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iv For Mles and Col eman Al so for M chael and Jake
1 My nane is Jake.
And | was one sorry cockroach.

<Aaaaaahhhhh!> | yelled as | twirled and fell and spun downward toward
t he ground far bel ow

Not that | could see the ground. Cockroach eyes are strictly for
cl ose-up work. And they're not even good at that.

So | couldn't see the ground thousands of feet below. Nor could | see
Marco, Cassie, Ax, and David, also cockroaches and also falling through
the air.

I could hear them though

<Aaaaaahhhhh! > Marco yel | ed.

<Aaaaaahhhhh! > Cassi e agreed.

Only Ax was silent. He's an Andalite. They



2 don't screamquite as much as humans. It's not that they're braver,
it's nore that they're a tel epathic species. So | guess they just didn't
evolve to do a |l ot of screaning

<We're gonna di eeee! > David yelled in thought-speak panic.

<l do not believe the inpact will kill us,> Ax said. <l don't believe
our mass is sufficient to cause death when we inpact. >

<He's right!> Cassie cried. <You can't kill a cockroach by dropping it.
Not even fromthis high.>

<Unl ess that's water bel ow us,> Marco said. <l n which case we could hit
the water and get chomped by sone big hungry fish.>

<Shoul d we denorph?> Ax wonder ed.
<No time,> 1 said. <W'd get bigger, nore nmass, and then when we hit we'd ->

| stopped falling. In an instant sonething hit me. But it hit ne going
si deways. A gigantic talon closed around ne.

<That is you guys, right?> Rachel's thought-speak voice asked calmy. <
mean | figure, cockroaches falling through the air, gotta be you guys.>

<Yeah, you sel dom see cockroaches at a thousand feet up,> Tobias agreed.

Rachel and Tobi as had not been aboard the spacecraft. The spacecraft
that had ki dnapped

3 the president's helicopter. The one we'd fallen out of. In cockroach
nor ph.

Maybe | shoul d back up and expl ai n.

It all began when we discovered that the blue box - the norphing cube -
had been found by a kid named Davi d.

Wll, no, actually it all began nmuch earlier. Mnths ago, when Marco,
Cassi e, Rachel, Tobias, and |I happened to be wal king hone fromthe mall
by way of an abandoned construction site.

Whi ch is where we saw the damaged spacecraft |anding. And where we mnet
El fangor, an An-dalite prince. Elfangor was dying. H's enemies, the
Yeerks, were hot on his trail. He was out of tine.

So he did sonething Andalites don't usually do: He trusted sone
non-Andalit.es. Nanely, the five of us. He told us that Earth was being
i nvaded by a race of parasites called Yeerks.

The Yeerks are slugs, really. Not very inpressive-looking or scary. But
they have the ability to enter a brain - alnost any brain - and take
control of it. Absolute, conplete, total control.

They' ve done this to the entire race of Gedds fromtheir own honme world.
They' ve done it to the Hork-Bajir. They've done it to the Taxxons.

They are trying to do it to Honp sapiens. Humans. You and me. Al of us.



4 Already, Elfangor said, there were thousands, maybe tens of thousands
of human-Controllers. That is to say, humans who had a Yeerk in their
heads controlling their words and actions. The invasi on was under way.
The Andalite forces had been beaten in orbit around Earth. It might be a
very long time before any nore Andalite forces could come. Too |ong.

Basically, if soneone was going to stop the Yeerks, it would have to be
humans. Us. Five normal kids. Five average, everyday, mall-crawing,
behi nd on their homework, not sure about their haircuts, awkward around
menbers of the opposite sex, sonmetines snart, sonetinmes dunb kids.

On the Yeerks' side they had faster-than-1ight spacecraft, thousands of
i mpossi bl e-to-detect human-Controllers, Dracon beam weapons, and
seven-foot-tall, bladed Hork-Bajir warriors. On our side we had ... we
had not hi ng.

Except .

Except that El fangor gave us something: the power to norph. The power to
become any animal we could touch. He transforned us with the bl ue box.
And since that awful night when Prince El fangor died at the hands of the
Yeerk | eader, Visser Three, we have used those powers to fight them

Soneti nes we even W n.

5 W found El fangor's younger brother, Aximli. (W call him"Ax.") That
made six of us. And that was it. Five kids and one Andalite against the
m ght of the Yeerk Enpire.

Just us six. Until

Until David found the blue box. W assuned it had been destroyed. It hadn't.
Now, we had it hidden. But too late to stop the trouble that followed.

Davi d found the box and bad things started happening. Bottomline: Both

his parents were taken by the Yeerks. They were infested with Yeerks.

They are both Controllers now.

What could we do? W had to use the blue box to make David one of us.
The si xth Ani -nor ph.

But the timng could not have been worse. W were just starting on what
woul d be our nost vital mission

The | eaders of the United States, Japan, Russia, Cernany, England, and
France were meeting in secret to try and work out the problenms in the
M ddl e East.

We | earned that one of those |eaders was in fact a Controller. And we
knew that all the rest were targeted by the Yeerks.

The Yeerks were going to try to use the conference to infest the | eaders
of the entire free world.

6 If we let that happen, that was the ball gane. Earth was done for. W
had to try and stop it.

On our way to scope out the Marriott resort where the nmeeting was
supposed to happen, we saw a stealth-shiel ded Yeerk spacecraft kidnap



the President's helicopter. O maybe it wasn't the actual President's
helicopter. It m ght have been a decoy.

Confused yet? Not as confused as we were.

The Yeerks stunned everyone on the chopper and then used hol ographic
projections to make it look like the helicopter was still flying al ong.
They dragged sonmeone fromthe helicopter. Soneone with a gash in the

bottom of his shoe

Look, we were cockroaches at the tine. The shoe was all we could see. W
assuned the Yeerks would infest this guy. The president, or whoever it was.

But no. Visser Three nerely acquired his DNA so he could norph him

See, Visser Three is the only Yeerk in all the galaxy to have managed to
take control of an An-dalite body. He's the only Yeerk who can norph

Now he could morph M. Slashed Shoe. Wioever he was.
Si gh.

Do you see why ny grade point average has dropped? | have to deal wth
this kind of stuff. It's enough to make your head expl ode.

7 But at least we didn't splat or end up as fish food. Tobias and Rache
snagged us out of thin air and carried us to safety. Now all we had to
do was deal with our possibly strange new Ani-norph, David, while
finding a way to save the | eaders of the free world. And not get Kkilled.

Sonet hing' s bothering me,> Marco said as Tobi as and Rachel set us safely
down in a secluded area between sand dunes.

<What's bothering you?> | said.

<Well, I"'min a cockroach body, just fell out of the bottomof a

spaceshi p belonging to brain-stealing alien slugs while trying to save

the president of the United States, was rescued by a girl who's

tenmporarily a bald eagle and a guy who's permanently a red-tail ed hawk .
and yet, it all seenms normal sonehow. Like, okay, that's just to be

expected. It's finally happened, hasn't it?>

<What's finally happened?> | asked.

<l 've gone insane,> Marco said. <Deedly deeedty deedly | ooopy! Nutso.
I nsane in the nenbrane. >

<Yeah, well, keep it together,> 1 said, trying to sound |like the |eader
| supposedly am <The entire human race depends on us winning this battle.>

<Poor human race, > Marco said.
It was a joke. Just not a very funny one.

8 He denorphed in the dunes. Five of us had no problens. One of us had a
serious problem

"Rachel , Cassie. Look the other way," | said.

Davi d was the new Ani morph. He had not yet |earned how to norph



cl ot hing. Actually, none of us could nmorph it very well. W could only
nor ph skintight clothing that ended up being a kind of m shmash of bike
shorts, leotards, and T-shirts.

Basically, in our norphing outfits we | ooked pathetic.
But not as pathetic as poor David.

<I'"Il take care of it,> Tobias said. He flapped away, catching the
sal t-heavy breeze off the water and soaring up and out of sight beyond
t he dunes.

9 Tobias was still a hawk. Tobias may al ways be a hawk. He spent nore
than two hours in the norph and was trapped in it. Now he has regained
hi s morphi ng powers. But he cannot return to being permanently human
wi thout losing his ability to norph.

<l do not understand humans and their strange beliefs when it conmes to
clothing,> Ax said. He was in his owm Andalite form His four hooves
sank deep in the sand. Tobias would | et us know if anyone was com ng
cl ose enough to see Ax.

<You wear artificial skin and artificial hooves. Wen it is cold that
makes sense. But when it is warmit seems strange. And you get so
concerned when sone article of clothing is mssing or worn in the wong
way. >

"You mean like that time you wore socks on your hands?" Marco asked him

"Or the tinme you wore underwear on the outside of your pants?" Rache
added, still discreetly turned away.

"You know, maybe this is funny to you guys,"” David said. "But it's not
all that funny to ne. What if someone came al ong?"

| laughed. "Well, David, if they did, | think they'd probably notice the
four-eyed, scorpion-tailed, blue, half-deer-looking alien before they
worried about you."

10 Just then Tobias swept in on the breeze, turned, dropped toward us,

and let | oose of a pair of swimtrunks. Orange. And a T-shirt bearing a
Grateful Dead | ogo. Both had price tags still attached.

Davi d snagged them before they hit the ground.

<Remind me we have to return those to the Kahuna Beach Shop, > Tobi as sai d.

"You stol e then?" Cassie asked.

<No, | borrowed them Besides, |I'ma bird. Birds are not capabl e of
stealing. What are they going to do, arrest ne?>

"W'll find a way to get the nobney to the store,"” | said. "W don't want
to even start down that path. In an emergency like this, maybe we can
grab sonething. But we have to nake it right later. That's the rule."

Davi d dressed qui ckly and Cassie and Rachel were allowed to turn around.

"About tine," Rachel muttered. "I've been staring at a dead sand crab."



"You know, it would be amazing," David said.
"What woul d be?" | asked.

He shrugged. "Us, with our powers? W could take anything we wanted. W
could like nmorph into cheetahs or whatever, run into sone jewelry store,
grab the dianonds, and get away at sixty

11 mles an hour. What could anyone do? W'd be outta there. Plus, we'd
nor ph back to humans."

"Let's do that," Marco said dryly. "Right after we figure out how to
keep the Yeerks fromturning the nost powerful leaders in the world into
alien-infested zonbies. As soon as we're done with that, we start
ripping off jewelry stores.”

"Hey, | was just kidding," David said. "I guess | forgot you're the only
one allowed to nmake jokes, Marco."

| glanced at Marco. Was he nad at the shot? Yes, a little. | |ooked at
Davi d. He had been ki dding, right?

Later 1'd have to talk to Cassie about it. Cassie was a |ot better at
knowi ng what people were thinking and feeling than | was. She'd know.
Hopeful | y.

In the nmeantime, | had to remenber to treat David |ike any ot her nenber
of the group. It wasn't so bad that David and Marco didn't totally get
al ong. There were tines when we all got on one another's nerves. It was
nat ur al

"Ckay, tinme to get serious here," | said. "They caught us by surprise.
Maybe t hey know that was us scurrying around up there, maybe they don't.

But one way or the other, we have to get inside that resort and get busy."

"W have to get past the greatest security in

12 the world just to get into that place,"” Rachel said. "W have to go
by air. But we can't use bird-of-prey norphs. That'd be slightly
noti ceabl e.”

"No problem" Cassie said. "It's the beach. There's one kind of bird no
one can keep off the beach. Seagulls.”

"Yeah, well, | don't have a seagull norph," David pointed out. "But I|'ll
bet | could nmorph back into gol den eagle nmorph and bring one down."

| winced a little at his eagerness. The basic idea was sound. Only there
was no need to have David norph again. "Tobias?" | yelled up to him He
was riding the breeze, alnpst stationary above us. He spilled air and
dropped down closer. "Sorry to keep sending you out for things, but can
you get a seagul | ?"

"Alive?" Cassie added.

<Can | grab a gull? Puh-leeze. Can M chael Jordan hit a three-pointer?
They're just rats with w ngs.>

"Tobias is like really into the whole bird thing, isn't he?" David
comment ed.



"Tobi as just has sone fairly definite opinions about birds,"” | said. "He
respects nost eagles, ows, and other hawks. Looks down on gulls and
pi geons. And he absolutely hates jays, crows, and gol den eagles."”

13 David laughed. "He's like a racist or sonething, only with birds

i nstead of people."

"Al'l those birds are different species," Cassie pointed out. "Humans are
all one species. Not really a very good conparison."

Davi d shrugged, and | ooked a little sullen. "Whatever."

| started to say sonething, then stopped nyself. | was feeling edgy and
strange. W were about to try to violate a resort with security that
woul d make Fort Knox | ook like a Wal-Mart during a clearance sale. W
were up against security from France, Britain, Japan, Gernany, Russia,
and the United States. Plus, we were conpeting against the Yeerks, who
had already infiltrated the place to sonme extent.

And | was going in with no plan, no clue, and a new guy | wasn't totally
used to yet. How would this guy do in a battle? How would he do when it
got really rough? He'd done okay when we were roaches bei ng chased
around. He hadn't pani cked. But things could get worse. They coul d get
way wor se.

I noticed Cassie |ooking at me, reading the worry on ny face. | | ooked
up at the sky like | was searching for Tobias. Wien | |owered nmy face
again | had on ny "fearless | eader" expression. No point in making
everyone el se nervous, too.

Tobi as actually did appear just then, carrying
14 a squirm ng, kicking, flapping, very, very annoyed seagull in his talons.

<That was actually fun,> Tobias said with a | augh. <Snatched hi m out of
m dair while he was diving on sone guy's sandwi ch. And, as nuch as | so
did not want to, | acquired the gull. David's not the only one wi thout a
gul I norph.>

Cassi e took the poor gull from Tobias and conforted it. Cassie handl es
lots of animals. She brought it to David.

"I"'mstarting to get this down," David said, pressing one hand agai nst
the gull's wing. "Just focus and his DNAis mne."

"Yeah," | agreed. "Easy after a while. So let's do it. W norph to

gull's, we skimon down the beach, and land in the resort. See what we see."
"One big point," Cassie said. "Act like gulls, okay? The humans won't be
| ooking for trouble fromseagulls. But the Yeerks will."

15 < If we go, into the wild blue yonder, flying high into the sun!">
Mar co sang.

<Marco, why are you singing?> Rachel asked
<It's some old novie on the Myvie Channel about Air Force pilots. That

was their song. "Of we go, into the wild blue yonder, flying high into
the sun.">



<Marco? Wiy are you sf/7/ singing when clearly |I want you to shut up?>

<"Off we go, intothe . . ." Hey! Woa! Pizza Hut! The guy down there on
t he blue beach towel. He's got an entire |arge pizzal >

<Is he going to eat all that hinself?> David asked eagerly. <No way one
guy eats a large pizza.>

16 Many norphs have powerful instincts you have to learn to deal wth.
Li ke the soull ess, automaton obedi ence of ants or the raging, insane
hunger of a shrew. You deal with it. In the case of seagull norphs, the
instincts were not exactly dangerous to us, but they were very hard to
shake of f.

Basical ly, seagulls are scavengers. Wich neans they have an anazing
talent for spotting anything that | ooks even slightly like available
food. W were above the sand, skinm ng and dodgi ng out al ong the surf
line |ike typical gulls. Ahead of us, up the beach, was the line of
trees and the tan stucco wall that marked the edge of the resort.

W were not the only gulls around. Not by a long shot. In fact, about
seventeen gulls had al so spotted the pizza. They were wheeling and
hovering and goi ng "Squeeet! Squeeet! Squeeet!" and "AM AW Aw"

The guy with the pizza was | ooking nervous.

<Keep flying,> | said, although I, too, had to fight the weird desire to
di ve on sone pepperoni. | nean, seriously, a large pan pizza for one
guy? No reason why he couldn't toss a couple slices off to one side so
we ...

But pizza was not the point.
<Fries!> Rachel cried.
17 <Okay, now |l ook, > | said, <we are about to try and - >

<0Oh! Cnh! Fried chicken!> Marco said. <Hey, Tobias. If a seagull eats
chicken, is that like cannibalismor something?>

<That depends. Extra crispy or regular?>

At |ast we were nearing the stucco wall. Seagull eyes aren't as
penetrating as bird-of-prey eyes, but they are still very good.

spotted a dark-suited man standing in the shadow of the row of tal

trees. He wore dark sungl asses. He was tal king into a handheld radi o. He
was staring in our direction, gazing out over the beach with a very
serious anount of concentration

<Cee, could that guy | ook any nore like Secret Service?> Rachel said
with a laugh. <And there's another one just ten feet away, along the

<0f course they're Secret Service, > David said. <But so are sonme of the
peopl e lying out here on the beach. Wth sonething like this, probably
hal f the people on the beach are security”

<And of course you're the big expert because your dad is a spy,> Marco
said with a definite sneer



<He's with the National Security Agency, that's right, > David said.
18 <Yeah? Well now he's with the Yeerk Security Agency,> Marco mnuttered.
<Shut up, Marco!> | snapped. <That was over the line.>

Marco pouted for a noment or two as we oh-so-casually closed the
di stance between us and the wall. <You're right. I was out of line. Sorry.>

David didn't say anything. | couldn't blame him Usually Marco knows how
far to take things. Maybe I was wong to think Marco's attitude toward
David was totally normal. Maybe we had a problemthere.

W didn't fly over the wall all together in some kind of formation. W
did it one at a tinme, crossing in various |ocations. The security guys
seened indifferent. No big surprise. There were gulls all over the

pl ace. In fact, |ooking around, it was inpossible to know which of the
white birds was one of us and which was just a plain old seagull

<This is easy,> David said. <Wat's the big deal ?>

<As long as we just want to fly around, no big deal,> | agreed. <But we
need to get inside sone of these buildings. Maybe all these buildings.>

<The question is, where do we begi n? And how?> Ax said.

The resort had a dozen or nore buildings. The main building was a | arge,
multistory, nmodern hotel shaped like an "L." There was a | ower, two-

19 story portion stuck off to one side. Probably a ballroom or whatever.

Nestled in the crook of the "L" shape was a pool with a bar and a
changi ng area. And down by the water were cabins, |ike individual homes
separated fromthe others by hedges and trees.

The grounds were lush with trimred grass and preci se shrubbery and
trees. A nine-hole golf course began at the back side of the main hotel
Fromthe air we could easily see the two presidential helicopters
resting on a grass |landing area. Uniformed Marine guards stood at
attention by the doors of the helicopters.

<Okay, there is definitely sone security on this place,> Marco said.
<C@uys on the roof, guys in the bushes, guys sitting in cars, guys out on
the golf course pretending to play golf. It looks Iike Men in Black 2
around here. These guys all have the same suit.>

Then | spotted sonething that raised ny spirits a little. <Look! Canine
t eans! >

Bel ow ne a Gernman shepherd wal ked with yet another "Man in Black." The
dog was sniffing in bushes. Either |ooking for a place to pee or
searching for bonbs.

<Maybe we coul d nmor ph German shepherds and get in as part of the canine
team > 1 said, realizing as | said it that it probably wouldn't work.

20 A truck was delivering food to the |oading dock at the back of the
hotel. No |l ess than four guys in dark suits were checking the crates as
they cane off the truck



The Men in Black had earpieces, |like people being interviewed on TV. And
they seermed to talk to their wists a lot. There were m crophones barely
visible just up in their sleeves.

<Here's an idea. Let's give up,> Marco said. <This would be totally
depressing even if we didn't have to worry about some of these guys
being Controllers. >

| was starting to agree. <Every square inch of this entire place is
bei ng wat ched, > | said. <We can't norph or denorph anywhere around it.
W need to get inside to | earn what we want to learn, but that would
mean goi ng i nsect basically. And the problemw th any insect norph is
that we'd have to norph the bug way outside the compound, which | eaves
us traveling a long, long way as spiders or cockroaches or flies. None
of which can see well enough to travel those distances w thout getting
| ost. >

<0r eaten,> Rachel added darkly.

<You guys coul d norph fleas and get onto sonmeone who we knew was goi ng
i nsi de the conpound” Tobi as suggest ed.

<But fleas are useless for seeing, and they aren't much good at
hearing, > Cassie said. <w'd

21 get in, but once inside we'd get nothing. And how woul d we ever get
back out again?>

<Are we beat?> Marco asked, incredul ous.

| sighed. <MWaybe. Only we can't be. No matter what the risk, we have to
get inside and - AAAAHHHH! >

The pain came out of nowhere. Suddenly, for no reason, I'd felt a wave
of agony that seemed to sizzle and fry every cell in ny body.

<Jake, what's happening?> Cassie cried.
<AAAAAHHHH! > Ax screaned.
<What's goi ng on?> David asked nervously.

The pain was gone, but nmy brain was still burning fromthe nmenory. |
| ooked down, around, everywhere. What? What had caused . . . ?

There bel ow ne and ahead, not fifty feet away, stood a security man,
like all the others. He had a bald patch on his head, sonething you
noti ce when you're a bird. He wore dark glasses, like all the others.
But unlike all the others, he was watching the birds.

22 <TTAAAAHHHHH > |t was Tobi as's turn.

| stared at the bald man. | saw where he was | ooki ng. He was | ooking at
a gull that had suddenly jerked in md-flight.

Tobi as?

<It's that guy!> | said, suddenly certain. <That bald guy! He's doing it!>



| watched the bald nan casually shift his gaze to another seagull. This
seagul |, too, spasmed in mdair. It recovered and began to haul w ng out
of there.

Not one of us. A regular gull

<Ax! What is that guy doing? | don't see any weapon. >

23 Ax sounded as shaken as | was. <He may . . . he may be using a very
| ow power Dracon beam Possibly hidden on his body, with the sungl asses
used as emtters. >

<Are you telling me he can shoot whatever he's |ooking at?> 1 said.
<Yes. It will cause intense pain. As you may have noticed. >

That was as close as Ax ever got to naking a joke. And having been on
the receiving end of the bald guy's "look," | really didn't find it al

t hat hunor ous.

<So he's a Controller chasing away the birds,> Tobias said. <He doesn't
kill us because that would be too obvious - dead birds droppi ng everywhere. >

<Chasi ng away possible Andalites in norph,> Marco agreed.

The Yeerks still think we're a small band of Andalites. They have no
clue we're humans with Andalite norphing powers.

<Oh, man! > Cassi e npaned. <He's |ooking at - AAAAAHHHH! >
<Cassi e! >

<Oh. Onh, that hurt. Ch man, |'mnot kidding here. That was |like a
full-body dental visit without Novocain.>

<Cassie. Bail. Fly away. That's what a gull

24 woul d do. But not everyone at once!> | added quickly. <W can't nove
i ke we know what's happeni ng. >

<W have to stay here and |l et that guy zap us?> David demanded. <W
shoul d either run or go kick his butt for him>

| had felt the pain. | knew how awful it was. But | couldn't |et
everyone turn tail and run. Not all at once. We had to be normal gulls.
Still, 1 knew how the others felt. | felt it, too, floating helpless and

exposed in nmidair, waiting for the bald man to hit me again.

<He's | ooking at ne!> David yelled. <Wat am | supposed to do?>

<Not hing,> | grated. <Take it. Then you can

<AAAAAHHHHH! >

| felt like the creep of the universe naking David take the hit. But we
couldn't give ourselves away. That would confirmto the Yeerks that we

were attenpting to enter the facility.

| saw David spasm | knew the pain he had just endured. The part of ny
brain that wasn't busy feeling guilty wondered how he'd react.



<Okay, that was a mmajor ouchie!> David said. <How can | get out of here?>
<Yeah, fly,> 1 said. <And by the way, David? Good job.>

25 <Thanks, > he said, sounding sincere. Then in a sarcastic tone he
added, <Thanks a |l ot>

I watched himfly away. Ax and Tobi as and Rachel had all managed to
casually, naturally circle away out of the bald man's line of sight. But
I was still there.

The bald nan | ooked at ne.

I would have gritted nmy teeth if 1'd had teeth. The pain hit nme as bad
as the first tine, and | cried out just the sane.

Then | flew away, following the others and feeling that maybe the free
world really was doonmed this time around. Because as far as | could see,
we were beat before we even got started.

26 -

le left. W went home. At |east, Marco, Rachel, Cassie, and | went hone.
Ax's home is a fewbillion mles away. Tobias's honme is his favorite
tree overl ooking the meadow that is his territory.

As for David, he didn't have a honme. No honme, no fam ly. None that he
could contact, anyway. He couldn't even be seen in his own body. The
Yeer ks knew hi mand they were | ooking for him

So he went home with Cassie, back to the barn that is the Wldlife
Rehabilitation dinic. She had made a place for himin the hayl oft.

Qoviously, that wasn't going to last. Another problemfor ne to try to
figure out. Along with

27 saving the |l eaders of the free world. David would just have to tough
it out.

How qui ckly woul d the Yeerks nmove? The President was already at the
resort. The other world | eaders were arriving over the next few hours.
Wuld the Yeerks wait till they were all assenbled? O would they try to
pi ck them of f one by one?

| felt this huge hurry poking at nme. Every mnute | ost was a possible

di saster. But our first attenpt had been a total |oss. And we weren't
ready for another run

I got hone to find ny parents both sitting in the living room kind of
staring into space. My first thought was, Uh-oh, | did sonething wong.

But as soon as they saw ne they both got up and hugged me. So right away
| knew this was something truly bad.

"Thank goodness you're hone," my nother said.
"W were worried," my dad said

"Why? | was just out with Marco."



"Somet hi ng has happened, " ny dad said solemmly. "Maybe you should sit down."
"I's it Tonm?" | demanded.

"I's what Ton?" Tom asked. He cane in right behind ne, giving ne the
creepy feeling that he'd been follow ng ne.

28 "Tom vyou need to hear this, too,"
down. "

my not her said. "Both of you sit

"Who di ed?" Tomsaid, joking. Or to be nore accurate, the Yeerk in his
head nade the dunb j oke because it was just the kind of dunmb joke Tom
woul d nake.

My nom and dad gave Tomthis holl ow eyed | ook

My nother said, "lIt's your cousin, Saddler. He was riding his bike and
was hit by a car. He's alive, but the injuries are very severe. He's in
i ntensive care.”

|'mashaned to admt that nmy first reaction was not "poor Saddler."
Instead, | wondered what inmpact this would have on ny plans. Partly
that's because Saddl er was not a cousin | was close to. He's two years
ol der, and to be honest, kind of a jerk. Wen we were little and our
parents made us play together, he was the kind of kid who'd break
somet hi ng and then bl ame ne.

It was pretty awful to think he was so badly hurt. But at the sane tine,
| was trying to figure out how this affected me. Saddler and his famly
lived in a small town about a hundred nil es away.

"Your momand | are going to drive down right away to help Ellen and
CGeorge with the other kids. They think they' |l probably nove Saddler to

Children's Hospital here in town in a day or two, if... | nean . "
29 My nromcut in. "This means you two will be on your own today and
t onmor r ow. "

Tom and | exchanged a | ook. Both of us were cal cul ati ng what this neant.
W each had a hi dden agenda. Tom didn't know mine. If Tom ever found out
what | did when | wasn't at hone or at school, that would be the end of
nmy freedom Probably the end of ny life.

"Then, after Saddler is nmoved here, his parents and the kids will
probably stay with us for at |east a few days."

That pretty well froze the blood in ny veins. Saddler has three
siblings: Justin, Brooke, and Forrest. Forrest is two years old and is,
basically, the devil. |'m exaggerating, but only slightly.

"Why can't they stay with Rachel's fam|ly?" Tom asked. "They're cousins,
too."

"Well, since Rachel's nom and dad got divorced, Ellen and George haven't
felt like they were all that close to Rachel's nom"

"Lucky Rachel ;" Tom muttered.

This all left ne feeling even nore disturbed than before. | felt guilty



for not feeling sorry for Saddler right away. | felt guilty for caring
that his famly would be staying with us. | even felt guilty for
thinking it was a relief that ny nomand dad woul d be gone for the next
day or so.

Al that, piled on top of the fact that | felt guilty because while
was sitting around feeling

30 guilty the leaders of the free world were possibly being infested
with Yeerks.

| felt like my head was going to burst. | felt like | needed to sleep
for about fourteen hours.

But | wasn't going to sleep. Not that night. O the next. In fact, it
was going to be a long tine before | slept again.

31 My parents drove off, but | didn't exactly declare a national holiday
and throw a party. No tine.

Instead | spent the evening doing the research | should have done
earlier. | sat at ny conputer, plugged in to the Wb, and read
everything | could find about the conference, the | eaders who woul d be
there, the Marriott resort itself, the security services of each nation
ever yt hi ng.

Then | sawit: an article about the new prime mnister of France. The
one whose wife always, always, always traveled with her two Chi huahuas.
Now, that could be useful

" Ah- hah!"

32 "Ah- hah, what?"

| spun in ny chair. It was Tom sticking his head into my room On ny
conputer nonitor was the article about the French chief.

Don't act guilty! | silently ordered nyself. But | clicked the w ndow
cl osed anyway.

"Are you gonna tie up that line all night?" Tom denanded. "Soneone m ght

want to nake a phone call. It's ten o' clock, anyway. Your bed-tiiiiinme,"
he said, drawi ng out the |ast word.

"Shut up,"” | said. "Just because Mom and Dad aren't here, that doesn't
make you -"

"Ch, yes it does. | amthe All-Powerful Tom" he said.

Once again, | had this weird urge to say, "You know what, Ton? | know
all about you. | know what you are. So how about if we just cut to the
chase?"

What | really said was, "I'mdone, anyway." | nmoved the nmouse to "Sign

of f" and clicked once.
"Don't forget to brush your teeth,” Tom said nockingly.

He cl osed the door. Had he seen what was on my screen? Probably not.
Even if he had, so what? So | was interested in the French governnent.



Yeah. That made sense. Wat with nmy lifelong interest in European heads
of state.

| sighed. Then .
33 Deedl y- deeedl y- deedl y.

The phone rang. | hesitated. It was late for anyone to call. Probably
Mom or Dad checking in.

| picked it up

"Did you get that?" Tomyelled fromdown the hall
"Yeah!" | yelled back. Then, in a normal voice, "Hello?"
"Hi, Jake, it's Cassie."”

| felt alittle tingle on the back of ny neck. Cassie sounded cheerful
But that was because we never trusted the phones to be safe.

"Hi, Cassie, what's up?"

"Hey, you know what? | heard Letterman got canceled. |Is that true? No
nore Dave?"

Now it was nore than a tingle. O course Letterman wasn't cancel ed.
Cassie had just been | ooking for a way to say "Dave." As in David.

Davi d was mi ssi ng.
"Did you check TV CGuide?"
"No. | | ooked everywhere el se, though. Everywhere."

"Well, don't worry about it. He'll be there at the usual place, the
usual tinme."

W hung up. W both knew. David was nissing and | was on ny way, as soon
as | could get away safely. |I'd be "at the usual place."

Twenty minutes [ater Tom came to check on

34 me. | was in ny bed. Asleep. O at least | |ooked asleep. | lay there
in the dark, listening. Then | heard the faint sound of the front door
openi ng and cl osi ng.

Tom was | eavi ng. Yeerk business, no doubt.

"Yeerks make | ousy baby-sitters,” | muttered under ny breath.

| morphed to brown bat and flew out of my open wi ndow. Bats aren't the
fastest flyers in the world, but it was a nmoonless night, and | didn't
want to risk running into power |ines or anything that woul d be invisible.
I found Cassie and Rachel at the barn. It was a bit creepy at night. The

lights were kept very low Just enough to make out the rows of wire
cages and to see vague shapes pacing or standing or snoring wthin.



Cassi e | ooked worried. Rachel, as always, |ooked great. | denorphed and
stood there, barefoot and shivering in bike shorts and T-shirt.

"Hey, Rachel. You nust have norphed to get here so fast,"” | said. "So
how come you have regul ar cl ot hes on?"

Cassie rolled her eyes. "Didn't you know? Rachel keeps a coupl e of
outfits here at the barn."

"Isit acrine to want to | ook good?" Rachel asked sel f-nockingly.
"Good grief,” | said. "So what's the deal ?"

36 "The deal is, David went to sleep up in the loft around nine. Early.
Said he was tired. | checked on him At ten | remenbered that | forgot
to give that deer with the bullet wound her neds, so | cane back out. No
Davi d. "

35
Did you try and reach Marco?"

Cassi e nodded. "He can't come. His dad's out on a date, and when he
conmes back he's sure to check on Marco."

"I guess the question is: How did David | eave here? On foot or on the w ng?"

"The ot her question is why?" Rachel pointed out. "And where did he go?
And while we're at it, doesn't he realize he's destroying nmy sleep with
this stupid ganme?"

"Ckay, |ook, you two have your ow norphs. One of you go and | ook for Ax
and Tobias. They can help. 1'Il go to wolf mnorph, see if he left a scent
trail. No, wait. What if soneone sees ne? Better do Homer."

37 Honmer is ny dog.
"I"ll go for Tobias," Rachel said. "And Ax."

| was already norphing. Already feeling the I ong, shaggy fur sprouting
fromny hands and arns and chest.

"Urn, Jake? You can't norph to dog in here. You know how dogs get around
ani mal s, " Cassi e war ned.

"Ch. Yeah." | smiled with what was left of nmy human nmouth. | had norphed
Homer several tines before. And it wasn't that his dog instincts were so
overpowering or anything. It's just that he had a secret weapon for
underm ning ny self-control: He was happy. As in HAPPY! And a dog
surrounded by scared rodents and skunks and raccoons was just about as
HAPPY as a living creature could be.

It's hard to resist happiness. It tends to kind of carry you away.
| opened the big, creaking barn door and went back outside. Hobbl ed,
because ny | egs were bendi ng and shrinking and ny feet were already nore

i ke paws. Cassie foll owed.

Still no nmoon out. O ouds obscured the stars. It was as bl ack as night
gets. The only light cane fromthe faint, distant porch lights fromthe



near est subdivision. And a |ight sonmeone had left on in Cassie's house.
| finished norphing Honer. | felt my face

38 bulge out and out. | felt the teeth nultiply and grow i n ny nouth.
felt my ears crawing up the side of my head.

My | egs bent and shrank till | fell forward onto pads that had replaced
my palms. My tail wagged. And | felt that amazing rush of giddy, idiot,
dog happi ness.

What had | been so worried about? It was nighttime, | was free, | could
clearly hear sone small animal scurrying over behind the bushes,

wasn't especially hungry. Life was great!

| |1 ooked expectantly at Cassie. Did she want to play? | crouched low in
front, making the signal of an invitation to dog play.

Fortunately, Cassie had enough sense to decline.
"No, thank you," she said. "I don't think we're hereto play."
VW weren't?

Ch, right. W weren't.

But, hey! What was that smell? Was that . . . yes! It was dog poop! Not
nmy poop. But definitely dog poop

VWhere? | sniffed. Okay, over there. | trotted toward the source of the
snell. Hmm Not fresh. This was ol d dog poop. At |east a couple of days
ol d.

That didn't nean it was totally useless. But fresh dog poop was really
far nore interesting.

39 Stale dog poop was only slightly nore interesting than cat poop. And
let's face it: No one cares about cat poop

"I think we kind of have to focus, Jake," Cassie said as firmy as she
coul d.

<What? Ch, yeah. | was just . . . you know, investigating”

“Uh- huh."

"W need your nose, but not for that."

<Yeah, okay. Back to business.> | focused on the job at hand. O |
tried, at least. | mean, | sounded serious for Cassie's sake, but cone
on, what was there to be all grim about?

Life was a party!

"By the way, | neant to tell you | have an idea for how we can break
into the resort. It's a norph that-"

<Wait a minute. Is this idea going to make nme feel better or just creep
me out?> 1 interrupted.



Cassi e | aughed. "Maybe we should talk about it later. Here." She handed
me a T-shirt. "It's the shirt David wore yesterday."

| sniffed it once. No nore was needed. Because | knew right away that
David had in fact wal ked away fromthe barn. His trail mght as well
have been marked with orange traffic cones.

This wasn't as fun as chasing a stick. But it was sone kind of gane, at
least. And | |iked Cassie.

If only she had a stick

40 J. followed David' s scent as Cassie floated in absolute silence
overhead. Her owl's wi ngs nade no sound. Not even to ny ears.

<He stopped here,> | said. W were a thousand yards fromthe barn in the
mddle of a field. <He nmorphed. |I'mgetting a new scent. >

| sniffed carefully at the ground, going around in a circle. <The
idiot!> 1 yelled, suddenly too angry to be dog HAPPY. <He went into that
[ion norph you hooked himup with.>

<Maybe he just wanted to try it out,> Cassie said. <W all used to do
things like that.>

<Yeah, > | agreed. <But a lion? This close to people's hones?>

41 <I seemto renmenber you nmorphing to tiger and running around on
peopl e's roofs, Jake.>

<0h. Yeah.>

| followed the lion scent. We headed across the fields of Cassie's farm
and plunged into woods. Cassie kept pace effortlessly. And after a while
a second silent ow and a nuch noisier hawk caught up to us.

<I couldn't find Ax,> Rachel said. <But Tobias is here.>

<Yeah, |ucky ne,> Tobi as grunbl ed.

W energed again fromthe woods, and now we were close to a nmajor road.
On the far side it was a built-up strip: Taco Bell, Mckey Ds, atire
pl ace, a couple of gas stations, and a Holiday Inn

I sniffed the ground again. <He denorphed here.> 1 trotted forward
closer to the road, closer to the cars blazing past at sixty mles an

hour. <Here he norphed again. The gol den eagle. >

| took a deep breath. | had a bad feeling about this. |I began to

denorph. | wanted to be able to | ook around as a human to see what David
had seen.
Human once nore, and not at all HAPPY, | |ooked up and down the street.

"So. Maybe he just came to snag sone food. Maybe he was hungry."
42 <I left himsone chips up in the loft,> Cassie said.

"Maybe he had a craving for a Big Mac. Cassie, did he say anything to
you toni ght ?"



<He was conpl ai ni ng about nissing his old room H's pet snake. Hs
stuff. TV.>

| nodded. "Yep. TV." | pointed at the Holiday Inn. "Cassie, Tobias,
Rachel ? Go take a look. I'Il be right there."

Ten mnutes later, | was in the carpeted hall of the Holiday Inn. |
knocked at the door nunmber "2135." | could hear the tel evision inside.

Then the TV went silent.
"David, it's nme, Jake. | know you're in there."
The door opened. David was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt. It was

stuff I'd | oaned him Cbviously, he'd taught hinself to nmorph clothing
i ke the rest of us.

| didn't wait to be invited. | stepped inside. The TV was still on, but
nut ed.
"\What, exactly, are you doing here?" | demanded, not very calnly

Davi d shrugged. "Hangi ng out. Watching sone tube. Sleeping in a normal
bed. What's that, a crime?"

"Yeah, it is acrine," | said. "You didn't pay for this room"
"I't was enmpty. So what?"

43 | pointed at the broken wi ndow we'd spotted from outside. "You broke
a windowto get in."

David smirked. "Hey, a bird broke a wi ndow, okay? A bird used a rock to
di ve-bonb the glass. Is that a crine? | don't think so. Oficer, arrest
t hat eagl e? That's not happening."

"You're not talking to sonmeone who doesn't know what's what, okay? The
eagle nmorph is just a body and basic instincts. The mind is yours.
Eagl es don't bust into Holiday Inns. That was you."

Davi d fl opped back onto the bed and picked up the renmpote control. He
started flipping channels, ignoring ne.

"Listen, David, we don't break |aws. Not unless absolutely necessary. W
don't hurt innocent people. W have to control how we behave. W' re not
a bunch of crimnals. Like on the beach when we needed cl ot hi ng?

already mailed the noney to the shop. Are you going to do that here?"

Davi d stopped channel surfing. "How s it end for ne, Jake?" he asked. "I
have no hone, all right? My famly wants to turn me over to the Yeerks.
What am | supposed to do? Keep living in that barn? It's easy for you,
Jake. You have a family. You have a hone. You all have hones. You al
sleep in beds at night and watch TV and eat at a table."

44 "Not all of us,"” | said. "Not Tobias. Not Ax."

"Ax isn't even human. Neither is Tobias. | am |'m human, |ike you and
Marco and Cassie and Rachel, and all of you have hones. Al of you can
wal k around the mall without having every Controller around cone down on
you. "



"It's a bad situation," | said. "It stinks."
"Yeah. And what are you going to do about it, Jake?"

"I ... look, we can only handle so many things at once, okay? Ri ght now
the | eaders of the nost powerful nations on Earth are being targeted by
the Yeerks. | feel the clock ticking. |I know your |ife sucks, okay? But
| can't figure that out right now Later. After this mssion is over."

David gave ne a | ook that was pure cynicism "Yeah. Right. Wll, how
about this, Jake? I'll handle ny life. You be the big boss of the
Ani -nmorphs, and I'Il take care of ne."

An answer to David's challenge had forned in nmy mnd. The words were
right there. But they were harsh. And if | spoke them 1'd cross a line
with David. Aline | mght not be able to uncross.

"It's like school and home, okay?" David continued. "It's |ike being an
Ani norph is school, and you're the teacher or the principal or whatever.
But then, after | go home, you don't tell me what to do anynore."

| shook ny head. "No, that's not what it's

45 li ke, David. | don't want to come down on you, but the way it is is
like this: You want to go around using your powers in selfish ways, then
we can't have you around. You're just a danger to us. And you're agai nst
what we stand for."

H s eyes widened. He rolled off the bed and stood up. "Are you
t hr eat eni ng me?"

"No. Just telling you the way it is. We're the only famly you have now,
David. The only people you can trust. The only people who can hel p you.
W're all you have. Deal with it."

He shot nme a sullen, resentful look. | couldn't blane him | sounded
i ke soneone's father saying, "As long as you live in nmy house, you'l
follow my rules.” | sounded like |I was threatening him

| was.

"Let's go," | said.

Ve went.

46 Cassie had said she had an idea for getting past the security at the
resort. She'd also admtted it would creep ne out.

And, as al ways, she was honest.

It was the next day. W actually had to skip school. Marco, Rachel
Cassie, and ne. It was something we'd never done all together before. It
was risky. We couldn't have people noticing the fact that we were out of
school together.

But the situation was desperate.

W were not in the barn. Cassie's father would be working there during
the day. W were in the woods near Tobias's neadow.



"See, the problemis, anything bigger than a bug is going to be noticed
by the Controllers who

47 are in the security teams,"” Cassie explained. "But all the insect

nmor phs we have are wong for this job. Too much di stance to cover for a
cockroach. Same thing with a fly or an ant. Too much di stance with
senses that are not nuch good at dealing with faraway objects."

"Uh- huh," Marco said, nodding grimy. "And so what have you come up
with, | hesitate to ask?"

She renmoved a glass jar from her backpack and held it out for us to see.
Inside it was a large, brilliant green insect with two sets of w ngs.

"What is that, a dragonfly?" David asked.

"Yeah. Dragonfly," Cassie confirmed. "Look closely and you'll notice the
eyes. They are huge, relative to the size of the body. They conpletely

cover the dragonfly's head."
"No way," David said.

Cassie ignored him "The housefly norphs we have feed on garbage,
carrion, so on. So their sense of sight doesn't have to be great. But
drag-onflies eat other flying insects. They snag nosquitoes right out of
the air. And since we know they don't have echol ocation |ike bats have,
t hey rmust be using the sense of sight to hunt."

"Wait a minute," David said. "Wen we becane cockroaches we al nost got
st onped! "

"Seven dragonflies all flying in there together?" Marco said
skeptically. "Wat happens

48 if the Controllers realize there's this sudden pl ague of dragonflies?"

Cassie winced. "Well, | thought of that. So, see, only one person would
nor ph the dragonfly. That person would get inside, find a place for the
rest of us to denorph, and then norph sonething el se to go spying around.

<l"mnot understanding this,> Ax said. <How will the rest of us get
inside with this single drag-onfly?>

"Well . . ." Cassie said. "That's the part that is either beautiful or
gross, depending on your point of view"

"Ch, | so don't want to hear this," Marco npaned

"See, the dragonfly is so big, and such a powerful flyer, he can carry
passengers. "

W all considered that for a noment. Al of us staring at Cassie.
<What kind of passengers, Cassie?> Tobias asked.
"Well ... | think you could get six fleas lined up on -"

"Ckay, okay, that's not happening," David said.

"One of us norphs a dragonfly, the rest of us nmorph fleas and clinmb on



board like we're flying Delta?" Rachel demanded. "How would we even

49 hold on? It'Il be like being on a jet. On the outside of a jet!"
Cassie grinned. "Ch, the holding on part is easy. Fleas are excellent
grippers. Besides, for extra safety, you just have to bite the dragonfly
and not let go."

Once again we all stared at Cassie.

"You're a very disturbing person sonetines, Cassie," Marco said.

Rachel sighed. "Who's the lucky dragonfly who gets to have six fleas
attached to himor her?"

"We can draw straws,” | said
"Wait a minute, we're doing this?" David cried. "Are you nuts?"
Marco pointed at David and said, "For once, |'mwith him"

| bent over and plucked a handful of pine needles fromthe ground. |
counted seven and broke one short. "Short needl e norphs the dragonfly."

50 | drew the short straw. So | was the one to stick ny fingers into the
jar and touch the dragonfly.

He seened to be built of three elenments: helicopter wings, gigantic
eyes, and a ridiculously long blue-green tail. Actually the abdonen, but
it looked like a stiff tail.

Cassie had al so brought a flea for those who' d never norphed a flea. The
plan was for ne to norph the dragonfly, the others except for Tobias to
nmorph the flea, and then Tobias would fly us all close to the resort and
rel ease us.

Easi er said than done.

"This can't even be possible," David said. "I

51 mean, a flea? Look how big we are! The fleais like . . . like a
grain of sand."

<It is possible,> Ax said. <The extra mass is extruded into Zero-space.
Qur own mi nds and brains are pushed into Zero-space and mai ntai n contact
with the norph by nmeans of a ->

"What is he tal king about?" David asked.

Rachel shrugged. "W don't have any idea. But he's right: It works. So
just relax with it."

"I"'mgoing to becone a flea and | should just relax. A flea!"

He | ooked fromone of us to the next, | guess waiting to see if it was
all some big joke.

"I"'mready," | said. | took a deep breath and began the norph

Every norph is different. And no norph ever nmakes |ogical sense. It's



not |ike everything changes at once. It's not like if you' re norphing a
tiny insect you're going to start off with tiny insect |egs. That woul d
be gross enough. The reality is so nuch grosser

See, in reality you m ght norph an ant and suddenly have these gigantic
ant legs that then begin to shrink. O you m ght be norphing an el ephant
and start off with this three-inch-1ong trunk

So not only is norphing weird and illogical. It can be weird in
di fferent ways for different

52 people. And it can be weirder one tine than the next.

| have norphed many, many times. If | norph another ten thousand tines,
I will still never, never get used to it.

I focused on the dragonfly with a fair anount of fear. | closed ny eyes
and began to change. Then, quite suddenly, my eyes were open again.

Only | hadn't opened them | just didn't happen to have eyelids anynore.
And ny eyes .

"Ch. Onh, no," Cassie said in disgust. "Ch. Cnh,guh.”

"Man, | didn't need to see that," Rachel agreed.

"Ckay, now that is gross," Marco said. "That is seriously gross."

The first things that had nmorphed were ny eyes. | was standing there,
big as ny normal self, normal everywhere. Except for the fact that ny
entire head - everything but my mouth - was covered with two nonstrous,
bul ging, iridescent insect eyeballs.

"Aaaahhh!" | commented calmy.
"That does it, I"'moutta here!" David yel ped. But he didn't nove.

The world | saw was a bl aze of eerie colors. Normal colors seened to
bl eed with strange purples and intense reds. | couldn't see objects at
all clearly, no forms, no edges.

53 "I can't see except a blur!" | yelled.
"You still have a human brain," Cassie said. "You need the dragonfly's
visual cortex to interpret the dragonfly's eyes."

| could sense that | was shrinking, but for sone tine | couldn't see
anyt hi ng but the hallucination of colors, swirling around ne.

| guess the dragonfly's "visual cortex" (whatever that was) grew in
t hen, because suddenly what | was seeing nade sense. At |east as nuch
sense as "bug vision" ever makes.

Lots of insects have conmpound eyes, which neans that instead of formng
one big, neat picture the way human eyes do, they break the world up
into thousands of separate images. It's like looking at a wall of a

t housand TV sets, each one tuned to a very slightly different angle.
It's a nosaic. You can see it as one big picture, but it takes work to
"humani ze" the inage



But this wasn't just bug vision. This was Super Bug Vision. This was
Mega Bug Vision. It wasn't like facing a wall of TV sets, it was |ike
being inside a dome with tiny TV sets in front, to the sides, above,
behind. . . . And | didn't have to turn to see in all those directions.
| could see themall simnultaneously.

Up, down, left, right, forward, back, all at once.
So | had a really good view as ny | egs grew

54 sharp spikes. And | could see quite clearly as the extra set of |egs
erupted frommy chest |ike hyperactive worns craw i ng out of an apple.

And | didn't miss any part of the show as ny shoul ders turned green and
bul ked up like I was wearing footbhall pads. And | definitely saw the way
my butt - yes, sorry, my butt - suddenly began to grow. And grow. And
grow. Qut and out and out.

| saw backward over my green shoulders as two sets of w ngs, each
transl ucent and veined like a |eaf, grew straight out to each side.

| was shrinking all this tine, but | noticed sonmething interesting. Wen
you shrink to housefly, pretty soon you can't nake out anything further
than a few feet away. But with dragonfly eyes | could still see Cassie
quite clearly, towering above nme like the Wrld Trade Center. From down
on the ground | could see her face! O course it was nostly purple, and
her eyes seenmed to glow in an al npst radioactive way, but it was stil
Cassi e.

| felt nyself stop shrinking. | |ooked around. Sonething | could do
wi t hout | ooking around at all, if you understand what |'m saying. |
seened to have conpl eted the norph

| waited patiently for the dragonfly's instincts to kick in. Waited
noticed a tiny beetle

55 crawl i ng beneath ne. Waited . . . saw the way the fallen | eaves
| ooked |i ke starched bl ankets piled up. ... Wiited

Movenent in the air above ne!
MOSQUI TO

| don't even renenber |eaving the ground. It happened too quickly for ne
to notice. One second ny dragonfly vision had spotted something buzzing
and fluttering across nmy mllions of tiny TV sets, and the next split
second | was in the air.

| was two inches long, going fromzero to thirty-five mles an hour in
the blink of an eye.

The npsquito never saw ne conm ng. He was hel pl ess. He was a Pi per Cub
and | was an F-15. He had no noves. He had no speed. He | unbered around
in a kind of wandering, neandering nonpattern, and | came in on himlike
a hungry shark on a kid in an inner tube.

| opened my powerful jaws and hit himgoing full speed. My bony head
smacked the nosquito's body.

My jaws cl osed on a crunple of |legs. The nosquito struggled briefly,



| egs kicking, wings still trying to fly.

It had all happened in a flash. Less than five seconds passed from
liftoff to swallow ng half the mosquito.

56 That's how long it took me to regain control. At which point |
realized that there were parts of a nosquito sticking out of ny nouth.

And unfortunately, | had a really, really good view of the parts.
57 <aaaaahhhhh! Woul d you sl ow down?> Marco yel |l ed.

<I"'mnot going that fast. Besides, how can you tell how fast |'m going?
You're a flea. You can't see squat,> | pointed out.

<| can feel the wind off your wings! It's Iike a hurricane. If we fal
off we'll have to denorph right in the m ddl e of the beach.>

| was still in dragonfly norph. The view back al ong nmy body showed ny
| ong, bl ue-green abdonen. And crouching on ny abdomen, sitting |ike
creepy passengers in disorderly rows, were five fleas.

<Hey, | want to get there, all right?>1 said.

58 <You think | like having five fleas with their bl oodsucking
nmout hparts stuck into ne?>

<Why are you conpl ai ni ng?> Marco shrilled. <W're the ones sitting here
whi |l e you go zi ppi ng around playing Top Qun. >

<Aww, shut up, Marco, > Rachel said good-naturedly. <lt's kind of fun.
The wi nd whistling through the chinks in ny body arnmor, rustling the
spikes on ny legs . . .>

<You people are all crazy,> David said.

<At one level, it's kind of fascinating, you know?> Cassie said. <l
nmean, did anyone ever read the M ss Spider books? Mss Spider's Tea
Party, Mss Spider's New Car? This could be M ss Spider Goes Flying.>

<You peopl e are al//crazy,> David repeat ed.
<Dragonfly Airlines,> Rachel said with a | augh

<W cannot go any slower,> Ax pointed out. <lIt took a long tinme for al
of us to get aboard this insect. Added to the time it took for Tobias to
fly us here, we have no nore than twenty mnutes left in norph.>

He was right. It had sounded easy, getting five fleas onto a dragonfly.
It had ended up being a Three Stooges novie. Fleas don't junp all that
accurately. It had taken an hour of fleas catapulting like lunatic
trapeze artists through the air to get all five of them aboard.

59 <How are we doi ng, Tobi as?>

Tobi as was a few hundred feet overhead, doing everything in his power to
| ook I'ike a hawk m nding his own business. Unfortunately, red-tails
don't hang out by the water, usually. | needed Tobias to guide us into
the resort conmpound. The dragonfly eyes were very good for a bug, but
still not good enough to see the thousand yards that separated us from



the Marriott's outer wall. \Whereas Tobias could easily keep track of a
two-inch-1ong dragonfly.

<You're wandering a little to your left,> Tobias said. <Straighten up
Yeah. That's good. You're on target and closing in fast>

<It's like watching tapes from Desert Storm > Rachel said. <You know,
like Tobias is the jet pilot, and we're the "smart" weapon going for the
target. >

<You put your wars on television for people to watch?> Ax asked. He
sounded shocked. <Hu-mans!>

<VWal | com ng up, > Tobi as report ed.
<| see the trees,> | said.
<| don't see a thing,> Marco said. <But |'m bloated on dragonfly juice.>

The trees | oomed up, nore red than green in ny dragonfly world. Huge
branches reached out for me. | zipped on through

<Okay, |'m goi ng higher,> Tobias said. <l
60 want to get out of range of that bald guy with the killer eyes.>

| saw the main hotel building ahead of me. It was suddenly psychedelic
red and orange, but it was definitely the building we were aimng for

Just one probl em

<Tobi as. Can you see any open w ndows?>

<That's what |'ve been | ooking for and no, | can't.>

<We¢ can drop down and go in through the front door,> Rachel suggested.

<The | obby will be full of people,> | said. <W're small, but we're not
i nvi si bl es

<l have a crazy idea,> Tobias said. <The bellnen and all? They have
these kind of tall hats as part of their uniforms. And they keep tipping
their hats to the guests before they pick up their bags.>

<That's very polite of them Who cares?> Marco asked.

<Well, they raise their hats off their heads . . .>

<Don't even!> Marco protested

<You want us to zip in under some guy's hat?> David asked. <t would
take split-second tinmng. And then he'd have to not notice this
two-inch-1ong bug on his head. >

<Dr agonflies can hover,> Cassie pointed out.

<Let's do it!> Rachel said.

63 <What is a hat?> Ax asked.



| didn't have any better idea. Neither did anyone el se. Believe ne, |
was very open to hearing another suggestion

<Okay, let's give this a try,> 1 said.

| swooped down at top dragonfly speed toward the main door of the hotel
Li mousi nes were stacked up waiting. Security guys were everywhere.
Uniformed Marriott enployees were trying to squeeze through the security
guys to do their jobs.

<Again, | have to ask: What is a hat?>

<A hat is something people wear on their heads,> Rachel explained to Ax.
<A type of clothing.>

<Ah, yes, clothing,> Ax said disapprovingly. <Head cl othing. O course.
Is there any part of a human that cannot be cl ot hed?>

<Yeah, the face, which is too bad when you consi der Marco's face, >
Rachel said.

<Hey, you know |I'm the cutest flea you' ve ever seen,> Marco replied. <No
one has prettier bloodsucking nmouthparts than ne.>

| ignored all this and focused on the crowd of people ahead and bel ow
me. It was easy enough to nake out the scurrying bellnen. And their hats
were easy enough to spot. The trick was finding a bell man who was j ust
about to ..

<Whoa! > Cassi e cri ed.

64 | blew out of there at top speed. Qut beneath the brim | headed for
al titude.

"Hey, something just flew out of your hat!"

"\What ever you say, sir. You know who else is hot? Bobbie Battista. You
know her ?"

"She's CNN."

| shot toward the ceiling, cranked a hard right and went skinm ng at
rocket speed. The tex-tured white plane of the ceiling just an inch
above me. | spotted curtains and did a neat | oop down behind them |
grabbed sone curtain rod and hung on, waiting for ny stomach to catch up
<W're in,> | announced.

<Now what do we do, Prince Jake?> Ax asked

<Wsh | knew. W need to get a | ook around this hotel.>

<Our tine is running out,> Ax rem nded ne.

<We can't denorph with this guy in the room > Cassie said.

<W have to find an enpty roomfast,> | said. <l think | know the way. >

| zooned off, skimmng just below the ceiling. My goal was a rectangul ar
grate at the top of a wall. The air-conditioning vent. Was there room



enough for me to squeeze through?

| aimed for the vertical opening, turned sideways, folded my w ngs back
and shot through.

65 <Yee- hah! >

<What yee-hah? \Wat are you yee-hahi ng about ?> Marco asked.

<We're in the air-conditioning vent,> | explained.

<It is chilly,> Cassie remarked.

<We nust denorph very soon, > Ax pressed.

| zoomed down an endl ess square tunnel. There was plenty of light from
the various roomvents. | zipped along, pausing only to glance into each
room we passed. They were all occupied. A lot seemed to be reporters
just unpacking. In one | saw what |ooked |ike Japanese security guys
setting up equi prent of some kind. But nowhere we could denmorph. It was
getting desperate. As Ax kept rem nding ne.

<Prince Jake, there are only five of your mnutes left.>

Then .

<What the . . . ?>1 stopped flying. | was |ooking out through the vent
at a huge ballroom But it wasn't the ballroomitself that made ne stare.

<What is it?> David demanded. <Can we de-nor ph?>

<No. We definitely cannot denorph here,> | said, staring at the
i ncredi bl e scene through nmy compound eyes. <W have to get out of here.>

| took off again, searching, searching, roomafter room
66 <I am not getting trapped in flea norph,> Rachel said.

<W¢ have three mnutes,> Ax said as calmy as anyone coul d possibly say
t hose words.

W reached an intersection of ducts. Straight? Left? Right? The vent to
the right |ooked darker. Dark was good. Dark should nean roons that were
still closed up. | turned right.

Instantly | felt sonething wong, something off. There was too much
dust. Too little air circulation. Too -

<Aaahhh! > Sonet hi ng grabbed ne. | was yanked out of midair!

| flapped madly, but | felt myself being wapped up in tiny, sticky
ropes. | could jerk this way and that, but | could not escape. My wi ngs
wer e pi nned down. My |egs

<What's happeni ng?! > Rachel yell ed.

kay, get a grip, Jake, | ordered nyself. | stopped struggling. And
that's when | saw

Radi ating out fromne in all directions were glistening ropes. The ropes



were sticky. Thin but strong. And they fornmed a pattern. A definite pattern.
<It's a spiderweb,> 1| said. <W're caught in a web.>

And then, with ny all-directional dragonfly eyes, | saw the bl ack,
nmenaci ng shape hangi ng

68 in the air above ne. Eight |legs. Eight cold, evil eyes.

The deadly jaws worked, open, closed, open, closed.

I was trapped in the spiderweb. And the spider was hone.

67

| rapped by a spider!

W were in the nmost secure building in the world. W were surrounded by
the security forces of five nations, plus the Yeerks, and |I'd been
caught by a spi der!

The spi der advanced, cautious but not slow It picked its way carefully
across the strands of web. | could clearly see its bulging eyes: a pair
much bigger, then two pairs of smaller eyes below And | could see the
cruel mouthparts, specifically designed for tearing apart insect flesh.
<Two minutes, Prince Jake!> Ax said.

<l ' m denor phi ng! > David cri ed.

<No! > | roared. <You'll be crushed inside this

69 duct.> 1| couldn't break | oose of the web. At | east not w thout some
extra wei ght.

| began to denorph, maxi num speed. | was a two-inch-1ong insect. A few
monents later, | was a four-inch-long insect with some very weird
features. The web sagged. | hit the netal floor of the duct.

<What are you doi ng?> Rachel yelled.

<Aaaahhhh! > Cassie cried suddenly.

<Cassie's hurt!> David yell ed.

The spider kept advancing. | kept growing. | was five inches |ong.

Al ready ny dragonfly features were being altered as hunan DNA began to

reassert itself.

My backward vision showed the fleas, separated by nore di stance now, as
the flesh beneath them swell ed. But one flea was no | onger well.

One fl ea was oozing bl ood. Bl ood was squi shing out through the arnored
pl at es.

My bl ood! My norphi ng body nust have created a senm human artery! The
sudden surge of blood pressure had burst Cassie's insides.

My mind was scream ng. Cassie hurt! The spider still com ng onl My own
body this weird ness.



But | was free of the web! | buzzed nmy wings. Nothing! | was too |arge.
| had to renorph, get back down to dragonfly size

Shrinking ... too slow And now the spider

70 was bol d again, advancing at an eight-legged trot. Its nouthparts
were gnashing frantically.

I was norphing as fast as | could. Mstly dragonfly again, and free of
the web. But Cassie had fallen off!

<One m nute, Prince Jake,> Ax said, with a definite tone of desperation
in his thought-speak voi ce.

<No! I'mnot getting trapped |likethis!> David screanmed. <No! NO NOOO!>
He began to denorph. | buzzed ny wings, lifted off, and spun quickly
around in mdair. | saw Cassie |lying helpless on the floor. |I swooped
down, snatched her up in ny jaws, and hauled Iike | have never haul ed
bef ore. Back the way we'd cone.

But now David was grow ng, wei ghing ne down!

Too little tine!

| saw the grate. | saw the vertical slats. |I folded nmy wi ngs, shot
through, and screaned, <DEMORPH Now! Now! Now >

Five fleas catapulted off my back and spun through the air, grow ng
| arger even as they fell.

<Cassi e! Denorph! >

| released her. | watched her tunble away, out of sight as she fell and
fell the millions of mles to the floor of the banquet room
71 1| was shedding the morph by the time | it on a narrow, curved tabl etop

<l can't get out of norph!> Marco yell ed.
My heart stopped beating. <No, no, no! Marco, keep trying! Keeptrying!>

| was energing nyself, growing on the table-top. Wngs di sappeari ng,
abdonen shrinking, |egs thickening.

My own eyes were energing, and through them | could see someone nor phing
not a foot away on the table. But it was |like no nmorph |'ve ever seen
The person wasn't changi ng, but sinply grow ng.

Gowing as a flea. A one-foot-long flea. Larger. Two feet |ong

Let me tell you sonething: There's a reason that insects gross people
out. Soneday go find a bl owup photograph of a flea. And inmagine it
becom ng hunman-si zed.

It stood on six bristling |l egs. The body was the color of rust. It was
narrow, as if it had been run over by a train. It was built of
interlocking plates of arnmor. Its head was a hi deous helnet, with a ring
of spikes raked back all around the top and sides. At the bottom of the



hel met were nore spikes, like sone horrible parody of a nustache. Two
st ubby antennae protruded. Saber-toothed tiger "teeth" stuck straight down.

73 It had two bl ack, button eyes. Dead, soulless eyes.
It was now a flea as large as a dog.

<Marco?!> | cried

<0h, please, help nme!l Help ne!l>

72

I could not stand to | ook at the thing.

<Marco?> | cried again. <MARCO >

Marco trapped in sone hideous, oversized flea body? And Cassie .
what had happened to Cassie?

Suddenl y, over the edge of the table, she appeared. She was fully
denor phed. Her own self, even though | was still only hal fway through
t he process.

She | ooked right at Marco. She placed her hands on his sides, ignoring
the sting of his bristles as they poked into her skin.

The flea . . . Marco . . . tried to junp. But the legs that could fire a
flea through the air were too weak to nove the huge thing he had becone.

74 "Come on, Marco," Cassie said calmy. "Cear your mind of all the
fear. You can do this. You will norph. Focus on the picture of yourself.
Formthe picture in your mnd. Let go of the fear and focus on the

pi cture of your own body."

W were all denorphing. Rachel's head rose up above the table edge, then
David, Ax. One by one they assunmed their own forns. One by one they
regi stered horror on their faces.

We all stared. Stared at the nonstrous flea. And at Cassie.

And then, slowy, slowy, the arnor plate began to soften into flesh.
Slow y the nouthparts retreated. The spiked helnet nmelted into hair.

Slowmy, slowy, Marco energed

At last he was sitting, his own self again, on the edge of the table. He
| ooked at Cassie with his own, human eyes, and he did sonething |I didn't
thi nk Marco was capable of. He put his arns around Cassie's shoul ders
and cried.

"Thank you," he whispered. "Thank you, Cassie. You saved ny life."

The rest of us were left staring at Cassie with expressions you could
only describe as awe.

Rachel noved close to ne and whispered in ny ear. "Well, that sent a few
chills up ny spine.”

| nodded. "Ch, yeah."



75 "That was |i ke sonme kind of mracle," David said.

Marco slid off the table and wi ped away his tears with the heel of his
hand. Ax sent me one of those hard-to-define Andalite smles, sonething
they do with their eyes alone. <l do not believe in mracles. | always
said Cassie had a talent for nmorphing. And yet ... this is sonething
have not seen before.>

"Ckay," Marco said, snapping us all out of our trance. "Anyone bot hered
to notice where we are?"

| shook nyself back to reality. "Yeah. | noticed before when we flew
past earlier. That's why | didn't conme here. Until we had no ot her
choice. Ax! Stay alert, keep your tail ready. Rachel? W may need sone
firepower."

"What the -what is all this stuff?" David wondered, |ooking around the
room "And look at this room I1t's |ike, huge!"

<This, unless | amm staken,> Ax said calmy, <is a small-scale,
portabl e Yeerk pool.>

W were standing in one corner of the ballroom It was three tines the
size of our school cafeteria. There were rows of long tables, covered in
white tabl ecl ot hs. Overhead were massive crystal chandeliers. A red
carpet with a floral pattern was all around us. Al around, except in a

76 circle where we were standing. At each corner of the room stood a
massi ve, ornanental marble pillar, naybe ten feet in dianeter

And yet here, in one corner of the room was a stainless steel tub about
hal f as big as a backyard hot tub. Right where a pillar should have been

"No way!" Rachel said, even as she began to morph into a grizzly bear
"Someone woul d have noticed, duh. There are security guys everywhere."

At that point her nouth becane a nuzzle.

"Rachel's right, there's no way to hide all this here," | agreed.

"Unless ..."

Ax nodded. <Yes, Prince Jake. | believe we are standing inside a hol ogram >
77T

.inside a hol ogran?" David echoed.

"See the pillars in each corner? There should be a pillar here, right
where we're standing. There isn't. Instead there's this mni Yeerk pool
And . . . and that thing."

| pointed at a device that |ooked like a large, blunt-nosed Dracon beam
It was nmounted on the small table where Marco and | had denor phed.

<Interesting,> Ax comented. <lt's a holographic enmitter. But it's only
a relay. Not the basic emtter. Not what is causing this hologramwe're in.>

| looked around, trying to nake sense of it. W were apparently standing
i nsi de a nassive



78 marble pillar roughly ten feet in diameter. Behind us there was a
raised platform Not quite a stage, just a platform with the very
fam liar podiumthe President uses. You know - the one with the big,
bl ue presidential seal on the front.

| glanced at Rachel. She was getting very large. Too large for the
confined space. "Rachel? Sorry, | changed ny mi nd. Denorph."

<Are you sure? There could still be a fight,> she said, sounding al nost
hopef ul .

| looked up at the ceiling. Between the hangi ng chandeliers were

st ai ned- gl ass skylights. |I could see daylight. | |ooked back up at the
air-conditioning vent we'd come through. The pillar hugged the wall to
within three feet on that side, and the air-conditioning duct actually
bul ged out so that the vent itself was just inches fromthe "colum."
The hol ogram nust have been weaker up there, where it was less vital

"What happens if sonmeone happens to lean on this columm or pillar or
what ever it is?" David wondered. "They'd have to be using a force field,
too, not just a hologram"

Ax nodded in agreenment. <Yes. Here is what | believe is happening. The
Yeerks precisely targeted a Dracon beam from a cl oaked shi p overhead.
They burned down through the roof and through the colum, precisely
wiping it out. Then they ained a hol ographic enmitter of enornous

79 power down through the hole to replace the pillar they had vapori zed.
A hol ogram strengthened by a force field. The force field directs its
force outward, of course. We can step out of this hologramat any tine.
But we would not be able to step back in.>

"So why doesn't the roof fall down?" Marco wondered

"Maybe the pillars are just for decoration,"” David suggested. "They
probably don't really support the roof. They're just here to | ook cool ."

"So what's the point?" |I rmused aloud. "The force field is in place. How
do the Controllers get in here?"

Ax pointed at a sort of arch made of nothing but thick wire. It forned
an invisible door, if you can envision that. <My guess is that this arch
bl ocks the force field. There must be sone kind of control device in
here. They would sinply blank the force field whenever they needed to
enter the col um. >

Ax shuffled with difficulty through the press of bodies over to a snall
conput er console on the Yeerk pool. He stared at it for a few nonments,
then pressed a button. Nothi ng changed.

| stepped out, right through what woul d have | ooked |ike solid marble
fromthe outside. Then | turned and pressed ny hand agai nst blank, cold
marble. | worked my way sideways to find the

80 arch. Suddenly ny hand di sappeared into solid marble.
"It's open," | said. | stepped back through to be sure. "Very weird. The

force field may be off, but the hologramis still totally real. You'd
swear you're wal king through solid marble.”



| stepped outside once nore. Once again the mni Yeerk pool and all ny
friends disappeared behind me. | was standi ng besi de a massive, pink
mar bl e col um.

No one entering the roomwoul d suspect for a mnute that there was
anyt hing different about this col um.

"I"'mtelling you how |l want it!" a voice said.

I dove. No questions asked. | dove beneath the nearest table and rolled
out of sight. A white tablecloth hung all around ne.

| saw three pairs of |egs approaching. Two nale, one female. | cursed
nmysel f bitterly for getting careless. O course people would be com ng
and going in the ballroom

It was weird. | felt alone and cut off. Yet | knew that nost of ny
friends were standing just a few feet away. Inside what appeared to be a
mar bl e col um.

"I want the main table further back, closer to the podium" one of the
men was sayi ng.

"But how do POTUS and the other HOS' s get
81 fromthe table to the podi un?" the woman asked.

| had heard the term"POTUS." It stood for President O The United
States. But what was a HOS? Head of State?

"The President and the other heads of state will rise fromtheir seats
and travel down along the table, past the photogs, and around the back
of the pillar. Then up onto the podium"

"Tony, that doesn't make sense,"” the other man said.

Suddenly three chairs were yanked out all around nme! Legs were comi ng at
me! Two bare, female | egs and four covered in gray, pinstriped suit pants.

The three of themwere sitting down.
"Ugh!" | emitted a nuffl ed sound as soneone's shoe poked ny side.

"Don't tell ne what nakes sense. |'ve spent weeks working this all out,"
t he man named Tony sai d.

"If so, then why did you tell us something totally different this
nmor ni ng?" the woman asked.

"You must have m sunderstood what | said this norning," Tony said coolly.
"l don't see how. "

"Look, Sheila, let me make this sinple for you: I amthe Wite House
Chief of Protocol. This

82 is nmy show Who sits where is ny business. Your business is to nake
it happen.™”



Suddenly, | had a feeling | knew sonet hing about Tony the others didn't.
| squirmed carefully around, avoiding the various poking feet. | needed
to see the bottom of Tony's shoe.

"Tony, you don't have to get -" the other nman started to say.

"Look, just do it," Tony said.

"Well, okay, but there will be no tine to change your mind again before
t he banquet," Sheila said, sounding huffy. "You know the Secret Service
detail insists on knowing all the specifics well in advance."

"I won't change ny mind. POTUS and the others will approach the stage
from behind that colum. That's final."

They stood up. And at just that nmoment | saw what 1'd known | would: a
slash on the bottom of Tony's shoe.

| alnmost | aughed. | waited till the coast was clear and crawl ed back to
t he col um.

I nside, Ax said, <Prince Jake, | believe we may have a way out of here.
The hol ogram and the force field seemto be weaker higher up the col um. >

"That woul d nake sense,"” | said. "They need it reinforced down low in
the strong light, down where people nmight touch it. That's how | was

84 able to see through the illusion when | passed by in dragonfly norph."

<Yes. | think we could escape by going straight up. Straight through the
roof . >

| |l ooked up, out at the sky overhead, and saw a circle of blue that
| ooked awfully inviting.

"Fine. Let's get out of here," | said.

But Ax hesitated. He turned his stalk eyes neaningfully toward the

stainl ess steel tub. <The Yeerks are probably already in place. Do we
do we | eave thenf>

| knew what he was suggesting. It would be easy to finish themoff right

there and then. But if we did, the Yeerks nmight sinply be able to

repl ace them And they'd be warned that we knew their plan

Besi des, there was sonething wong about killing defensel ess sl ugs.
was pretty sure of that.

| shook ny head. "Let's fly."

Sone decisions are snmart. Sone are dunmb. Sonme manage to be a little of
both. This was one of those.

83
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< Tobi as! Are you able to hear us?> Ax called in thought-speak

No answer. | wasn't surprised. Tobias was probably too far off to



"hear." We were all going back to seagull norph. But if we flew straight
up we would probably emerge fromthe mddle of the roof. It would | ook
as if we'd sinply popped up out of the roof. The roof that was being

wat ched by a dozen security guys - and probably the bald nan.

W needed a distraction.

"The fire alarm" David said. "I did it once at nmy old school to get out
of taking a test."

He pointed at the small red | ever on a nearby wall
85 "Ckay," | said. "CGood idea."
"I'Il do it," David vol unteered.

"Everyone start to norph to seagull. David? You have to throw it and
cone runni ng strai ght back."

" Noduh. "

"Okay. Ready? Go!"

W norphed. David ran. He reached the switch, yanked it down.
BRRRRRRRI | 1 1111 NNNNNNGGGE

Davi d canme raci ng back

Wham Hi s foot caught on a chair |eg and he spraw ed, hitting the ground.

A split second later, the door of the ballroom burst open. Four arned
men came running in, guns drawn.

In a flash | realized ny nmistake. Yes, the fire alarmwuld distract the
regul ar guards. But the Controllers would hear the alarm too, and cone
rushing straight here - straight to their conceal ed Yeerk pool

David rolled under a table, out of sight.

I nstant decision tine. "Everyone finish norph-ing and get out of here!
Now |'Il get David."

"But-" Rachel said.

"Not now, Rachel," | said through gritted teeth. "C ose the archway
behind ne. David and | will find another way out." | dropped to ny knees
and crawl ed out of the pillar. | was out of

86 sight of the advancing Controllers as | nmade my way under the table.
But peering down the long line of chair legs, | saw David.

Only David wasn't David anynore

Cassie had helped himto acquire a conbat norph. He'd chosen a male
lion. As | watched, | saw the bushy mane sprout from around his neck

| mouthed the word "no" silently. W needed to escape, not fight. But
David just grinned. He was still grinning as three-inch-1ong yell ow
canine teeth grew fromhis suddenly puffy upper Iip.



"Bar the door!" one of the Controllers ordered. "Push a couple of tables
up against it. I'll use the secure link to contact our people. W can't
have any of the other security forces barging in here.™

| saw feet noving. | heard a table being shoved across the carpet to
bl ock the main door.

"Ckay, if we have Andalite penetration, they could be anything. Even
flies. It's probably just a false alarm Nothing to do with us. W'l
know as soon as we check the pool. If it was Anda-lites. . . . Well, our
friends in the pool will not be alive."

| breathed a small sigh of relief. W'd left the Yeerks in the poo
alone. If I could keep David

87 from doi ng anything crazy, we'd get out of this okay. The Controllers
just had to check the conceal ed Yeerk pool and see that their brothers
were alive.

| began to crawl, with infinite caution, toward David. He was naybe
thirty feet away, his face conceal ed by the gl oomand the chair |egs,
and by the fact that his face was changing rapidly.

| kept shaking ny head "no." | kept silently mouthing the word "no."
was trying to will himto understand me. But he kept norphing. A |ong,
bushy-tipped tail now extended out from beneath the table.

Legs wal ked past, al nmbst stepping on the tail.

"Turn off the hologram" the first voice ordered.

| 1 ooked back over ny shoulder. The marble pillar was there. Then it was
gone. Replaced by the stainless steel tank, the narrow table, and the
strange-1 ooking "enmtter."

Two sets of legs went to the Yeerk pool. | heard a hinge being noved.
"They' re okay!" a new voice yelled.

"Ckay," the |l eader said, sighing inrelief. "No way we have Andalite
penetration then. They'd never |eave our people alive. Cear the doors.
"Il notify the others. Hol ogramon."

The pillar reappeared.

88 David was now a full-grown lion. He was twitching his tail. But it
had tw tched back out of sight.

| was no nmore than ten feet away fromhim Al he had to do was stay
still. Al he had to do.

Legs passed by. David turned his massive head. | saw his hindquarters
bunch up, ready for the attack.

| crawled forward as fast as | could, and, in the split second before he
woul d have | eaped, | grabbed his nmane with ny right hand.

Now, |et me pause to explain that just because | turn into aninmals al
the tine doesn't nean |'ve |ost any respect for them You see all these



lions on TV, in novies, in conrercials or whatever, and they're often
tame and kind of sweet. O you see themlying around with their paws in
the air, sleeping in the shade on the savanna.

But you need to realize sonmething. The reason |lions have lots of time to
sleep is that they are very, very effective killers. They don't need to

expend a | ot of energy, because as long as there is prey, they' |l eat
just fine.
| grabbed the lion's mane. About a mllisecond later it occurred to ne

that this was David's first tinme in |ion norph. And he mi ght not have
control of it.

89 Which nmeant | mght not have an arm for much | onger
"David," | hissed in a voicel ess whisper. "Don't. Do. Anything."

He stared at ne with gol den-brown eyes. And slowy, deliberately, he
drew back his rmuzzle to reveal his teeth.

"Ckay, let's go," the lead Controller said. "Nothing here."

The doors opened. | saw feet wal ki ng away.

I was still holding a handful of mane. My face was inches away from
David's nouth. And ny nmind went inmmediately to the fact that one of the
ways a lion kills is by sinply crushing the skull of its prey.

Crushing the skull with its jaws till it pops open like a dropped
cant al oupe.

<Had you worried, huh?> David said.
"No. | knew you were cool ."

<Just being prepared. You know, in case there was any trouble. | was
surprised you didn't go into your tiger norph.>

"Yeah. Well, | didn't see the need.”
<Hey. You ever wonder who'd win in a fight between a lion and a tiger?>
That took me by surprise. | hesitated.

<Lion. That's what | think. But it would probably never happen, > David
said with a | augh

90 <It's just interesting to think about. |I better de-norph.>
Once he was human again, | said, "I think the best way out of here now
is the same way we cane in." | crawl ed out fromunder the table and

stood up. "Just one difference. W don't have time to waste having you
| eapi ng around in flea nmorph trying to land on ne."

"So what are we going to do?"
"David, | don't want you to take this the wong way, but bite nme."
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"Bite me on the back. W'Ill norph together. Hopefully when your flea
nmout hparts repl ace your human teeth, you'll remain |atched on."

"Yeah, and hopefully I don't do like Marco and end up a two-foot-tal
flea before | shrink," he said. "That m ght hurt you just a bit."

The i dea worked. And we zoomed madly through the air-conditioning vents
till we happened to spot sunlight. There was an outside vent, after all
It had just been well-canoufl aged by stonework

W zi pped outside and Tobi as snagged us out of midair. W flew hone with
me mulling the strangeness of David' s question

Who would win a fight between a lion and a tiger? And why did | suddenly
care about the answer?

91 W now knew t he Yeerks' plan. They would wait for the big banquet.
The heads of state would walk up to the platform one by one, to give
speeches. One by one they woul d pass behind the hol ographic pillar

There, out of sight of the audience, they would be haul ed inside the
pillar. They would be grabbed and held, their heads forced into the
pool. A Yeerk slug would enter through their ears. Mnutes later, they
woul d be Controllers.

Meanwhi | e, the hol ographic emtter we'd seen woul d project an i mage of
the head of state continuing his walk up to the podium He would seemto
reappear on the far side of the pillar, walk up, and calmy deliver his
speech.

92 By the tine the speech was over, the real head of state would be
ready to energe. The switch would then be done in reverse.

"Tony, the White House protocol guy, is the man with the slash on his
shoe,"” | told the others as we gathered in the barn. "That was the whol e
pur pose behi nd grabbing the helicopter. It wasn't the President they
were after right then."

"They want a grand slam" David said. "They want all these guys at once.
So they snagged the second helicopter, the one that always acconpanies
Marine One to throw off possible terrorists.”

"Exactly," | agreed. "They needed the chief of protocol, the guy who
woul d deci de how t he banquet was laid out. So Visser Three acquired him
Repl aced him "

"\What about the real guy? The actual chief of protocol ?" Cassie asked.
"Probably still alive," Marco offered. "Visser Three has hi m drugged,
takes his cl othes and shoes, goes out and does his stuff. Then later the
real Tony wakes up and doesn't realize anything has even happened."

<Why not just make Tony a Controller?> Tobi as asked.

"l don't know," | adm tted.

But Ax spoke up. <The buil dings where these heads of state work and |ive
are carefully

93 guarded? And all of the enployees carefully watched?>



"You know it."

<Then there may be a sinple reason: Kan-drona rays. If the President and
the others are made into Controllers, they won't be able to get away
fromthe President's security people long enough to secretly visit a
Yeerk pool every three days for their needed Kandrona rays. So we have
to assume the plan will be for the President to have a Yeerk pool and
Kandrona placed within the White House itself.>

Rachel made a rude, dism ssive noise. "How woul d they keep sonet hi ng
i ke that secret?"

Davi d supplied the answer. "Only the President could order something
like that done in the Wiite House. And even then, only if nost or all of
his Secret Service guys and a lot of his staff were Controllers, too."
"The big goal is to get the President and the others," Mrco agreed.
"They need to get the President under control and he'll then make it
possible for themto install a Kandrona in the White House itself. They
need a Kandrona right there. They can't have well-known White House
personnel secretly running around to Yeerk pools. So they didn't make
this Tony guy a Controller because if the whole schene fails,

94 he'll be stuck in Washington w thout access to a Kandrona."

Cassi e shook her head. "Very clever, boys, but as usual you've
over| ooked a nmuch sinpler explanation."

"What sinple explanation?" | asked.
"Ego," Cassie said. "You have to |l ook at who we're tal ki ng about here.
It's Visser Three. It's his biggest schenme ever! If it works, the battle
for Earth is won. He'll be the big hero of the whole Yeerk Enpire. And

if it fails, he'll ook like a fool. So what's he going to do? Stay
aboard the Bl ade ship and watch? Uh-uh. Not Visser Three. He wants to be
there. He wants to be able to say, 'Look, | did it all. M, ne, nme!"'"

| nodded. As usual, Cassie had seen what | had m ssed.

Cassie grinned. "Typical males," she said airily, self-nocking. "All you
thi nk about is plot. You always forget it's about personality. It's
about character. Visser Three has to be there, see. He's an egonmniac."

Marco, David, Ax, Tobias, and | all | ooked at one another, feeling a
little disgruntled.

"I still like our explanation," David said, speaking for all of us.

"Well, | assume this banquet is tonight," | said, |ooking at ny watch.
"And if I'mright, we

95 have very few hours to figure out howto bust up this plan."

"I need to spend sone tinme at home," Rachel said. "You probably do, too,
Jake. "

"Actually, I'mpretty free for now," | said. "You heard about Saddl er,
ri ght?"



She hadn't. So | told her about our injured cousin. About ny parents
going to help out. And about the fact that Saddl er was not necessarily
goi ng to survive.

Everyone made the right noises of sympathy. So did David. But while his
mout h was nmaking the right words, | saw sonething disturbing in his
eyes. Something | couldn't quite put ny finger on

| glanced at himand he | ooked at me with a face that seened to be
shining with restrai ned excitenent. Like someone who had just figured
out howto win the lottery.

And | heard an echo of Cassie's words in ny mnd: "It's always about
character."

96 X didn't know David. | realized that now | hadn't really had tinme to
get to know him It had been one crisis piled on top of the next since
we'd first |earned about David finding the blue box.

I knew each of the others. Name any situation. | could tell you exactly
how Cassie or Marco or Rachel or Tobias or even Ax woul d react. But
Davi d remai ned unknown. Unpredi ctabl e.

He' d been brave, nostly. He'd done what he had to do, nostly. But there
had been things . . . the way he'd been in eagle norph and attacked sone
passing bird for no reason. The way he'd gotten weird in the |lion norph
And the thing with breaking into the hotel room

97 Al totally understandable. Nothing really awful. Not given how his
entire life had been ripped apart.

He seened to get along with Cassie and Rachel and Tobi as okay. He nostly
i gnored Ax, like he was afraid of him Which was easy to understand.
Andal ites take sone getting used to.

He and Marco obviously did not get along. But that was easy to
understand, too. Marco is ny best friend in the world. But, like Ax, he
can take some getting used to.

W made our plans for the banquet that night. And after we were done,
with the sun just going down, | gave Cassie a private "foll ow ne" | ook.
W went outside, leaving the others in the barn

| led her a little distance away, beyond the range of Tobias's sharp
hawk heari ng.

"You want to ask me about David," Cassie said.
I think ny jaw dropped open. "Ckay, how did you know?"

"You' ve been watching himall afternoon like you're trying to figure him
out."

| nodded. "Ckay. So what do you think? About hin®"

Cassi e shrugged and | ooked back toward the barn. "I don't know | can't
seemto figure himout. He's lost his famly, his life, his home. He

98 doesn't seem upset enough for that, you know? | mean, sonetines he
acts upset, but... | don't know "



"Well, that's helpful,” | said, making a deprecating face. "You're
supposed to be the insightful one. I'mjust a noron when it cones to
figuring people out."

Cassi e | aughed. Then she put her armthrough nine. "Take one worry at a
time, fearless | eader. W& have the m ssion tonight. W have to save the
world. Let's do that, then figure out the new kid."

"What do you think of the plan?"

Cassie rolled her eyes. "Ax says it can be done and Marco says it's
i nsane. | agree with both of them"

The plan was pretty sinple and straightforward. But it was anbitious,
too. See, we didn't just want to save the heads of state. W wanted to
force themto confront the truth: that there were aliens anong us and
that we were under attack

If we could do that, the world really would be saved.

Ax had expl ai ned the way the hol ogramof the pillar and its force field
were created.

A ship, probably Visser Three's Bl ade ship, was parked maybe ten
t housand feet above the hotel. It was cloaked so it would be invisible to

99 radar and eyesight. It had to hold its station perfectly, never
wobbling. It beaned the hol ographic picture and the force field down
t hrough the roof of the banquet hall.

It took enornous, unimagi nabl e amounts of energy.

<Especially with inferior Yeerk technol ogy,> Ax had said snidely.
<Andal ite technol ogy would do it better, of course.>

"But Erek and the other Chee use hol ogranms constantly," Marco pointed
out. "Their visible bodies are hol ograns. "

<Yes. (bviously in that one area, the technol ogy the Chee possess is
somewhat superior even to Andalite technol ogy. >

"Waysuperior," Marco had said, deliberately busting Ax and grinning the
whol e tine. "Way, way superior. | mean, just so | have this straight,
you' re saying the Chee technol ogy would be to Andalite technol ogy |ike
human technology is to ... oh, say, chinpanzees?"

That brought a | augh from everyone. All except David. David' s gaze was
somewhere el se. He was | ooking at us, but fromfar off. Like we were
each animals at the zoo. Like he was sizing us up

Ax got the best of Marco in the end. Actually, the gap would have to be
even wider, since there really isn't all that rmuch of a difference be-

100 tween human technol ogy and chi npanzee technol ogy”
"Oooooh, score one for the Ax-man," Rachel said.

The basic plan was sinple enough. According to Ax, the beanms fromthe
Bl ade ship were focused to be strongest at ground |level. The higher you



got, the easier it would be to penetrate the beam and get inside the
hol ogr am

From that point on, you could drop straight down to the hidden Yeerk pool
Just a few major problenms. W would have to instantly take out any
Controllers who were stationed within the hol ogram colum. And if any of
us stepped outside the hol ogram there would be security guys on us
before we coul d bli nk.

Then we'd have to be ready to snatch the various world | eaders as they
were pushed toward us and convince themto play along. Despite the fact

that nost of themdidn't speak English

And oh, by the way, Erek had warned us that one of the men, one of those
worl d | eaders, was already a Controller. At |east one of them

It would be a very strange gane.
101 <Have | nentioned that this is insane?> Marco said.
<Yeah, | think you may have, > | said.

<Have | mentioned that of all the insane things we've ever done, this is
so insane that it makes all previous insanity seem sane?>

<l don't think you' ve nmentioned that nore than, oh, nine billion tines,>
| said.

<Well, as long as we're clear on the fact that this is INSANE. In. Sane.>
<Marco, shut up or |I'll squeeze harder,> Rachel said.

Here was the situation. W were all in birds-of-prey norphs. W were

flying high. Too high for birds of prey at night with no thermals to lift us

102 up. W& were working at it, | can tell you that. W were flapping
like idiots, fighting for every foot of altitude.

And to make things worse, we were carrying things. | was carrying a
teardrop-shaped lead weight. It wasn't all that big, maybe four ounces,
but try carrying even four ounces when you're a peregrine fal con

Fal cons aren't all that big.

Tobi as, Cassie, David, and Ax were all carrying sinmlar weights: plunb
bobs, fishing weights, and even an awl. W'd found themw th some old
tools and fishing tackle in Cassie's barn

Rachel was carrying Marco.

And Marco was a snake.

In fact, he was the cobra David used to own. David' s snake had been made
safe by the renoval of its poison sacs. But since Marco norphed fromthe

DMA, the surgery was irrel evant.

Marco was a fully functional cobra, with venomthat could knock a horse
down in seconds and kill it in minutes.

Rachel , as the largest of us with her bald eagle norph, drew the task of



carrying Marco

W were high above the beach, following the surf line so we wouldn't get
lost. There was no noon. Even if there had been, we'd have never seen it
because clouds - big, black, rain-soggy clouds - covered the sky.

103 It felt like those clouds were right on top of us. Actually, they
were. As | flew, 1'd pass through wi sps of their |ower edges.

The surf bel ow was bright enough, though. It was a wavy, silvery line,
advanci ng, retreating, but always pointing the way for us. Just in case
we had trouble with the darkness, Cassie had gone into a great horned
ow norph. Qur birds-of-prey eyes were not nearly as good at night as
they were in the day. But Cassie could see the individual sand crabs
scuttling around hundreds of feet bel ow us.

Ahead and far below, the lights of the Marriott resort were blazingly
bright. It was lit up |like a Monday N ght Football gane.

W passed silently over the line of trees that narked the edge of the
conpound.

<0h, wow! > Cassie said suddenly. <lt's him Cool!>
<It's who?> | demanded in alarm

<The President! He's wal king fromthat cottage over to another cottage.
Can't you see hin? He's wearing shorts. >

<Hey, let's go see if we can get an autography David suggested, and then
br oke up | aughing at his own joke.

<Ax- man?> Tobi as asked. <Are we hi gh enough up to be able to penetrate
this force field?>

104 <l believe so,> Ax said. <Probably. Mst likely.>

<Well, that's reassuring.> Marco, of course

<| will go first,> Ax said. <If | appear to run into an invisible wall
and am knocked unconscious and fall toward the ground, you'll know the
force field is still too strong at this height.>

Was that Andalite hunpr? | coul d never be sure.

Ax pushed a little extra power into his harrier wi ngs and pull ed ahead.
W watched himfly over the banquet hall, directly over the place where
we knew the hologramforce field entered the roof.

He seened | ost for a moment, going this way and that, then

<1 aminside!l> he said. <Hah! W're only two hundred feet up! An
Andalite force field would be ten times this strong at this distance
fromthe focus point.>

He flewin a very tight circle, staying within the beam W flewto
catch up with him There was an itchy, creepy-crawly sensation as | flew
through the perimeter. Like ants covering nmy feathers. But then | was

in. And now, |ooking down, | could see straight through the perfect
circular hole in the roof. It was Iight down there. Light enough for ne



to see the heads of three Controllers.
106 <Three of 'em > Rachel said. <No problemo.>

W could see the tiny, stainless steel Yeerk pool. And we could see the
human-Control l ers lurking beside it.

Thr ee heads.

Three targets.

<Ready?> | asked.

<Let's do it!> Rachel yelled.

<l amready, Prince Jake.>

<Definitely not,> Marco said glunly.

<Okay, | go first, then David, since we're the fastest in a dive. Then
Tobi as, Cassie, Ax, and Rachel with Marco, you cone last. On the count

of three. Gne . . . two . . .>

| spilled air fromny wings, flicked ny tail, and headed strai ght down.
| flapped to build up speed and | rocketed down that tube.

The fastest thing in the air is a peregrine falcon in a dive. | broke a
hundred nil es per hour within seconds and kept buil ding speed. Faster
and faster, as ny laser-intensity fal con eyes watched the head bel ow ne
grow | arger and | arger

| gripped the ead weight in ny tal ons.

| was a dive-bonber. And | was doing well over a hundred niles per hour
when | rel eased nmy bonb.

Now you know why we were carrying the weights.
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Down, down, down like a diving fighter plane!

| released the weight, flared ny wings just a hair, slowed, and swept
asi de as David's own bonb dropped past ne. My | ead wei ght dropped.
Davi d's dropped. Then, nmore slowy, three nore weights.

Thunk!

Thunk!

The first two Controllers went down |ike someone had . . . well, like
someone had dropped a very fast-noving | ead wei ght on their heads.

| mean, they just dropped. The third guy was gapi ng at them when a near
mss hit his shoulder. He jerked aside, avoiding the next bonb.

107 But the final bonmb caught himsquare on his head, and he fell over
the other two Controllers.

We all inscribed tight circles inside the beam as Rachel went bl azing



past, trailing Marco from her tal ons

She flared and killed her speed at the last mnute, then dropped
expertly down through the hole.

W foll owed. One of the Controllers was noving, trying to roll over
Rachel rel eased Marco. He dropped directly onto the moving Controller
and sank his fangs into the man's leg. He delivered a very small dose of
toxi n. Enough, we hoped, to keep the guy down but | eave hi m breat hing.

One by one, we | anded.

It was bizarre beyond belief. W were invisible to everyone else in the
banquet hall, but they were not invisible to us.

The pl ace was jamed. Hundreds of people, nmen in tuxedos, wonen in
gowns. They were sitting at the long tables, and mlling around and
tal ki ng, and | eaning over to whisper to one another, and nibbling
appeti zers and si pping white w ne.

And these weren't just people. These were people of the seriously
i mportant, powerful variety.

The main table extended straight out fromus. The man cl osest to us
coul d have reached out

108 and touched us. Only if he had, he'd have felt what he thought was a
cool, marble colum.

I noticed that one of the | ead weights had bounced out of the hol ogram
It lay at some woman's feet. Fortunately, no one had seen it come flying
out of a seemingly solid pillar.

W were all denorphing rapidly, but I think we were all busy being a
little awestruck, too. Three places down along the table was the premnier
of Russia. Down from hin? The French prime mnister

| had to resist a powerful tenptation to just step out of the pillar and
say, "Hey, look at ny man Ax, here! Get a clue! Aliens are real and
we' re being invaded!"

| had to resist because there were an extrene nunber of guys in dark
suits with sinister bulges under their jackets and very, very serious
expr essi ons.

If | stepped out of the pillar with Ax, there would be about five
hundred bullets fromfive different nations in our bodi es before we
could say, "Hello."

The subject of this whole sunmit neeting was the M ddle East. | guess
peopl e get junpy when that's the topic under discussion. And the guys in
the dark suits and shoul der hol sters were probably junpy to start wth.

We denor phed and stood there, cramed to-

109 gether around the stainless steel Yeerk pool. Ax had to keep his

tail held close to keep it fromshowing. |I didn't even want to think

about what woul d happen if that tail blade suddenly appeared fromthe
mddle of a marble pillar.



"Now what ?" Rachel nouthed silently.

"We wait,"” | said just as quietly. Although as noisy as the roomwas, we
probably coul d have yelled and not been heard.

W waited as the President sat down and was greeted with appl ause. W
waited as they served soup. And then we waited as they served a sal ad.
And waited some nore as they started serving fish.

Sonet hing tingled the back of nmy neck. Something wong. Sonething ... |
nudged Cas-sie. "Didn't you say you saw t he President outside?"

She nodded and gave me a qui zzi cal |ook
"You said he was wearing shorts. Now he's in a tuxedo."

She | ooked confused. "I must have been m staken," she whi spered. "Mist
have been sonme guy who | ooked Iike the President."

One of the Controllers we'd knocked out started to stir, so Marco
nor phed back to cobra and gave hima mld dose in the I|eg.

Then came dessert. And the sad thing was, | was starving. | nean,
coul d have reached out

110 and grabbed a dessert off the table, that's how close | was. It was
wei rd. Like being the invisible man.

But at |ast cane the speeches.

"Cet ready," | said quietly, rousing the others, some of whomwere half
asl eep fromboredom "Let's get these guys' suits and ties. Um... not
you, Rachel. Or Cassie. | kind of think this is a job for the boys only."

It took about five mnutes, but soon we had three suits of clothing and
t hree unconsci ous guys in boxers and undershirts.

Ax, David, and | each acquired one of the unconscious Controllers.

| know what you're thinking. W have a rul e agai nst norphing ot her
humans. But to ny mind, these weren't really other humans. The bodi es
may have been. But their mnds were pure Yeerk

Besi des, there was no other way. Even Cassie had agreed for this one
time. If we didn't pull this off, the | eaders of the free world would be
made into slaves of the Yeerks. That coul dn't happen

Ax began to nmorph a guy in his late twenties. David and | began to norph
i nto what coul d al nbost have been some version of ourselves twenty years
fromnow Rachel and Cassie turned discreetly away.

It was an easy nmorph. But to tell you the

111 truth, it was weird, anyway. There was sonething just wong about
usi ng soneone else's DVA like that. Sonmething . . . creepy. At sone

| evel, we were doing sonmething very close to what the Yeerks were doing:
W were taking control of a human bei ng.

Not their mnds, of course. Because norph-ing just gives you the body
and the instincts, not the nmenory, the thoughts, the soul of an



i ndi vidual. Basically, we were cloning these three unconsci ous mnen.
Maki ng exact duplicates of their physical selves.

For me, the actual norph was a big nothing. | |ooked different, but I
didn't feel any different. Just taller, heavier, and |ike | needed a shave.

I quickly donned the man's suit and slipped the still-knotted tie over
nmy head. As soon as Ax had human arns we slipped his Controller's suit
and shirt on him W'd all seen Ax try to put on "artificial skin," as
he called it. We didn't have time to wait around for himto figure out
the difference between arm hol es and | eg hol es.

Then we tried to put on the tie. Just one problem Cassie had picked up
the tie he'd dropped and nervously un knotted it.

None of us guys had a clue howto retie it.

For about ten seconds, Marco and David and Tobias and | just stared at
one another and at the tie and back at one another.

112 Then Rachel whispered, "OCh, good grief, you guys are pathetic. None
of you has ever tied a tie?" She snatched the tie out of ny hands,

whi pped it around Ax's neck, tied it neatly, cinched it up, rebuttoned
his shirt using the buttonholes we'd nanaged to niss, buttoned the top
button of his jacket, straightened his |lapels, and pushed his hair into
place. All in less tine than we'd wasted staring blankly at one anot her

She grabbed one of Ax's shoul ders and spun himaround to face the
"doorway" in the force field.

The Yeerks' plan was sinple. Wait until one of the presidents or prine
m ni sters di sappeared behind the marbl e col utm. Then, when the hol ogram
was opened for just a split second, the two Controllers waiting there
woul d shove their victiminside.

The hologramenm tter would project an i mage of that sane | eader wal ki ng
to the stage and giving his prepared speech

When the speech was over, the man woul d appear to wal k back behind the
pillar. At which point the real |eader, now a Controller, would step
out, and boldly sit down with his wife and ai des.

Qur plan was equally sinple. W'd wait till the Controllers outside
shoved the President or prime mnister our way. Then we'd grab him and

113 let the enmitter show the guy heading up onto the stage. Meanwhil e,
we'd explain to the man what was happeni ng. We'd show hi mthe Yeerks.
W' d have Ax denorph to demponstrate that he was, in fact, an alien

Then we'd let the guy go and repeat the process with each new | eader

I nsane, yes. But it was all we could think of. And it could have worked.
Could have. If... if 1'd stopped to think about just how well a great
horned oW can see at night. And just how recogni zable the President is.

And just how long it takes to put on a tuxedo.

114 Someone was up on the podi um doi ng an introduction. You know.



"Ladi es and gentlenen, | present to you a great man, a man of the
peopl e, but also a man of history . "

Two burly-1ooking guys in dark suits edged up behind the pillar, on
ei ther side of the "door."

The room burst into appl ause, and one man stood up and headed down the
table toward us - toward what he saw as a marble pillar

"Whi ch one is he?" David whispered.
"The French prine mnister," | said. "I think."

The French prine nminister wal ked toward us around the back of the
pillar, and . . . wal ked straight on by, up to the podi um

W | ooked at one another in confusion

115 "He nust be the one who is already a Controller,"” David said.

| nodded. But | wasn't too sure. Sonething was bothering ne. Hovering
just out of reach in ny brain. I'd had that feeling before. That

terrible feeling that I'd nissed somet hi ng.

Unfortunately, like nost prenmonitions, it was usel ess. Because usually
that kind of prenonition turned out to be wong.

Still, I tried to focus, tried to figure out what was naggi ng at ne.

The French prine ninister spoke for about ten minutes, then went to sit
down. Anot her introduction followed. And then the Russian prenier headed
toward the podi um

W tensed up again. He cane closer, closer.

This time it had to happen. Erek the Chee had al ways had excel |l ent
sources of information. And Erek had said only one head of state was
definitely a Controller.

The Russian prem er wal ked past. And on up to the platform He began
tal ki ng, pausing every few seconds for the translator to translate his

speech into English

That's when | knew.

"Ch, man," | whispered. "It's a trap.”
For a nonent, | couldn't do anything. |I couldn't think. | couldn't even
breathe. | just stood there, reeling.

116 Then, | realized I knew one thing, at least. "Battle mnorphs! Now " |
hi ssed.

No one asked why. No one hesitated.
| denmorphed to ny own body. Wthout waiting, | began to grow
or ange- and- bl ack-striped fur. But before |I norphed conpletely, | grabbed

Ax's now Andalite arm

"A holograminside a hologram Is it possible?"



H s eyes went wide in shock, then in anger. He didn't have to answer.

| was halfway to tiger when the Russian prem er started | aughi ng. He was
standi ng at the podi um just |aughing, although he still seenmed to be
delivering his speech. He was | ooking out at the audi ence, speaking
Russi an. But now, fromwthin the Russian premer, came the sound of

| aught er.

<Has the truth dawned on you yet?> a faniliar thought-speak voi ce asked
<Do you realize what has happened? Conme, come, surely you nust know it
now. Surely such brilliant fighters as yourselves nust have figured it out.>

Fromthe very niddl e of the Russian premier, a hooved | eg energed. Then
a pair of stalk eyes, an arm

Vi sser Three stepped out of the Russian. Qut of the hol ogram of the Russian
The Russian kept tal king. The audi ence kept

117 noddi ng appreciatively and interrupting with applause. But none of
it was real

W were inside a hologramof a marble pillar. But the hol ogram of the
marbl e pillar was inside a hol ogram showing a roomfull of people.

A hol ogram showi ng a president who in reality was outside. Waring
shorts, just as Cassie had seen him

<Turn off the outer hol ogram > Visser Three said.

Instantly the entire roomfull of people disappeared. Al the heads of
state. All the guests. Al the food. Al the sounds of |aughter and
appl ause and conversation

It all disappeared. |Instead, we saw the banquet roomitself. Enpty,
except for the rows of tables and chairs.

That, plus a solid wall of Hork-Bajir warriors conpletely encircling us,
each with a Dracon beam |l eveled directly at us. O at least at the
marbl e pillar they could see.

<Now, > Vi sser Three said with exquisite enjoynment, <now, you may turn
of f the inner hol ograns

W knew that the nmarble pillar had di sappeared. W were now exposed to
the arny of Hork-Bajir. And not three feet away from Visser Three hinself.

119 W stood there, a strange collection of animals: a tiger, alion, a
bear, a hawk, a wolf, a snake, and an Andalite. W were a formidable
force. But we were nothing conpared to the small arnmy that surrounded us.
If one of us had so much as twitched, thirty or forty Dracon beans woul d
have fired instantaneously. And a split second |later we'd have been
not hi ng but at ons.

<By the way, > Visser Three gl oated. <The real banquet is tonorrow night.>

118



rapped!
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
Control |l ers.

<Let's get them > Rachel said. <Wat do we have to | ose? At |east we can
take a few of them down 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.

120 <Denorph, > Visser Three ordered. <Don't worry, | have no desire to
kill you. After all, six Andalite host bodies? It would be a great
acconpl i shnment for nme. Al of ny nost trusted |lieutenants could have

nor phi ng power. That, plus maki ng hosts of the nost powerful |eaders of
this planet? I'Il be Visser One before the week is out! Hah-hah! I'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 sane 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
| eft

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?>
121 <Probably not, but about nine thousand Hork-Bajircan!>

<Marco ... are they looking at you? |I nmean, are any of them| ooking at
you !>

<Actual ly, no.>

| felt like my brain was working in slow notion. Visser Three didn't see
Marco. His Hork-Bajir didn't seemto be | ooking at Marco. And Visser
Three was still planning to go after the heads of state. Al of which
nmeant. . . what?

<I|"mgrowi ng inpatient,> Visser Three said. <Denorph. Do it now. |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 clanped her jaws around David's right hind [ eg. Swmeet, gentle Cassie.
HHR R R ROOOOO WWMYWWR 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

122 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.

And that's when it began to click. Even as | was yelling at David, the

| ast puzzle piece fell into place. <How the heck did he get all those
Hork-Bajir in this place?> | demanded suddenly. <We 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.
123 <No! 1'Il denorph! See? I'mdoing it!>

<Shut up, you pathetic, gutless weasel,> Rachel screanmed. <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 nore inportant, none of the Hork-Bajir even flinched.



<l "'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.

124 <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.>
125 < J-"'mslithering,> Marco said.

| waited. If | was wong, Marco would die first. But if | was wong,
we'd all be pretty close behind him Al except David, maybe.

Davi d was standi ng beside Visser Three. He was denorphing. But he was
denorphing slowy. It would be inmpossible to tell that he was human. So
far. In a few seconds

No! David was renorphing! He was getting nore |lionlike again.

<Um Jake?> Marco said. <l just bit a Hork-Bajir on the leg. He tasted
like air. | went right through him Hol ogram but no force field.>

<It is a hologram > | yelled triunphantly.

126 <There are no Hork-Bajir! Just us and the Visser.>

<well, well, well,> Rachel said. <l think I'd better just . . .>
<No,> | said. <I'mfaster than you are. 1'll get him>

<But |'m closest,> David said suddenly.

David was standing just two feet from Visser Three.

<You want to kill soneone, you filthy abom nation, destroy me first!> Ax
yel | ed suddenly.



A distraction! Good old Ax.

Vi sser Three swung his Dracon beam toward Ax, and David struck!

A powerful sw pe of his massive forepaw, and suddenly Visser Three's

| egs buckled. He toppled forward. He | anded hard on his face and chest,
but he kept his grip on his weapon.

David was on himin a flash.

The "Hork-Bajir" just kept watching. But through the hol ogram out of
the projected Hork-Bajir, half a dozen human-Controllers | eaped, guns drawn.

David lunged at the Visser's throat.
BLAM BLAM

| saw one bullet cone out the far side of David' s shoulder, |leaving a
red hole the size of a quarter. A pinprick to a lion.

127 But David pulled back. And Visser Three was al ready norphing.

<Don't use the human guns, you idiots!> Visser Three yelled. <You want
everyone in this conplex to hear? Draw your Dracon beans!>

My turn to get into the fight. | |eaped for the nearest
human-Controller. | hit himas he was funbling inside his jacket. |
knocked hi m back into and through the hol ographic wall of
still-inpassive Hork-Bajir.

Suddenly we were outside the illusion. W were in the enpty banquet
room | rolled off the human-Controller, got just enough di stance, and

nail ed himacross the face with nmy paw.

He went down and stayed down. It wouldn't kill him But getting hit by a
tiger, even with claws retracted, was roughly like getting popped in the
jaw by a cenent bl ock.

The remai ni ng guards were struggling to draw Dracon beans. David was all
over Visser Three, but Visser Three was getting nore powerful by the
second. | don't know what hi deous alien beast he was norphing, but it
was dark and | arge and had nore arns than it shoul d.

| leaped at the next Controller I saw, but Rachel |oomed up behind him
and tapped himlightly on the head. Alight tap froma grizzly was nore
t han enough. The nman dropped |ike a sack of potatoes.

128 But two npbre Controllers now had Dracon beans drawn and ai ned.
Cassi e | eaped!

Tseeeww

A Dracon beamfired. Cassie how ed and fell short of her target. A burn
striped her side, as if someone had placed a red-hot pipe against her. |
could snell burned fur. The Controller who'd shot her ran up and pointed
his Dracon beamdirectly at her head.

<NO > | yelled.

Vi sser Three had nanaged to push David away, but large and terrifying as



the Visser had becone, he suddenly discovered he had an An-dalite tai
bl ade pressed against his throat.

<Tell himnot to fire!'> Ax said. <If he pulls the trigger on that Dracon
beam | renove your head. >

Everything froze. No one noved. The only sound was panti ng.

<A standof f?!> Visser Three practically screaned. <l won't accept that!
| have you! | have you at last. You won't escape ne!>

Ax pressed his tail blade against the dark, pockmarked |izard skin of
the norphed Visser's throat till black bl ood began to seep out.

Still, the Visser wasn't ready to give in. He'd gone to a lot of trouble
to catch us. He'd taken a big risk. And you don't get to be a Visser of
the Yeerk Enmpire without being determ ned.

<Whi ch of you is the human?> he asked, his
129 t hought - speak voi ce suddenly silky and insinuating.

Ax was the one to answer. <Humans?> He forced a | augh. <You are | osing
your sense of reason, Visser. Humans do not norph. >

<l know you found the blue box,> Visser Three said coolly. <l know a
human boy named David found it. And | know you Andalite bandits have
gotten to him You either killed himor made hi mone of you. And killing
himin cold blood woul dn't have suited the hypocritical Andalite sense
of nmorality.>

He was denorphing, returning to his own stolen Andalite body. H s stalk
eyes were reemergi ng now, and he turned themto | ook fromone of us to
t he ot her.

<One of you is the human child named David. It's to you that |I'm
speaki ng, David. David? Your parents are with me. They nmiss you. They
would Iike to see you again. >

<David, don't say a -> | started to say. But too late.

<You took ny parents!> David said. <You turned theminto . . . into Yeerks!>

<Yes. But we would not do that to you, David. | give you ny word. You
woul d be allowed to live free with your parents.>

<Li ar,> Ax sneered. <The word of Visser Three. >

130 <What ot her choice do you have?> Visser Three continued, ignoring

Ax. <We know what you look like. You'll never be able to go out in the
wor |l d agai n, David. Never go to one of your human entertai nnents. Never ->

<Si | ence! > Ax sai d.

<Are you afraid for the young human to hear the truth? You see, David?
They can't allow you to learn the truth. The Andalites are a race of liars!>

One of the Controllers touched the earpiece in his ear. "Visser! Humans
com ng!"



<So, what will it be, David?> the Visser asked. <Cone with us now. W'
take you to your parents.>

<Pon't waste your tine, Visser,> Ax said.

"Visser! Humans conming, fast! U S. Secret Service. We're nonitoring
their comuni cations. They are searching for the location of all the
noi ses. They'll reach us in mnutes!"

Visser Three hesitated still. | could see the frustration on his face
H's main eyes were burning with rage.

<Come over to us, David. Go to your old hone. We'll watch for you there.
Cone over to us! W'Ill nmake you powerful! Safe!>

Vi sser Three began to norph again, this tinme energing as Tony, the
protocol chief. One of the Controllers was already opening a briefcase
with one of Tony's suits inside.

131 <Turn the inner hol ogram back on,> Ax directed. <Just wait till we
are all inside it.>

W drew apart, two armies observing a truce. The Yeerks backed toward
t he door as Visser Three continued to nmorph to human.

W edged within the area that woul d be conceal ed by the hol ogram of the
pillar.

Ten mnutes later, we were away fromthe resort. Shaken. Filled with
doubts. No closer to our goal of protecting the | eaders of the free world.

But alive.
132 W flew home through darkness. | knew the nobods of ny friends.
knew who woul d expl ode and when. | contacted them one by one, in

private thought-speak.

<Pon't say a word, Marco,> | warned

<About what ? About the fact that David was ready to ->

<l don't have time to argue, Marco, just don't\>

| never do that. | never hand out orders. | nean, | am supposed to be

the | eader, but | don't give orders. | just don't feel like |I have the
right. But this tine | had no choice. One wong word, and we could be in

bi gger trouble than we were already in.

133 <You guys know | was just faking the big Yeerk out, right?> David said.
<Yeah, right,> Rachel began

<Rachel . Shut up!> 1 snapped so only she could hear ne.

<| was!> David yelled. <l was never going to surrender! And you had no
right calling me a coward, Rachel! Maybe you're a coward! >

<Rachel! Not. One. WORD, > | said. <You hear ne? Not one word. >

Then, one by one, | contacted Tobias, Ax, and Cassie. The message was



the sane: No one disses David. W all accept his story. We all play
along like we believe it.

<l mean, |ook,> David was saying, <l'mthe one who took himdown, right?
| mean, | got the creep. Even though Cassie had been chewi ng on ny |eg.
Whi ch was totally unnecessary. >

<You did great, David,> | said.
<Yeah. | think you al nost finished the guy off,> Marco ent hused.

<I was inpressed, > Rachel said. Then added privately to nme, <The
gutl ess, treacherous little worm He blows with the wind. He turned on
Vi sser Three when he saw we m ght wn.>

David seemed to relax as we flew. Then he went beyond rel axi ng. He
started braggi ng.

<Li ke I was ever scared of that guy? No way. H mand ne, we had a score
to settle. And

134 woul d have taken himdown, only the way it played out | couldn't.
You know, because they got Cassie and all.>

<Yeah, thanks for hol ding back, David,> Cassie said. <l guess you saved
ny life.>

<No problem > David said

It went that way all the trip back to the barn. David boasting, us
reassuring. And the truth was, | couldn't be totally sure he wasn't
telling the whole truth.

My instincts told me he was |ying. That he'd gone over to the Visser,
and only turned on hi mwhen, as Rachel had said, he saw how the w nd was
bl owi ng.

But | couldn't be sure. Al | knew for sure was one thing: W couldn't

act like we were suspicious of David. If he was lying, we'd just end up
warning him If he was telling the truth, we'd destroy any possibility

of trust between us.

So we had to shut up and play al ong. For now.

It was | ate when we got back to the barn. Rachel had to rush hone to
avoid getting grounded for all of eternity. Cassie had to invent sone
story about having conme across an injured raccoon who got away. Her
parents woul d accept that. Marco was basically toast, unless he'd gotten
l ucky and his dad had gone out on a date. (Turned out he had not. Marco
was going to be

135 applying fertilizer to the lam and losing TV for a week.)

Ax and Tobias had no problens. Neither did I. | knew Tom was probably
still out. And with ny parents out of town, | wasn't in danger of
getting grounded.

| thought-spoke privately with Tobias and Ax. Then I flew honme and
denorphed. | runpled ny bed and stuck a couple of pillows under the
covers to make it look like I was sleeping. | wolfed down sone food,



carefully leaving dirty di shes around for when Tom canme hone. He'd see
the dishes and figure I'd raided the refrigerator before going to bed.
even left the TV on, sonething | do by accident sonetines.

Then | norphed again, and flew back to the barn to wait.

I resunmed human form crouching and shivering in the bed of Cassie's
dad' s pickup truck

| didn't see Ax or Tobias, but | knew they were there in the night,
sonewher e

M dni ght. Not hi ng.
One o' cl ock. Not hi ng.

Maybe | was wong. | hoped | was wong. If I wasn't wong, | didn't know
what to do.

"Il tell you sonething, though. You don't want to try and be hopeful at
one in the norning. It's nothing but depressing at that hour. Cassie's
house was dark. Everyone was asl eep

136 Two o' cl ock

It began to rain lightly. Only there's no such thing as "light" rain
where you' re hunched down on a bag of peat npbss in the back of a pickup
weari ng bi ke shorts and a T-shirt.

| crawed stiffly out of the bed of the truck and clinbed into the cab
of the truck. Unbelievable! The keys were in the ignition

| turned themto the "on" position and switched on the radio very |ow
That at | east was an inprovenent.

Two-thirty.

| was wrong about David. If he stayed in the barn, | was wong. And he
was staying in the barn.

| kept playing the scene over and over in ny mnd. The nmonent when he
said <Wait! Don't shoot nme! 1'll denorph. | don't care about these ->
And then the fight between himand Cassie.

Was David telling the truth? Was it all just a clever plan to get close
to Visser Three? Had Cassie just gotten in the way?

<They're threatening nel> That's what he'd yelled as he ran to the
Visser's side. Al part of a plan?

I was fighting sleep and | osing. My head kept falling forward, then
suddenl y snappi ng back as

137 jerked to consciousness. My eyes were bleary frompeering at the barn
And, in fact, | mssed it when it happened.
But Ax didn't.

<This is Aximli,> he said, in as |loud a thought-speak as he could



manage. <We have an eagle | eaving the barn.>

Tobi as' s t hought - speak cane from somewhat closer. <l see him Jake?
hope you hear nme. Because we have a traitor.>

138 Tobi as cane swoopi ng down to | and beside ne on the back of the truck

"Follow him" | said tersely. "But don't let himsee you. Ax and | wll
fol low "

Tobi as spread his wings and took off. But as he left he said, <This
won't be easy, Jake. In the dark, his eyes are as good as mine. W'l
both be noving pretty slow >

"Do your best," | said. | had already begun to norph to peregrine fal con
David had a head start on Tobias. An even bigger head start on nme and
Ax. Ax was norphing to bird, too. None of us was a great night flyer,

but gol den eagles are fast. Faster than red-tails.

| hooked up with Ax in the air over Cassie's

139 barn. The thought entered my mind that | should get Cassie,

regardl ess of the risk of her parents realizing she was gone. But there

was no time. And surely the three of us could handl e David.

Ax and | flew hard. W kept calling to Tobias, but he was not within
range. | couldn't see him O David

Was he heading toward his old house? Was he going to sell out to the
Yeerks? Coul d he be that dunb?

Once again | was faced with the fact that | didn't really know David. He
was still an unknown quantity. Wat was he doi ng?

I had no one to follow. No way to know if Tobi as was keeping up with David.
<Ax? We're going to head toward David's old house,> | said.

<Yes. That seens sensible,> Ax agreed. <Wen . . .>

Ax seened about to say nore.

<What is it?>

<If David is joining forces with the Yeerks, what shall we do with hin®>

<l don't know, > | said.

W flew hard, flapping all the way. W fl ew above the darkened hones,
above the enpty streets, above the abandoned busi nesses.

Every few minutes | would call out to Tobias. But he didn't answer. And
sl owl y, another possi-

140 bility began to occur to ne: That it wasn't just a case of Tobias
bei ng out of range.

Maybe Tobi as coul dn't answer.



<Ax? Keep an eye out for Tobias.>

<| am | do not see himin the sky anywhere.>

<Not in the sky,> 1 said. <Keep an eye out for himon the ground.>
<You think David may have attacked Tobi as?>

<Ax, | do not know what to think. | just keep hoping this is all sone
bi g m sunderstandi ng. How do we fight against a traitor? An Ani norph?>

<We are close to David' s house, > Ax pointed out.

<Vi sser Three said they'd be watching for himthere. Wich nmeans they'l
be watching for us, too.> | |ooked down at the house. It still showed
signs of the epic battle that had taken place there. The w ndow of
David's old roomwas a gaping hole - shattered gl ass, splintered wood,
sidi ng peel ed of f and hangi ng down.

A truck was parked across the street. A brown UPS truck. |'d never seen
a UPS truck parked on the street before.

<l wonder how many Hork-Bajir they have cramred in there?> 1 said.

<l do not see David. O Tobias.>

<Me neither. But David could be in the house. I'll have to go in and see.>
<Prince Jake, this is a trap.>

142 <Yeah. | know. The Yeerks are on the | ookout for David. But if he's
here, do they know he's here yet? Maybe they m ssed him arriving. Mybe
he's inside and hasn't been spotted yet. O maybe he's undeci ded. Maybe
he just needs to think about all this.>

<That is a highly unacceptabl e nunber of maybes.>

<Yep. Sure is. Ax? | need you at your nost dangerous. And that's as an
Andalite. Land in that backyard two houses down. Denorph. And be ready
to junmp sone fences.>

<l should stay with you!>

<No. I'mgoing in alone. If David can still be reached, that's the only
way. >

I'"d like to pretend that | was sone fearless hero right then. But that
woul dn't be real. Maybe there are guys who don't feel afraid when
they're facing death. But | think those guys are called lunatics, not
her oes.

I was scared. | knew what was in the UPS van. | didn't know what was in
t hat abandoned, scarred house.

What | did know was that | had no tine to norph into sonething else. O
to come up with clever plans. All | could do was fly in and hope.

141

| swooped down toward that wi ndow. O the hole that had once been a w ndow.



Down t hrough the cold, lifeless night air.

It was a strange scene inside. The battle we'd fought there had
destroyed the walls, annihilated furniture, left the place |ooking |like
a house that's being denolished.

But soneone had dragged the bed back into place. It faced a tel evision
set. The set was on, but the picture was di mand snowy.

A gol den eagl e stood on the upright bedpost, watching the TV screen.

And that's when | saw the other bird. A crunpled nmass of feathers |ay
atop a wadded-up sheet. Bl ood had seeped into the materi al

143 <Tobias!> | cried.
There was no answer.

The gol den eagle turned its head to | ook a ne. <He was follow ng ne, >
David said. <Trying to stop ne.>

A voice in ny head was saying no. Over and over again till it was one
long siren wail. No, no, no\

<Tobi as!> | yelled again.

No answer.

| didn't know what to do. The eagle - David - was three tinmes ny size.
was alone. | strained ny hearing, listening for breathing sounds from
Tobi as.

<David, you can't do this,> | said as calmy as | could.

<Do what, Jake? Turn nyself over to the Yeerks? OF course not. You
really think I'mdunb enough to try that? That's not what this is about.>

<Then what are you doing?!'> | roared, suddenly not so calm <Wat are
you doi ng, hurting Tobi as?>

<Hurting hin? Ch, he's dead, in case you were wondering,> David said.
<Definitely dead. >

My mind kind of went nunmb as he spoke those words. | strained to hear
breat hi ng sounds fromthe clunp of mangl ed feathers. But there were no
sounds.

144 | felt very weak. Helpless. How could this be? How could | have |et
it happen?

<Why are you doing this?> | pleaded

<What choice do | have? The Yeerks know me. My parents would turn ne in.

And you . . . you and the others? Hey, you nade it clear the other night
when | checked into the Holiday Inn, right? What was it you said?
Sonething like: "If you go around using your powers however you want, we

can't have you around. You're a danger to us.">

| recogni zed the words.



<You think I don't know you were threatening ne, Jake?> David said. <I'm
not spending the rest of nmy life taking orders fromyou. You and Marco
and Rachel and Cassie? You're like this clique or sonething. Like, do
what we say, or you can't be one of the popular kids. My famly used to
nmove around a lot. | was always the new kid in school. | got used to
bei ng pushed around by the so-called popular kids. That's all this is.
This is like you and Marco and Rachel are the cool kids, and |I'mjust
the new kid, right? So you get to push me around? Rachel gets to call ne
a coward? Because | want to stay alive? | don't think so.>

<You murdered Tobi as because you think this is some stupid schoo
thing?!'> | yelled.

145 <Murder? | don't think so, Jake,> he said with a |augh. <He's a
bird. You may kill a bird, but it isn't nurder. I'd never do that.
woul dn't hurt a human. But hey, an animal? That's a different story.>

He stared hard at me with the | aser-focus glare of the golden eagle. And
what could | do? He was as fast as ne. Bigger than ne. If he had
out f ought Tobias, with all his experience, he would outfight ne.

<What choice do | have, Jake?> David asked, alnost sadly. <No famly. No
hone. Can't even step out in public as a human. Yeerks after ne. The
rest of ny lifel live in Cassie's barn? Do what |1'mtold? Let Marco
hamrer me? Let Rachel | ook down her pretty nose at ne? And in the
meantime risk getting trapped as a flea or sonething? O killed? Maybe
you want to be the big hero, Jake, but not ne. | have this power now.
I"mgoing to use it.>

<The Yeerks will never stop |ooking for you,> | said.

<They'll never find ne. See, all | have to do is acquire some other
human norph, right? | can be human for two hours at a tine. | even have
a person in mnd. And using ny powers, | can take anything | want.
Anything. | can be a mllionaire if | want.>

147 <If the Yeerks don't get you, we will,> 1 said.

<Yeah, | know, > David acknow edged. <But already there used to be six of
you and now there are just five. Pretty soon, Jake, it'll be four.>

That's when the eagle spread his wi ngs, flapped hard, and shot toward ne.
146

The gol den eagl e was huge! The wi ngs seened to fill the room The
tal ons, raked forward and opened wi de, would rip ne open in a flash.

| dropped backward, flat onto ny back on the floor. Sonething no fal con
woul d ever do. Sonmething David's eagle instincts woul d never expect.

The eagle flew over ne. | scuttled under the bed, ny talons scrabbling
wildly on the exposed wood fl ooring. Again, sonething no fal con would do.

<How | ong do you think you can hi de under there?> David nocked. But |
could hear frustration in his voice.

He stuck his big eagle's head down and



148 peered, al nost conically, beneath the bed. He could cone in after
me, but he'd be crammed in tighter than | was. He'd be unable to nove.

He fl apped over to the w ndow opening. And when | peered after him |
saw his tal ons growi ng. He was denor phi ng.

A m stake. David might have all ny norphing power, but he didn't have ny
experi ence. He would be hel pless while he was in mdnmorph. | could escape.

Only | didn't want to escape. Not with Tobias |ying dead on the bed
above ne.

I'd gone into lots of battles against Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, Visser Three
hinself. 1'd always gone in hoping to win. But |I'd never gone in
consciously hoping to kill.

This was different. | didn't want to escape. | wanted to destroy David.
I wanted revenge.

Humman feet began to emerge fromthe talons. | timed it carefully, then |
scrabbl ed back out frombeneath the far side of the bed and fl apped ny
Wi ngs.

Davi d stood there, naybe three feet tall, still covered in feathers. His
face was an eagle's face. But there were human fingers beginning to
enmerge fromthe wing tips

He reached over and clumnsily grasped a jagged pi ece of wood about as
| ong as a basebal | bat.

149 <Cone on, little birdie,> he said. <Try for the w ndow, go ahead.>

| flapped hard, making a ot of noise with ny wings. But |I didn't fly. |
ski mmed across the floor on ny talons, using my wings to get up speed.

David saw what | was doing and tried to bend over to slamthe stick
down. Just one problem He was still nore bird than human. And birds
don't have a waist.

VWHAP! The stick missed ne, and | was under his guard. Under his guard
and now flying straight up, up at his face.

He staggered back. He batted at his face with his half-formed hands. But
| was too close and he was too clunsy.

| raked his face with both tal ons.

"Aaaaahhhhh!" he cried with a nouth nore human than bird.
| dug one talon into his emergi ng nose and -

THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP

Foot st eps raci ng.

VWHAM The broken door bl ew back on its hinges. Hork-Bajir poured into
the room

David was still blinded by ny feathers and the blood in his face. |
i mediately let himgo, dropped straight down, and turned for the



wi ndow. | blew through it with Hork-Bajir claws tearing at ny tail feathers.
Davi d | eaped! Qut the wi ndow. | was airborne,

150 but his falling body slamed me out of the air. W went down
toget her. Hard. The sw nming pool was behind us.

Davi d was on his back, but already renorphing.

Hork-Bajir | eaped fearlessly out into the dark yard. They were a species
raised in the trees. A ten-foot drop neant nothing to them

FWUMP

FWUMP

FWUMP

Three big Hork-Bajir |anded on the grass. Their T-rex feet dug deep into
the sod. Their blades flashed dully in the dimlight. I lay stunned, ny
feathers nuddy and stiff. David was norphing as fast as he could. Hs
human features were al ready al nost gone.

But neither of us was going to get airborne fast enough to clear the
fence and get away. |1'd need a running start to get that high that fast,
and with the pool behind me I was trapped. The Hork-Bajir ran straight

for us.

It would be over in a few seconds. | tensed up, waiting for the bl ade
sl ash that would cut me in two.

But then, something flew overhead! Over the fence. Over the pool! No, it
didn't fly, it soared

Ax cleared the fence and the pool and dropped al nbst daintily down
bet ween ne and the advanci ng Hork-Bajir.

151 <I thought you m ght w sh sone assistance, Prince Jake,> Ax said calnly.
"Andalite!" the biggest Hork-Bajir spat.

<Yes, Andalite,> Ax said with all the natural arrogance of his people.
<What a pity for you, Yeerk.>

Now, one Andalite is not a match for three Hork-Bajir. But the Yeerks
have a very healthy respect for Andalite tails. So the Hork-Bajir hesitated.

They didn't hesitate for long, but it was |ong enough. Ax reached down,
scooped me up in his many-fingered hands, and | eaped backward over the pool

<Whoa! | didn't know you could do that!> | said.

<| didn't, either,> Ax said.

Hork-Bajir raced around the pool, comng for us. Now that they were past
their first hesitancy, they were fixated on the one Andalite they could

see and be sure of.

They abandoned Davi d.



Ax turned around and | eaped the fence, facing forward. The Hork-Bajir
didn't bother to |l eap. They canme barreling straight through, w ping out
the fence in an explosion of splinters and a barrage of noise.

Li ghts snapped on in nei ghboring houses.

But too late for the Hork-Bajir. Too late for

152 themto see that the neighbor on this side also had a pool

Ax skipped clear of this sw mmng pool. The Hork-Bajir plowed in.

PAH- LOOCSH

The three seven-foot creatures weren't going to drown. The pool was only
six feet deep. But they weren't going to catch us, either

Overhead | saw the eagle fly.
<| have to go after him > | said.
<Wait till | can morph and conme with you!> Ax said

<No. W can't lose him> 1 said. <Don't follow ne. Get help. Get Rachel
she lives close. She can use her oW norph to find us. Maybe.>

<Good hunting, Prince Jake.>

Normally I would have said "Don't call me prince." It's a running joke
between ne and Ax. But this wasn't a night for jokes.

<Ax? | think Tobias is dead,> | said. <l think David killed him >
<That would be a nost terrible thing,> Ax said.

<Yeah. Get Rachel. If David's killed Tobias, we may have to do a
terrible thing, too. Get Rachel.>

| took to the air and raced after the gol den eagle.

153 e saw ne. He knew he was stronger than nme in the air, but still he
fl ew on.

On through the night, as fast as we both could fly. W passed over the
school . W passed over the construction site where the others and | had
first encountered El fangor and beconme what we were today.

I thought he was flying back toward Cassie's barn. But he kept going,
apparently w thout any specific idea of where to go.

<You' ve been a long time in that nmorph, Jake,> he called to ne. <Better
denor ph. >

<Not as long as you've been in your norph, David.>
<l guess you're right. I was looking for the

154 right place to do this. But | guess |I'll have to take whatever cones
up, > he said.



| didn't know what he neant. But then | saw himglidi ng downward. Down
toward the enpty mall bel ow us.

He di sappeared behind a stack of air-conditioning equipment on the vast
mal | roof.

| |1 ooked back, trying to see if Ax had decided to follow ne. But no,
he'd have done what | asked. He'd have gone to get Rachel

Not hi ng. The sky was enpty.

| glided down toward the mall roof, avoiding the area where |I'd seen
Davi d | and.

| came to rest on the gravelly roof, exhausted fromthe endl ess
flapping. | |ooked carefully, fearfully into the darkness. | strained ny

hearing. But no one was near

| watched to see if David would fly away again. But in nmy heart | knew
he woul d not. David had picked this place. David wasn't going to run

| denor phed and soon stood there, feeling out of place, conspicuous. And
yet | was invisible to anyone on the ground. A raised edge went al
around the mall roof. Behind me and to the right were the walls that
rose up to the third floors of the big departnent stores. | was two
floors up above the main mall itself.

155 | began to norph again.

"Al'l right, David," | said to the darkness. "You want this fight? You
can have this fight."

The orange- and- bl ack fur swept across ny body.
The long tail extended out behind ne.

| fell forward onto footpads the size of frying pans. | tested ny cl aws,
extending themslowy fromtheir sheaths.

| felt the tiger's instincts welling up beneath ny owmn. | had done this
nmorph many tines. | had long since learned to control the tiger's
bl codthirsty instincts.

But | didn't want to control them Not this tine. Not with Tobias |ying
dead.

| sniffed the breeze and snelled him | listened and heard the stealthy
pad of feet on the gravel and tar paper

| looked, with eyes that were indifferent to darkness.

He was fifty feet away. His mane ruffled in the breeze. H s tai
swooshed restl essly back and forth.

<You never answered ne, Jake,> he said. <Lion versus tiger. \Who do you
think will w n?>

<Let's find out,> | said.

Instantly he was a tan blur, racing straight at me, low to the ground.



156 So fast! Faster than a human could react. So fast that human prey
woul d not have had tinme to scream

But | wasn't human.

Li ke a runaway train he cane at ne, yellow fangs bared. | sat back on ny
haunches, gathering power into nmy |legs and | owering nmy own sl eek head.

W hit! His jaws raked past ny ear. | twisted and sank ny teeth into his ..

Into his mane! My teeth cl osed on nothing but hair!

<Aaaarrrggghhh!> | cried. | felt as if someone had shoved red-hot spikes
i nto ny shoul der.

H s teeth sank deep into nuscle and sinew. | tw sted, but that only nade
t he pai n worse.

| rolled onto ny back. My belly was exposed!

He rel eased nmy shoul der and darted in for the kill, hoping to di sembowel
me. But | was ready. | curled nmy back [ egs up and sl ashed!

H s head snapped back. Blood flew fromhis nuzzle.

Like lightning, | was up on nmy feet. Fast as only a cat is fast. Wth
liquid speed and vici ous grace.

| was up! But the lion, too, is cat.

The paw hit the side of nmy head so hard ny eyes exploded in fireworks.
junped away and barely avoi ded those deadly yell ow fangs.

157 Suddenly we were both circling, circling, head-to-head, tails
twitching, waiting for the other to nake a carel ess nove.

He was as fast as | was. | was bigger and heavier, but not by enough to
matter much. And he had that nane that kept my teeth fromthe one target
they wanted nost: the arteries that punped bl ood through his neck

| stared into his eyes. He stared into mne. W were electric! Tingling,
bristling, buzzing with power and speed and energy.

He | eaped!
We hit, shoul der-to-shoul der, and rolled across the roof.

I was on nmy feet in a flash. But suddenly | realized | wasn't on gravel.
My feet were slipping. My claws had nothing to grip.

| was standing on glass. The skylight!

Below ne | saw the dimnight-lights of the nmall. | caught a strange,
unreal glinpse of the Wal denbooks and the Baby Gap beside it.

It was a twenty-foot drop to the upper mall concourse.

David | eaped. | couldn't grip well enough to nove. So | stood,
def ensel ess, as the tan blur cane at ne like a truck



He hit! H's mouth was ained at ny throat. | jerked aside, he slamed
into ne, and there was a huge, world-filling shattering of gl ass.

158 Down we fell

Down we fell, slashing and biting and trying to kill, even as the floor
rushed up to slam us.

And then, in mdair, twisting to get ny feet beneath me, | felt the teeth.
| felt themsink into nmy neck.
| felt the bl ood gushing.

The tiger's bl ood.

My bl ood.
Fal li ng
Falling . . . and already the darkness ... the darkness

To be conti nued.

159 Don't m ss

he sun was just thinking about com ng up as we approached Marco's house.
It was already bright as day to ne, of course. But |I could tell the

di fference just the same. The bl ack sky was becom ng gray in the east.

| felt like | was boiling inside. Like pressure just kept building up in
me. Like | was going to expl ode.

Too much swirling through my brain. Tobias, dead. Maybe Jake as well.
David, a traitor with all the powers of an Ani norph

And at the sane time, we had the biggest mission of our lives. The heads
of state were still neeting. Controllers, including Visser Three

hinsel f, were still conspiring to enslave the nost powerful of all hunmans.
It was too nuch. Way too much. | couldn't think about all that.

One thing at a time, Rachel, | silently told

160 nyself. Priorities: David was nunber one. Everything el se was numnber
t wo.

David had to be stopped. Before he could stop us.
But still, somewhere in the back of my mind, it bothered ne that Jake
had sent Ax to get nme. Me, specifically. Once he knew that extrene

nmeasures might be taken, he said, "Get Rachel."

What did that nean? Was that how Jake thought of ne? As sonme crazed,
vi ol ent nut who woul d do anyt hi ng?

No, of course not. He just knew | was good in a fight. That's all. It
didn't nean anyt hi ng.



Besides, wasn't it true? another part of ny mnd argued. Wasn't it true?
Wasn't | just the person to call if you needed to kill an Aninorph?

Marco' s house. Marco's wi ndow. Open.
pen? Did Marco | eave his wi ndow open? Yes, if he'd already flown out of
it. Maybe that was it. Maybe Marco wasn't hone, had already left. Maybe

he'd sensed we needed him

But as | wheeled to traverse the back of his house, bringing nyself
closer to the window, | saw Marco inside, in bed.

<This snells bad,> | said to Ax.
<You have a sense of smell in that norph?>

<| meant it, you know, figuratively. Visser Three laid one trap for us.
David laid another. | amfinished wal king into traps.>

161 < Agreed. >

<Marco!> | called in thought-speak. <Marco! Wake up! Wake up, now >

| wanted to see himwake up and | ook around. | wanted to nake sure he
was alone in the room He was asleep face down. He rolled hal fway over
and gave the bl ankets a kick

<Wake up!> | yell ed.

Suddenly he sat up and | ooked around. He scratched his face. Then he
| ooked around agai n.

<Marco, it's me, Rachel. I'moutside. Are you alone in your roon?> He
didn't smle or leer. He just nodded. Yes, he was al one.

<Okay, let's go,> | said.

Ax was ahead of ne. He swooped down toward the w ndow. Marco stood
wat ching, smling alnmost. H s hands were behind his back

Swoooosh! Ax swooped t hrough the w ndow and -

Marco pul l ed his hands out from behind his back. The Louisville Slugger
swung in a short, sharp arc.

VHAM

The bat hit Ax square in the face. | saw a piece of shattered beak go
flying, twirling away |ike shrapnel from an expl osion

Ax fell to the grass outside. Marco | aughed quietly. | saw his sides shake.
But of course, it was not Marco at all.
162 David. David had norphed Marco.

Ax lay on the grass, unnoving. Marco/David held up one finger. Then
anot her. Then another. One, two, three.

He was counting how many of us he'd kill ed.



One, two, three: Tobias, Jake, AXx.

But... it should have been four! Wat about Marco?

O course! Marco was still alive because Marco had been human. David had
said it himself: He would never take down a human life. He would only
kill animals. A hawk, a tiger, a harrier. Not a human.

As | watched, | saw Marco/David begin to blur. The nose and eyes becane
subtly different. Now he was just David. But he was still norphi ng when

he stepped back out of sight.

| had to think. David was w ping us out, one by one. Wat was his next
nmove? What was his next norph? Jake woul d know. Jake was the | eader, not ne.

| had to get to Ax. No! That's what David want ed.

No, | had to get to Marco. The real Marco, who was probably unconsci ous
i nsi de the house.

No, wait, that wasn't right, either

And then the gol den eagle came flapping out of the wi ndow. Another of
Davi d' s nor phs.

It was one on one. H mand nme. Col den eagle

163 against owl. He was faster. Stronger. But it was still nostly dark
and the air was cool, with none of the warmlift it would have later in
the day after the sun came up and baked the ground.

He was faster and stronger, but the night bel onged to ne.

| turned and raced away. He followed. Ax lay still on the danp grass.
But he was breathing. And to ny infinite relief, he was no | onger
entirely a harrier.

<Follow me, David,> | said. <W'll see who wins this aerial dogfight.>

<Brave words, > he sneered. <But you're mne. Just |ike that Bird-boy of
yours was m ne.>

And that's when the pressure inside nme evaporated. | was cold again.
Cold as a frozen lake. | knew what to do. And | wanted to do it

| shouldn't resent Jake for thinking of me, | realized. It's what nade
hi ma good | eader: He knew all us all. He knew ne.

<For you, Tobias,> | whispered. And | led David toward his doom



