirty | ook, but then ignored him

"Focus your mnd. See the eagle in your imagination. Think about him
what he is, what he represents.”

David's eyes fluttered shut.

"Now t ake your hand away," Cassie said softly. "You now have the gol den
eagle inside you. Hi's DNA is in your blood. You can beconme him"

David grinned. "Wen do | do it?"

"Soon, " Jake said. "W also have to get you a norph with sone teeth.
Cassie? Take David to the zoo. Wth your access he should be able to get

in and out w thout being spotted, but the rest of us will fly cover. Let
hi m have what ever norph he wants. But also get hima bug or two in case
he has to get small. W want to be ready,"” he said, swtching back to
David. "W have a little . . . situation. A mssion."

"Not hing to worry about, though,” | said. "Just the usual: Save the
world fromthe alien invaders. You'll get used to it."
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There were two big tests ahead for David. One was his first norphing.
The other was his first battle.

We'd all gotten used to norphing. Alnpst. But the first tine was a
serious eye-opener. You think you' ve experienced weird? You haven't
experi enced anything until you watch your own body turn into sonething
extrenely different.

It woul d have been nice to have sonme tinme to prepare David. But there
was no time. Erek had told us the world | eaders would be showing up in
four days. Time was up. They were coning. And we had to figure out which
one was a Controller, protect the others, and if at all possible,

121 find a way to warn themall of the Yeerk conspiracy.

"I have the brochure," Rachel announced as we nmet once again at Cassie's



barn. "I downl oaded it off the Internet."

She hel d out sone col or printer pages showing the Marriott resort. There
wer e phot ographs of roons. Pictures of giddy, happy people in bathing
suits, a shot of a big buffet table nmaybe fifty feet | ong and | oaded
with food, and a map of the resort. The map showed a big, main hotel

buil ding that was twenty stories high. And down, closer to the beach, a
junble of smaller "cottages." Ten cottages in all

"They'll be in the cottages," | said. "The |leaders, | mean. They'll dunp
all their people in the main hotel building."

"Sounds right," Jake agreed.

"They'l|l have security so tight no one will be able to burp wi thout nine
guys in sungl asses running over with their Uzis cocked and ready."
counted off on ny fingers. "French security, German security, Japanese
security -"

"Ni njas?" David asked.
"Yeah, Jackie Chan hinself," | said, rolling ny eyes.
"He's Chinese, not Japanese," David said, rolling his eyes back at ne.

122 "British security,” | said, adding quickly, "and no one say, 'Bond,
James Bond,' please. Russian security and Anmerican secret service, FBI,
and | ocal cops."

Jake sighed and shook his head.

"Now just to make things really fun,” | continued, "there are the
Yeerks. How many of the hotel's maids and waiters and pool boys are
Control l ers? Don't know. How many of the Russian, German, British,
French, Japanese, and U.S. security guys are also Controllers? Don't
know. All we know is that one of these presidents or prine mnisters is
a Controller."
"At |east one," Cassie said. "Sorry to interrupt, but it's kind of

i nportant. Erek said one of themwas a Controller. He didn't say for
sure that the other five were not."

We all just gaped at Cassie. It hadn't occurred to nme. It should have,
but it didn't.

"Can | say sonething?" David asked.
"Sure," Rachel said darkly. "As long as it isn't nore bad news."

"It kind of is. My dad is part of the National Security Agency. Wat
they do is electronic surveillance. You know, |ike buggi ng phones and
wat chi ng people fromsatellites in orbit? Well, it just seens to ne the
Yeerks can do all those things plus a lot nore. So probably the entire
Marriott resort is being watched by the Yeerks."

123 "I"mpretty sure | said, 'No nore bad news,'" Rachel grunbled. "On,
man. "

Not hi ng scares nme nore than Rachel being di scouraged. By the tinme she
starts worrying, any sane, sensible human being is ready to run



scream ng fromthe room
"W have no choice," Jake said. "Do we?"

<If the Yeerks get to the President and these other guys, we night as
wel | give up,> Tobias said. <Six powerful world | eaders, al
Controllers? | nean, those six people are just slightly nore powerful
than the seven of us.>

"Al'l that security," Jake said. "That's a |lot of ways to get shot."
"Yeah," Rachel agreed. "So/lLet's do it."

"You ready?" Jake asked Davi d.

Davi d nodded.

"Ckay," Jake said. "This should be a nice, safe, easy trip down the
coast. We're just spying the situation out. You'll need the eagl e norph
but not the other norph you acquired at the zoo."

"Still, the norphing will be very creepy," Cassie warned. "So be
prepared. What you do is just concentrate. Focus on the eagle."

| could see David's brow creasing with the effort of concentration
"It's going to be weird," Rachel warned.
Davi d's skin was already changing colors. It

124 was turning a sort of nediumbrown. H s eyes wi dened as he | ooked
down at his hands.

"I't won't hurt," | reassured him

Li nes began to appear on the brown flesh. Lines that outlined feathers.
And at the same tinme David began to shrink

"What ' s happeni ng?!" he cri ed.

"You're getting smaller,"” Cassie said gently. "It's part of the process.
Now the lines on your skin will deepen and go three-dinensional. You may

feel itching."
"Ahhh!" he yel ped as the outlines of feathers becane actual feathers.

"Just hope he doesn't do that finger bone thing I did the other day,"
nmuttered to Jake. "That'd rock his world."

Maybe | shoul d have kept my mouth shut. Because at that exact nonent,
both of David's arns went shooting out, |engthening suddenly. The bones
of his armand fingers shot out, bare and white and thin as uncooked
spaghet ti

"Aaaaahhh! Aaaaahhh!" David screaned.

"Eeeeww! " Rachel commented hel pfully. "Now that's gross."

"Ride through it," Cassie said. "Just stay with it. Look! See? The flesh
and feathers are covering the bones now "



Sure enough, the bones were only visible for a few seconds. But David
was rattl ed.

125 "Don't sweat it," | said. "Wait till you norph a fly. You want to
see disgusting? That's disgusting. This is nothing." | waved nmy hand
di sm ssively.

"I don't want to -" David started to say, but then his nouth bul ged out.
The lips stretched, formed into a pink, fleshy beak-shape, then hardened
like setting cenent.

David was small now. Snaller than me. Half ny size. But with enornously
| ong, brown wings. H's clothing was hanging | oosely, winkled up around
his feet. Probably a good thing. If he'd |l ooked at his feet right then
it wouldn't have made himfeel exactly better

Then it occurred to nme. "Umm guys? David here doesn't know how to norph
clothing yet. He doesn't have a norphing suit."

"Rachel and I will look away till he figures it out," Cassie said.

"W can get himsonething nice," Rachel said, considering. | knew in her
m nd she was running through the stock of every store in the mall.

David was al nbost all eagle now

"Ckay, now you can't talk anynmore," Cassie explained to him "But you
can thought - speak. Just think of who you want to talk to, whether it's
me, or Marco, or all of us at once. Formthe words in your nind, and
we'll hear them™

<Can you hear this?>

126 "Yes." Cassie nodded. "See? It's easy. But now conmes the really
tricky part, because the eagle's brain, its basic instincts will kick in
and -"

The eagle head, faintly gold in the dull gray light snapped |left. The
eyes focused sharply on Tobi as.

The gol den eagl e was flapping wildly, aimng sharp talons and ri pping
beak toward Tobi as before anyone coul d nove.

127

Davi d was qui ck. But Cassie was quick and prepared. She stepped in,
expertly grabbed the flailing eagle, and held hi m down.

<See! See what | nean?> Tobi as demanded as he retreated back up into the
rafters of the barn. <CGol den eagles. They're all psycho. Them and crows.
And jays. And a few other birds I could nention. | nean, there are
plenty of mce and rabbits to go around, no one needs to be attacking
fellow birds. >

"David, David!" Cassie said. "Think, now Focus. Your nane is David.
You' re human. Get a grip."

The eagle flapped its wings and struggled, but even a very large bird
can't fly with a girl



128 practically riding its back. And it was still entangled in David's
own clothing. Slowy David cal med down.

<That was weird, > he said at last. <It was like | was nyself, only
suddenly there was someone el se in ny head, too.>

<You wi || beconme accustoned to it,> Ax said. <When | norph a human |
of ten experience the human mnd and human instincts. The need for food,
for exanple. >

"Yeah, don't get between Ax and a ci nnanon bun," | said.
"You want to try to fly?" Jake asked Davi d.

"Dun. What do you think those wings are for?" | said.
<How do | do it?>

"Well, first, wait for us all to nmorph. Then trust the eagle. He knows
how to fly," Cassie said.

In a few mnutes we were ready to take off. We left David's clothes
behind in the barn.

It was strange and kind of emptional, watching soneone norph for the
first time. | don't know how to explain it. It was like, | don't know,
i ke when someone beconmes a citizen. You know, when they swear someone
in, and one mnute he's Chinese or African or Dutch or Mexican or

what ever, and the next mnute, once he's "solemly

129 sworn" or whatever, he's an American. As nuch an American as any
ot her Anmerican.

I've al ways been kind of affected by watching that happen. | nean, ny
own not her was born in another country.

Anyway, that's how | felt now, watching David test out his w ngs. He was
t he new Ani norph. It was official. He was one of us.

And we knew not hi ng about him except that he had a snake named Spawn
and a cat named Megadet h.

He flew It wasn't a great day for flying, but we had no choice. W had
to scope out the Marriott resort before all the big heavies arrived. As
we flew !l tried to put nmyself in the head of whoever was pl anni ng
security for the summt. There woul d be roadbl ocks on all the roads that
approached the place. There'd be snipers on the roof. Quick-response
teans with heavy weapons nearby. Guys with shoul der-| aunched
antiaircraft mssiles. Stingers, | think they're called.

Amazi ng what you can | earn by watching novies of Tom C ancy books.

They' d have boats patrolling the shoreline. Probably very fast
speedboat s backed up by Coast CGuard cutters.

They' d probably -

<This is so excellent!> David yelled for about the tenth tine,
i nterrupting ny thoughts once



130 again. <l can see everything! | can see little crabs all the way
down there on the beach! | mean, whoal>

They' d probably have seal ed up every manhol e cover. They m ght have
installed automatic | ocks on a |lot of the doors, And of -

<Look! Look! Look at this!> David yelled as he caught a warm updraft,
spread his wi ngs, and went shooting straight up.>

<Yeah, yeah, it's cool,> 1 said. <But |I'mtrying to think here.>

Davi d i gnored ne and shot past me, huge, twice nmy size, like a Boeing
747 junmbo jet alongside my 727. A rare glint of sun poking through the
clouds flashed the muted gold of his head and neck feathers.

<Yah- haaaah! > David yelled in sheer glee.

kay, he was being annoying. But | couldn't really get mad. Flying is
the coolest thing in the world. It just is. Having your own w ngs and
bei ng able to roam across the sky is anazing.

But | was supposed to be thinking. W had to know what to | ook for when
we reached the resort. Had to figure out how we could nove within the
conpound, how we were going to reach the various world | eaders and spy
on them And protect them

There were other birds in the sky, of course. And we were flying fairly
far apart so, as Tobi as

131 put it, <We didn't look |like some kind of birdwatcher's fantasy.>

W were spread across a mile or so of sky, sometines closer together
sometines farther apart, depending on the breezes and the little pockets
of dead air that'd drop you twenty feet. There were geese flying fast
above us, a neat Vin the sky. And there were crows, gulls, and the
occasi onal innocent hawk, all floating around bel ow us, |ooking for food
or just hanging out.

| didn't think anything of them although the other birds sure noticed
us. They knew the bird-of-prey silhouette. They knew they didn't want to
be too cl ose.

<Yeeee- haaaaahh! > David yelled. <I'mdoing it!>

It took me a few seconds to notice that his tone sounded different. More
excited. Mdre keyed up. By the tinme |I |ooked, it was too |late.

Davi d was tearing down, down, down like a falling rocket. Swooping,
straight toward a carel ess crow.

| watched, helpless. | was an osprey. There was no way | could catch
him Gol den eagles are blazingly fast. Only Jake in his peregrine fal con
nmor ph m ght have intercepted the eagle, but he was too far away.

Wth nmy |l aser-focus osprey eyes | saw the big eagle tal ons rake forward.
132 There was no sound as David struck the crow. They were too far bel ow

me for sound. Just one mnute the crow was flying along, and the next
second it was tunbling.



Davi d caught the breeze again, |eveled off, and swooped back upward. The
lifeless crow twirled down through the air, an unbal anced, bl ack pi nwheel

<What are you doi ng?!> Jake roared

<Um... urn ... | guess this eagle's brain kind of took over for a

m nute,> David said. <l can't believe | just did that! That poor bird! I
just lost control.>

It was possible. It was hard, sonetinmes, to control the aninmal you'd

nmor phed. So it was possible that's what had happened. The others
certainly bought it. Cassie conforted him

But | have an instinct for lies. Maybe it's because | can lie pretty
wel | when | need to.

| know a lie when | hear one. David had killed that crow. Deliberately.
In cold blood. For absolutely no reason

<Hey, | ook!> Tobias said. <There's a helicopter com ng up behind us.
Marine Corps helicopter. It's . . . whoa! That must be Marine Onel >

<Mari ne what ?> Rachel asked.

<You know, Air Force One, the President's

133 jet? Marine One is the President's helicopter,> Tobi as expl ai ned.
<The stuff you know, Tobias, > Rachel narvel ed.

| focused ny osprey eyes on the helicopter. No tine to worry about
David. The helicopter was comng fromthe direction of the airport,
straight toward the conpound. A second, identical helicopter was a mle
back fromthe first. A decoy. Unless the first chopper was the decoy.
Then | noticed sonething else. A blurring in the air above and behi nd
the helicopter. Like the air itself was swirling a little. A nost |ike
heat waves com ng up off hot asphalt.

Tobi as had noticed it, too. <Oh, nman! W've seen that beforel>
<What's the matter?> David denmanded.

<Yeerk stealth technol ogy,> Ax said calmy. <Human eyes woul d never
noti ce. Human radar won't spot it. But these eyes are very good. And
Yeerk technology is, well, it's not exactly Andalite technol ogy. >

<So what is it?> David cried.

<Yeerk spacecraft. Shielded,> 1| said. <One coming right up behind the
President's helicopter. They aren't going to wait for the conference.
The Yeerks are going after himright now >
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<Mbdve!

Move! Move! > Jake yel |l ed.



W haul ed. We flapped our wi ngs |ike insane ducks, racing to reach the
hel i copter before the Yeerks did. It was off to our side. Going the sane
direction as us, but still distant.

At the speed the helicopters were noving, they'd probably have reached
the Marriott resort in twenty mnutes. It was an hour away for us.

| could see fromthe dinmensions of the shimering effect that this was
no little Bug fighter moving in. This was far bigger. And there was only
one Yeerk ship likely to be big enough

The Bl ade ship. Visser Three's personal death-dealing machine.

135 The shimrering air noved cl oser, up behind and above the helicopter
W got closer, but we were spread out, ragged. Rachel behind wth

Tobi as, Jake and David up front, ne, Cassie, and Ax nore or less in the
m ddl e.

A long, narrow rectangle began to appear. It appeared in the sky as if
it were just floating there. A very narrow, very |long rectangl e that
slow y opened w der.

<The Bl ade ship is opening its belly hatch,> Ax said.
So. He, too, had decided this nust be the Bl ade ship.

The hatch w dened, opened, revealing the inside of the Blade ship. It
was utterly bizarre. The stealth shield didn't work over the hatch
itself. | could see inside. | could see a sort of inverted cradle, ready
to receive the helicopter. | could see foul Taxxon heads rising from
behi nd consol es and control panels. And | could see Hork-Bajir warriors,
wearing the red uniforns they wore aboard the Bl ade ship.

But none of this could be seen by the helicopter. The hatch was in a
bli nd spot above and behind. And the chase helicopter wouldn't see it,
either. The angle was all wong.

| raced. The hatch opened. | was wearing out, beating ny w ngs agai nst
the breeze. But | was getting closer
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<They have it!> Ax yelled. <Force field is on. It killed the engines.
They will probably have stunned the humans on board. >

The helicopter was al nost directly above us now. From below, it | ooked
sort of like a dark green boat as seen from underwater. There were two
pyl ons sticking out on either side for the | andi ng wheels.

<Aimfor those pylons!> Jake said.

Jake and David soared, up and up. The rest of us went after them

<The ot her chopper's going to see that this one has di sappeared, > Tobi as
poi nted out. <Even humans aren't that blind!>

But at that monent, as if in response to Tobias's warning, sonething new
appeared. It |l ooked as if it were a halo of light glowing all around the
helicopter. But then it separated slowy, beconing distinct.



A second helicopter! It |ooked as if the real helicopter had shed an
out er skin.

<A hol ogram > Ax said grimy.

The true helicopter's rotors had come to a stop. The hatch was fully
open. Up it rose. Up inside the Blade ship. And the hol ogram of the
heli copter took its place, flying along, |ooking exactly like the rea

t hi ng.

137 Jake and David soared. Jake flipped in nmidair, extended his tal ons,
and caught an edge of one of the pylons. David grabbed a strut and held on

The hatch began to cl ose!

<No way!> | said. | flapped till | thought my lungs would burst. Hatch
closing ... ne racing ... hatch closing

| saw Cassie zip through, followed by Ax.

No tinme left! The hatch was cl osing too quickly. The opening was two
feet wide . . . eighteen inches ... a foot... six inches

Zooml
| blew through, scraping ny belly and ny back. A split second later, 1'd

have splatted. But | was in! | killed speed, twi sted hard, swooped under
the belly of the helicopter, and | anded on the now- cl osed deck

<Yes! >

I'd made it! I'd made it aboard the Bl ade ship of Visser Three.
Ch, goody.

What, was | insane?
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| was beneath the helicopter. So were Jake, Ax, Cassie, and David.
Rachel and Tobi as were stuck outside.

Poor Rachel and Tobi as.

The helicopter sat lowto the ground, and since it rested in a sort of
shal | ow depression in the deck, we were alnost entirely hidden from sight.

| | ooked at Jake.

<Denor ph, > he said tersely. <This is going to get nasty. Be ready for a
fight.>

W denorphed. Wthin mnutes we were four very scared kids and one shaky
Andalite lying beneath the President's helicopter. |I |ooked at David to
see how he was maintaining. He | ooked

139 like he was getting ready to visit a dentist who didn't believe in
Novocai n. He was ready to wet hinself.

Good, | thought. Only an idiot wouldn't be scared.



Looki ng past himand the others, | could see Hork-Bajir feet rushing
around the helicopter. They carried an unconsci ous man fromthe
helicopter. | saw dark gray suit pants, and bl ack shoes. | saw the sole
of one shoe. There was a slash across one heel. Like he'd stepped on
somet hi ng sharp

The President? If so, we had |less than zero tine.

"Ax," Jake whi spered. "W need a distraction.”

Jake obviously thought the same. W needed tinme to norph

I think if | were Ax, | might have felt just slightly resentful right
then. It was like, "Ax-man, go get yourself killed so we can take our

ti me norphing."

But Ax is a soldier down deep inside. Smug and superior sometines, |oopy
and silly other tines, Ax is still an Andalite aristh, a
warrior-in-training. And he's El fangor's brother, which tells you a |ot.
<Yes, Prince Jake, | think that would be a good idea.>

140 Unfortunately, it wasn't such a good idea. There was no room Ax was
squeezed in beneath the helicopter's bottom And it was suddenly obvious

that none of us could go to our combat norphs in such a small space.

This was not going to conme down to a quick battle. W were already too
late to save the man in the slashed shoe.

"David," | whispered. His face was just inches fromnme now as he
squirmed to get out of Ax's way. "Did Cassie set you up with a bug norph?"

He | ooked confused. "She made ne touch . . . | mean, acquire ... a
cockroach. Is that what you nean?"

"Jake!" | said. "He has a cockroach nmorph. Wat do you think?"

Jake nodded. He wasn't happy, obviously. But it was the only way. W'd
have to norph sonething small enough to get out from under the
hel i copter. Then worry about breaki ng up whatever was goi ng on

"Ckay, dude," | said to David. "We're norphing roaches. Just focus down
hard, shut your eyes, and don't think about it."

So far, nothing was going well. For one thing, we didn't have Rachel or
Tobias with us. For another thing, we were trapped beneath a helicopter
And for a final thing, whoever the guy

141 with the slashed shoe was, we were going to be too late to help him

Unl ess they nmoved awfully slowly, the Yeerks would have plenty of tine
to infest him

| assuned the slash-shoe man was the President of the United States. And
man, you just don't want to think about your president being a slave of
alien invaders.

If that happened, the only possible thing we could do would be to kidnap
the man and keep himlocked up for three days till the Yeerk in his head



died fromlack of Kandrona rays.

Ki dnap the President. Of an alien spaceship. And keep hi m hi dden for
three days. No problem It's not |ike anyone woul d be | ooking for him
Only the ENTI RE WORLD.

Take it easy, Marco, | told nyself. One step at a tine.

I focused on the cockroach whose DNA was inside ne. And | began to change.

| watched David. He was watching ne, eyes showi ng white all around as he
star ed.

"Cl ose your eyes," | said.

He did. But a second later they were open again. He was norphing, but
slowy. He was shrinking quickly enough and was al ready no nore than two
and a half feet long. And the hard brown wi ngs were form ng on his back

But the really hideous stuff hadn't started yet.

142 | felt my own body shrink and saw the floor expand out in every

direction at once. | saw ny skin grow hard and yel | ow brown, [ike
old-man fingernails. | glanced again at David. So far, so good. He was
still shrinking. The roach body was taking shape. The neck was al ready

pi nched down, the wi ngs were distinct, his arns had begun to segnent,
his legs |likewi se. He was hal fway to roach

But his face was still nostly human. Distorted, twi sted, contorting as
it was reconfigured to be a roach face, but his eyes were still staring
white

He'll be okay, | told nyself, as long as he gets past the extra | egs.

And just then, the extra | egs appeared. First on ne.

Spl oot! Spl oot!

They came shooting out of what had been ny sides. Two big, long, hairy
cockroach legs. And | guess ny face probably turned roachy at that

poi nt, too, because when | next saw David it was through conpound eyes.

So | saw hundreds of tiny, distorted i mages of himopening his nouth to
scream

And when | heard the weird, railing, nmoaning, horrible sound, it
vi brated down ny ant ennae.
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He opened his nostly human nouth to scream It wasn't nuch of a scream
because his lungs were al mbst gone. But it was enough

A loud Hork-Bajir voice yelled, "Hi tnef shel-lah." Shellah! No sound!"

Everything got very quiet. And then it was easy to hear when David
screanmed a second tine.

" Ahhhh!  Ahhhh! Ahhh!"

<Shut up, you noron!> | yelled.



<David, cal mdown, it's okay,> Cassie said, being sonewhat nore gentle
than ne.

"Haf f Vi sser!" the Hork-Bajir voice said.

| didn't need a Hork-Bajir-to-English dictionary to figure that out. It
nmeant "Cet the Visser."

144 <\ need to get outta here!> Jake said. <David. DAVID Listen to ne.
Get a grip. Do it now You can be hysterical sone other tine.>

That seermed to penetrate David' s consci ousness. He stopped screamn ng
But he began de-norphing. He was getting nore human.

<David, > Cassie said. <Listen to nme. You are going to die if you don't
get a grip. Finish norphing the cockroach. It's the only way. >

<No way! >

<Do it, David,> she said. <l knowit's creepy, but it's better than
bei ng dead. Besides, we've all done it. Marco has done it. He's not
screamng like a baby, is he? Aren't you as tough as Marco?>

I'd never seen this exact side of Cassie. She's al ways good at
under st andi ng people. It hadn't occurred to me she'd be good at
mani pul ati ng people if she had to.

<You know what Marco did the first tinme he norphed a roach?> Cassie
continued. <Just what you're doing. He freaked. But he maintained. It's
okay that you freaked. But you have to maintain now >

| watched, and slowy, slowy David nelted toward full cockroach

O course, now he'd really hate me. Cassie had used the tension between
me and David to manipulate him It was the right thing to do.
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Not that | had tinme to worry about that.

Because now the helicopter was coning up off the floor. The Yeerks were
using a magnetic field to lift it and see what was underneat h.

<If he can do it, | can do it,> David said at |ast.

| should have kept ny nouth shut. But | guess | wouldn't be me if |

al ways did the sensible thing. So | said, <Wen you' ve kicked half the
Yeerk butt |'ve kicked, then you can tal k, New boy.>

See? Stupid. Now I'd just confirmed that David would hate ne.

<Mbtor on outta herel> Jake yelled as the "sky" above us grew lighter
It was the helicopter rising, rising slowmy up

W haul ed like only a cockroach can haul: six |egs scanpering madly,
like Wle E. Coyote |oading up to chase Roadrunner

Zoom O f across the steel deck



Zoom Over a seamin the floor that was maybe an ei ghth of an inch but
seemed |ike a wide ditch

Zoom My little conmpound eyes mllineters above the ground, ny antennae
wavi ng, stream ng out behind ne.

Zoom We were Vipers on the interstate! W

146 were Porsches on the autobahn! We were |ike those crazy rocket cars
out on the salt flats. W were noving at full, scream ng, cockroach speed

Whi ch, unfortunately, is about wal ki ng speed for an average adult hunman.
<Step on them > Visser Three cried triunphantly. <Crush then >

But we had one other skill, in addition to |ooking disgusting: W were
agile little bugs. Ever try and step on a roach going full out? Ever try
and step on a roach armed with full human intelligence?

It isn't easy.

VWHOOOOOOOSH! Down cane sonething so big it bl ocked out the sky.

| stalled the legs on ny left, notored the legs on ny right, and did a
Bat-turn that would have left the Batnobile skidding.

BOOOOOMMVMM A Hork-Bajir clawed foot the size of Arkansas | anded behind
nme. Hah! Too sl ow

Too sl ow by about three millimeters. Next one m ght get ne.

Then .

<Qpeni ng up ahead here! > Jake yel |l ed.

Opening to where? | didn't care. | saw a dark, horizontal band
stretching forever to ny left and alnost forever to ny right. It was

just a seam

147 between one | evel of steel and another, but it was taller than a
quarter was thick, and that's all | needed.

VWHOOOOOSH!
BOOOOOMW

<Ahhh! > Suddenly | was running on five |l egs. One had been yanked out by
the roots as the Hork-Bajir toe landed on it. The roach didn't care. It
creeped me out, but the roach was indifferent.

W were in a two-di nensional universe. Bel ow us, steel. Above us,
pressing down on our backs, steel. W could go forward/back, and
left/right. That was it. W were an Etch-A-Sketch draw ng

<Li ght ahead, > Ax reported.

W went for the light. But overhead was a poundi ng thunderstormlike
not hi ng you' ve ever inagi ned. Dozens of hunongous Hork-Bajir running
above us, their massive inpacts translating down through the steel. W
m ght as well have been running around inside a drum



BOOOM ' BOOOM ' BOOOM ' BOOOM

<See, isn't this fun, David?> | said, trying out a little hunor. <Ah,
yes, life as an Aninorph. It's not a job. It's an adventure!>

Al the while, the dimlight ahead grew brighter. And suddenly, the
poundi ng footsteps above us died off. W had passed beneath sone

148 kind of wall. Bulkhead, | guess it's called on a ship. Anyway, the
t hunder was behind us, the light ahead of us, and | was starting to
experience a tiny ray of hope am dst the gibbering terror

Say one thing for roaches: They don't wear out.

HSSSSSSSSSS

<What's that sound?> David asked.

My whol e body could feel that the hissing was behind us. And ny antennae
were already getting a sick, quivering feeling that they snelled
somet hi ng unpl easant .

| stopped. Spun toward nmy two-I|egged side and | ooked back. Through
conmpound eyes | basically saw nothing. Nothing but a narrowness, a

hori zontal narrowness. And yet... something was com ng nearer. | could
feel it.

Sonet hi ng that snell ed.

Sonet hi ng t hat .

<RAID! > | screaned. <They're gassing us!>
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< The light!> Ax yelled. <Go to the light!>

<If that gas reaches us we'll not only go to the light, we'll be saying
"hello" to all our dead relatives and expl ai ning our inmpure thoughts to
Saint Peter!> 1 cried.

<What ?> Ax asked, puzzl ed.

<Just RUUUUUN! >

The gas. The light. The gas. The light.

A pol e, heading upward into the light.

Zoooom A roach shot up the pole.

Zooooml Zoooom Zoooni

And then me. The little roach brain, which wasn't bright enough to add
two plus two, was a worl d-class expert at running away. | junped,

150 went vertical, hit that pole, and up I went. Zoooom

The gas wave rolled by beneath ne. | hauled straight up. Qut into the light.



<Yeeeee- haaahhh! > | screaned in total, idiot glee at having survived.
<Rachel is going to be so nad she m ssed this.>

W were in a very bright room Steel floor all around, but just one
distant pair of Hork-Bajir legs. And then, over my head | sawit: the
Leani ng Tower of Wng Tip. A gigantic shoe, cocked at an angle, totally
still. It seemed so tall it was like it disappeared into the clouds. It
may well have been a size thirteen

More inportant, ny weird-colored, fragnented, crazy, fun-house eyeballs
managed to notice that the heel had a gouge in it.

<Sl ash-shoe man!> | said.

<Who?> Cassi e asked.

<The President of the United States!> | said. <I've always wanted to
meet him But sonehow | wasn't imagining this particular scene.

t hought we'd shake hands. And | figured |I'd have hands. >

The sound of approaching steps. Strange steps.

<Sonet hing with four |egs,> Ax said om nously.

That meant only one person

<Hi de! > Jake said

151 <Where?> | wondered

<Up his leg!> Cassie cried.

W clinbed the leg of the President. Up over the polished shoe. Up
across the sock. Up to the leg hair. And we cowered there beneath gray
wool anidst a sparse forest of leg hairs.

Cip-clop. dip-clop

Hooves wal ked into the room

Vi sser Three.

<W're out of time,> the Visser muttered to the Hork-Bajir guard.
<Insects were discovered beneath the helicopter. The Andalite bandits in
nmor ph? Or just insects? Either way, no tinme left. I'Il acquire himnow >

<Acqui re?> 1 echoed in ny mnd. <Huh?>

Then it occurred to ne. Slash-shoe wasn't going to be infested. Visser
Three was acquiring his DNA. He wanted to be able to norph the President!

O course! How could I have been so stupid? Like Visser Three would ever
| et anot her Yeerk take control of the nmpbst powerful human on Earth?

He was going to acquire him Then he could beconme the President whenever
he want ed.

Suddenly, we were noving. The Hork-Bajir was draggi ng Sl ash-shoe al ong
t he deck.



<Now what ?> Davi d asked.

<Good question, > Cassie nuttered.

152 Sl ash-shoe wasn't being dragged far

<They're putting himback on the helicopter® Ax said. <l believe they
intend to return the helicopter to its original flight plan, replacing

the hologram They'll reverse the stun effect and all the hunans on

board will wake up, remenbering nothing. It will be as if nothing happened”

<l agree,> Jake said.

<Do we stay with the hairy leg here, or do we bail and maybe do sone
damage here on the Bl ade ship?> | asked.

<Bail,> Jake said. <W can't just denorph in the President's helicopter
The President won't be alone. And even if he's straight, others may not
be. There could be a shoot-out.>

<So?> David said boldly. <l thought we were supposed to kick butt?>

<Not on our own President, duh,> | said.

W bail ed. Down the hairy |l eg. Across the sock. Down the back of the
shoe to drop onto the steel deck

<Back where we started from > Cassie remarked. <Under the helicopter.>
It took about three seconds for us all to forma nmental picture of what
that nmeant. We were standing on the hatch. The hatch that woul d be
opened to rel ease the helicopter

<L) h-oh,> 1 said, and then, the hatch began to

153 nove beneath us. Directly beneath us. A bright Iine of daylight
appeared in the floor not an inch away.

| turned to run.
The |ine w dened.
And that's when | realized that not even a roach can outrun the w nd.

The wi nd reached in, plucked me up, swept nme into the escaping air, and
sucked me down through the wi dening crack in the floor

<Nooooo! > | yell ed.
| saw two roaches fly past, like jets in the powerful w nd.

| grabbed at the deck with ny two front |legs and held on. For about one
mllionth of a second.

And then | was falling.
Falling, twirling, tw sting, down, down, down toward the ground bel ow

To be conti nued.



154 Don't m ss

Ani nor phs

#21 The Threat

Tr apped!

W had a sinple choice: Surrender or die.

Only inreality, it was worse than that. Even if we surrendered, there
was no guarantee we'd live. And at the very least we'd be nmade into

Controllers.

<Let's get them > Rachel said. <Wat do we have to | ose? At |east we can
take a few of themdown with us!>

<No, we can't,> Marco said flatly. <We'll never even lay a paw on any of
them We won't get two feet before they fry us.>

<Are we going to die?> David wail ed.

Cassie nuzzled against him conforting him- as much as a wolf could
confort a lion.

<Denor ph, > Vi sser Three ordered. <Don't worry, | have no desire to kil
you. After all, six Andalite host bodies? It would be a great
acconpl i shnment for me. Al of ny nost trusted lieu-

155 tenants coul d have norphi ng power. That, plus making hosts of the
nost powerful |eaders of this planet? I1'll be Visser One before the week
is out! Hah hah! 1'Il be sitting on the Council of Thirteen within a year!>
| swear the evil creep practically danced with glee. The urge to at

| east take a |l eap at himand naybe, just maybe, get ny claws on hi mwas
so powerful 1 alnmost couldn't think straight.

But at the sanme tinme, sonething was bothering ne about what he'd said.
About several things he'd said. Starting with the fact that he'd said
there were six of us. He couldn't have overlooked a lion, a bear, a
tiger or a wolf. Certainly he didn't overl ook Ax.

| tried to glance sideways and see the others. | could make out Tobi as,
sitting right out in the open where Visser Three had to see him Which
left.

Mar co!

You m ght just overl ook a snake. Especially if that snake was behind the
stai nl ess steel pool

<Marco! Can the Visser see you?>
<Probably not, but about nine thousand Hork-Bajir can!>
<Marco ... are they looking at you? | nmean, are any of them | ooking at you?>

<Actual ly, no.>



| felt like my brain was working in slow notion

156 Visser Three didn't see Marco. His Hork-Bajir didn't seemto be

| ooki ng at Marco. And Visser Three was still planning to go after the
heads of state. Al of which neant. . . what?

<I"mgrowi ng inpatient,> Visser Three said. <Denorph. Do it now. I|f you
refuse, 1'll kill you one by one till you decide to conply.>

He rai sed a Dracon beam weapon and pointed it. The tip of it traveled
fromone of us to the other. Tobias . . . Rachel ... M ...

<Who dies first?>

<Wait!> David cried. <Don't shoot ne! |I'Il de-norph. | don't care about
these - AAAHHHH >

Cassie clanmped her jaws around David's right hind | eg. Sweet, gentle Cassie.
HHR R R ROOOOCOMWYWNYNAR R R R

David roared in rage and pain. A roar that made ny skin vibrate and nade
Vi sser Three junp.

Instinctively David jerked around, reaching for Cassie's head with his
own fangs. But Cassie was too clever for that. David spun around,
trailing Cassie like an extra tail, but he could not reach her

<Stop it! Stop it or I'll shoot now > Visser Three yelled.

<David!> | yelled. <Get a grip! Stop it!>

The Hork-Bajir just kept watching, Dracon beans raised as the weird
fight of lion and wol f conti nued.

157 And that's when it began to click. Even as | was yelling at David,
the I ast puzzle piece fell into place. <How the heck did he get al

those Hork-Bajir in this place?> | demanded suddenly. <W could barely
get a dragonfly in here!>

If I was right . . . was | right? O was | just desperate?

<Rachel! Explain to David that he needs to knock it off!> | snapped.
Rachel was on all fours. She half rose up to a sort of bear crouch. She
reached out with her left paw and swung hard. She connected with David's
snarling, snapping jaw. David staggered. Cassie rel eased David and

j unped back.

<Hah! Andalites fighting anong thensel ves, > Visser Three crowed. <But as
entertaining as it is, | order you to stop!>

<She bit me!> David yelled, outraged.
<I'mgoing to kill you first,> Visser Three said to David.
<No! 1'll denorph! See? I'mdoing it!>

<Shut up, you pathetic, gutless weasel,> Rachel screaned. <You won't
have to wait for Visser Three to kill you!>



<They're threatening ne!> David cried, running toward Vi sser Three.

And then | knew for sure. Visser Three turned his Dracon beam on Davi d.
He hesitated. But

158 nmore inportantly, none of the Hork-Bajir even flinched.
<I"'mon yours\de\> David yell ed.

<Bad choice, David,> | said coldly. <Ax?>

<Yes, my prince.>

<A hol ograminside a hologram That's what we had, right?>

<Yes. The hol ogram of the marble pillar was inside the hol ogram of the
banquet . >

<Any reason - any technical reason, | nmean - why it couldn't be a
hol ogram inside a hologram inside a third hol ogran?>

<A third hol ogran?> Rachel said.

<Yeah. A hol ogram of a whole arny of Hork-Bajir”™ | said. <A projection
A fake. | don't think they're really there. | think Visser Three is
here, and maybe he's got a couple of human-Controllers with him But
that army of Hork-Bajir around us? | don't think this is a live show I
think we' re wat chi ng vi deot apes

<You sure?> Cassi e asked.

<Marco? You're out of Visser Three's sight. Start noving toward the
Hork-Bajir. >

<Attack then? Al on ny own? Jake, buddy, you better be right.>

<Yeah. |'d better be.>



