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My name is Aximli-Esgarrouth-lsthill.

It is not a human nanme. It is an Andalite name. Not that humans reading
this are likely to know what an Andalite is. | amthe only one here on
Eart h.

No, that is not conpletely true. There is one other. But he is not the
Andal ite he once was. He is now the host body to the Yeerk who holds the
rank of Visser Three. Andalites call himthe Abom nation

My duty is to someday destroy him

| amonly an aristh, a cadet. But as any Andalite who ever reads this
wi Il know, Andalite custom demands that | avenge ny brother's

3 death. Elfangor was a warrior and prince. Visser Three nurdered him
| suppose | thought that Elfangor would live forever. He was fearless.

Honorable. Perfect. It was a lot for a brother to live up to because
am not any of those things.



But the nenory of nmy brother is why | look forward to the day when |
destroy Visser Three. It is not sinply a matter of duty. | cared very
deeply for my brother.

And | amnot the only one who wants to destroy himand the other Yeerks
who have invaded Earth. Before he died, El fangor gave five human yout hs
the power to norph. As well as the truth about why they need this power.

Now t hese five humans are the only ones resisting the Yeerk invasion
Fighting to stop the Yeerks from enslaving the entire human race.
Fighting to stop themfromcrawing into hunman brains and taking over
al |l thoughts, actions, and menories.

They are al so the only ones who know about ne.

They are ny people now - the only people | have here, so far from hone.
| amgrateful for their friendship. | respect them too, which mght be
nore inmportant. But Tobias is the only one | mght consider a true shorm

4 A shormis a deep friend, soneone who knows everything there is to
know about you. The word comes fromthe Andalite's tail blade, which

| ooks sonething Iike what you may know as a scorpion's tail. A shormis
someone you would trust to put his tail blade against your throat.

Even though Tobi as does not have a tail blade - or hooves, stem eyes,
and fur, the way Andalites do - he is alnbst one of us. Elfangor was his
father, and, as strange as it is to think of, I am in Earth ternms,

Tobi as' s uncl e.

But | think it is the fact that he is alnost as unique on this planet as
I amthat makes us close. Choosing life as a red-tail ed hawk has set
Tobi as apart from everything he once knew.

W are both unique on this planet, and both very nuch al one.

There are tinmes at night, as | search the dark sky for the home star
when | think about ny real people, ny famly. | think about a life that
m ght have been very different fromthe one | amliving now, here on a
di stant planet, far fromeverything | once knew

The others, Prince Jake, Cassie, Rachel, and Marco, all have hones and
famlies. Only Tobias and | do not. Tobias lives in a meadow that is his
territory. And I, until recently, did not even have that |imted anmpunt
to call my own.

5 But now | have made ny life a bit nmore cornfortable. | have
constructed a sort of scoop - what we Andalites consider to be a hone.

Li ke any scoop, it is nostly open, with only a snmall area covered by a
sem spherical roof. And in ny case the scoop had to be very small so
that | could fold the roof down and erase all visual evidence of it.

| had only a fewthings in the scoop. A Wrld Al manac that ny friends
had gi ven ne. A photograph of a delicious cinnanon bun. Some human
clothing. And one other thing only recently acquired. One very inportant
other thing that has changed ny life.

A tel evision.

television. Or as nmost humans say, TV.



Ah, yes: TV

| never expected it to be so conpelling. At first | thought it would
only be useful. | would watch the behavior of the humans on the flat,
square screen and listen to them speak. When | amin human norph, | need
to be able to seementirely human.

But it is so much nore than merely useful. It is a window into the human
soul . Technologically it is laughable, of course, but when you take into
account the stunning array of prograns, it rivals the cinnanmon bun
itself as the finest creation of human society.

Tobi as, too, enjoys TV. He cones every day to

6 watch a showwith ne. It is called The Young and the Restless. It is
very educational, though |I remain confused as to the cause of so nuch
restl essness.

TV allows ne to observe much nore human behavior than | see at the mall.
I amstill wondering why humans put their nouths together. And why they
seemto enjoy it. My first thought was that they were transferring food.

But that seens not to be the case.

<Look, Tobias! Victor and Ni kki are doing that thing again!> | pointed
at the screen. <They do this very often.>

<Uh- huh.> Hi s hawk eyes were trained on the little screen as Victor
tightened his arms around N kki. <lIt's called kissing, Ax-man. Just |ike
yesterday. And the day before. Kissing. Everyone does it. O course, you
need lips.>

<| know what it is called. And the role of lips is self-evident.
simply do not know why it is perfornmed®

<Ah. Well . . .> Tobias rearranged his wings noisily. <lt's definitely
got a purpose. By the way, Marco's heading this way.>

<Yes, | know,> | said. <l saw himtwo minutes ago, although he is trying
not to be seen.>

<| heard himthree mnutes ago and saw hi mfour m nutes ago,> Tobi as said.
7 Tobias is conpetitive when it cones to his senses. H's hearing and

sight are both better than mine. But | amable to ook in all directions
si mul t aneously, somethi ng he cannot do.

<You did not,> | said.

<Di d so, > Tobi as count er ed.

"Nothing likes the joys of daytime TV, huh?" Marco said, stonping up
t hr ough t he under brush.

<Did not,> 1 said to Tobi as.
Marco grinned at nme. "Snuck up on you, didn't [?"

<Yeah, right, Marco,> Tobias said tolerantly.



Marco | aughed. He knew he had not surprised us. His claimto have snuck
up on us was human hunor. It is inexplicable, and Andalite readers
shoul d sinply resign thensel ves to never understandi ng.

<And by the way, why are you not in school, young nman?>

"Hey, | can't be controlled by 'the man's' arbitrary schedules. | cone
and go as | please. | amfree. No one holds nme down."

<Teacher conference?> Tobi as sai d.

"Yeah, they let us out early. So. What's on the tube? Is this
Whoa! Who's that? And does she al ways wal k around wearing a towel ?"

<Well, I"'mhungry. | gotta go find a nouse.

8 See you, Ax-man. Later, Marco,> Tobias said, and then he spread his
wi ngs and was gone.

"Wat chi ng a soap, huh?" Marcosai d, nodding his head.

<Soap?> | was confused. <No. This show is about humans who are both
young and restless. >

Marco sighed. "Watever you call it, it basically reeks, you know. |
think it's time | introduced you to sone better progranm ng, Ax. Buffy.
Party of Five, maybe. Cops. South Park. Sonething, anything better than
this. Al though she is hot."

<Yes, she is hot. This is why she often wears less artificial skin.>

"Yeah, well, | think you may have your cause and effect turned around
there. Hey, you know what you need? A TV Cuide."

| bristled. <l understand how to operate the TV. Human technology is ->
"Take it easy!" Marco held up his hands. "Everything with you has got be
literal. TV Guide is a little book that tells you what shows are on, and

when. Conme on, |'mbored. Let's cruise."

The notion of a guide to all that TV had to offer was attractive. But |
woul d have to norph my human formto go into the town.

<Per haps we coul d obtain cinnanon buns as well,> | suggest ed.

9 "Wiay not? Maybe we'll run into Jake at the nall. He can buy."

Every norph is a surprise. The last tine | norphed to human, ny own nore
or less hu-manoid parts, ny head and arns, changed last. This time they
were first.

| felt teeth growi ng beneath nmy lower face. In fact, ny entire human
nmout h, consisting of a hinged jaw, teeth, tongue, and saliva-producing
gl ands, was fully forned before |ips appeared.

Lips forman open hole in the bottomthird of a human face. The hole is
used for eating and for form ng nouth sounds. As well as kissing,

spitting, vomting, and bel ching.

Humans do a great deal with their nmouths, nost of it rather pointless.



My nore numerous fingers di sappeared, nelting into ten stronger, thicker
human fingers. My stalk eyes retracted into ny head, |eaving ne unable

to see behind ne without either turning ny head or turning ny entire body.
My front |egs shriveled away, |eaving ne to perch precariously on nmy two
hind | egs. O course, humans have only two legs, and no tail at all. So
they go through life constantly on the verge of fall ing over.

My blue fur was the last to go, replaced by my own particul ar shade of
human skin. Human skin

10 cones in a variety of shades, none of themattractive.
At least not to ne. If you are a human, you must find something
attractive about your fellow humans. Humans who are young and restl ess

are alnost continuously in a state of attraction to others.

When | was fully human - awkward, slow, and devoid of natural weapons -
| put on my artificial skin. Humans call it clothing.

"I amready," | said, making mouth sounds. "R-r-r-ready. Red. E. Red. E."
"How about putting on a shirt?" Marco asked.

"The men who are young and restless do not wear shirts. | amyoung. And
I am occasionally restless.”

" A"
"Yes, Marco?"
"Put on a shirt."

| did. Then | folded nmy scoop down so that nothing, including the TV,
woul d be visible. Not even to a human wal king directly over the spot.

I wal ked with Marco out of the woods, across the farthest fields of
Cassie's farm and toward the mall. It took a long tine. Humans wal k
very slowy, a result of having only two |l egs and no tail.

W crossed fields and then wal ked along a street - a path for cars. Then

11 "wWell, hello, Marco. Hey, Ax," someone call ed.

Marco stopped short and | ooked around, turning his entire human head in
order to see in different directions. "Who said that?"

"Here, Marco."

| turned my human head to follow the voice. It was a truck painted with
the word "FedEx." And it was talking to us.

12 What is this, Candid Canmera?" Marco said
"No. | believe it is a hologram" | said. It was the logica

expl anati on. Trucks - which are | arge-wheel ed vehicles used by humans to
transport what they call "stuff" - do not have the power of speech



And in any case, | recognized the particular qualities of that voice.
Marco made a disgusted face. "Hologran? |Is that you, Erek?"

"Who el se? Cone on in. You' re not being watched."

"There's a woman right across the street |ooking at us!"

"She's one of us, Marco," Erek said.

13 Marco and | wal ked directly into the side of the truck. | stepped
through the blue and red letters to see Erek King.

He was not in his usual guise as a human boy, since he was using his

hol ographic enmitter to create the truck. Instead he appeared as the Chee
android he really is.

The Chee are a race of highly sophisticated androids created by a race
called the Pemalites. The creators are gone. Only their creations
remai n, posing as humans.

The Chee are programed with specific traits. Nonviol ence is one of
those traits. And as nmuch as Erek despi ses the Yeerks, and as powerful
as heis, he must Iimt his anti-Yeerk activities to espi onage.

He and his fellow Chee are quite effective in that area.

"A Federal Express truck?" Marco said. "lsn't that copyright infringenent?"

Erek forned a netallic grin. "They can call my |lawer: He was Mses' |aw
pr of essor. "

The Chee are al so very, very long-lived.
"I have news," Erek said, serious now.

"Well, | didn't think you set this up to invite us over for pizza,"
Marco nuttered.

"Let him speak, Marco," | said gravely, touching his arm Jack, who is
one of the youngest and nost restless, does this often, when he is trying

14 to be understanding. Marco and Erek stared at ne.

"The Yeerks," Erek said finally. "W've | earned they' ve used severa
fronts to purchase an aninal testing |aboratory and a neat packing plant."

" Huh?"
"A meat packing plant?" | repeated. "Meeeeet? Meeeet packi ng?"

"I't's where humans take animals - cows, pigs, chickens - to be
sl aughtered and then packaged for sale in the supermarket," Erek expl ai ned.

"Are you telling me | should worry about where ny next Big Mac is com ng
from?" Marco said.

"We're not sure. W don't really know what they're doing with either
facility. But we do know that they were purchased at about the sane
tinme, so we're certain there nust be a connection.”



"When did they acquire these facilities?" | asked him
"Fa-sill-it-tees.” It was a good word for nouth-sounds. So many syl | abl es.

"About a year ago." Erek shook his android head. "Unfortunately, we just
| earned about the purchase. The Yeerks are being extremely secretive
about these projects.”

15 Marco sighed. "You know, Erek, bunping into you is never a picnic.
Way do we care if the Yeerks want to make burgers for a living?"

"I don't know," Erek admitted. "Maybe you don't care. But the Yeerks
woul dn't be this secretive if it were nothing to worry about."

"You said they also had a laboratory,"” | pronpted. "What is its purpose?"
"Don't know that, either."

"Let me ask you this: How about if we just forget all about this and
don't tell Jake, and we all go to the nmall and see how many ci nnanon
buns Ax can eat before he expl odes?"

"I have already performed that experinent,"” | said.

Marco nodded. "Okay, then | guess we go tell Jake and the others and

[ aunch off into sone dumb mission that'll end up with me scream ng and
running for nmy life. Sound good?"

"You coul d al ways go catch a burger instead," Erek said brightly.

Marco shook his head bitterly. "They're nmessing with the burgers, man.
Now it's definite: The Yeerks nust be destroyed."

16 J. had pl anned on an afternoon and eveni ng of watching TV. But Rache
assured me that on Tuesday there was never anything on

"Not hi ng but |ane sitcomreruns this week," she said. "You re not
m ssi ng anything."

<There are al ways These Messages, > | pointed out.
"These what ?"

<The shorter shows that are displayed between | onger shows. These

Messages. They are often my favorites. "Zestfully clean! Zestfully

clean! You're not fully clean unless you're Zestfully clean!” So much

i nformati on condensed into so brief a format. So much enotional intensity.>

"You're starting to scare nme, Ax."

17 In any case, Prince Jake had decided that we should act imediately
to discover what, if anything, the Yeerks were doing at the ani nal
testing | aboratory and neat packi ng pl ant.

W had all assenbled at Cassie's barn to prepare for the m ssion

Cassie's barn is called the Wldlife Rehabilitation dinic. She and her
father offer medical treatment to injured nonhuman ani mals. Nonhu- man
animals filled cages all around us. Many of themwere creatures | had
nor phed.



When | say we "all" assenbled, | nean, of course, Prince Jake, our

| eader, a male who is distinguished by being taller than the others;
Rachel, a female who is considered beautiful by humans and held in awe
by her fellow Aninorphs for her bravery; Cassie, the nost know edgeabl e
and gentlest of the group; and Tobias, Mrco, and ne.

Six of us. Al with norphing power but very little else to oppose the
Yeerk invasion of Earth.

It is an inmpossible situation, of course. But it has been inpossible
fromthe start. And we are not dead yet. If | were dead, | could hardly
be expected to be communi cati ng.

That was hunor.

| believe.

<Meat ? What do they want w th neat ?> Tobi as demanded fromhis perch in
the rafters.

18 "What, you're asking ne?" Marco said. "Like |I know? Erek just said
they have this | ab where they do aninmal testing and this neatpacking
plant. That's all | know "

"Well this is just stupid,” Rachel comrented. "Meat? Animal testing? Wy?"

"They're cleverly infiltrating Mckey Ds to learn the secret of
' speci al sauce,'" Marco said.

"Mayonnai se, catsup, and relish,"” Rachel grunbled. "Big secret.”

"Poi son the food supply?" Cassie suggested as she forced a medi ci ne down
the throat of a goose. "Kill a lot of people?"

<No,> | said. <If the Yeerks wished to kill a lot of hunmans they could
sinmply use their Dracon beanms fromorbit to ignite the atnosphere and
incinerate all life on the planet.>

Everybody turned to stare at ne.

"Well. There's a happy thought,"” Marco said with what | believe is a
tone of voice called "sarcasm™

"W won't get any answers sitting around here guessing," Prince Jake
said. He sighed. "Rachel? | am nessed up in old | ady Chambers's cl ass.
D d you take decent notes?"

"Yeah. | can E-mail themover to you after we get back. But it's like a
whol e bunch of stuff."

Prince Jake sighed again and rubbed his eyes. "Okay | ook, let's go get
this over with fast or

19 1'll end up spending the weekend doi ng a makeup paper, which woul d
seriously stink."

"What exactly are we doi ng?" Cassie asked.

"We're just going to take a look at this animal testing |ab. See what's



what . "
<What is aninmal testing?> | asked.

"They get a bunch of animals together and give them quizzes from
magazi nes," Marco said. "You know, |ike 'How Shy Are You?' and 'Is He
M. Right?'"

| hesitated before responding. It was probably hunor.

<l suspect you are making a joke. But | amnot certain.>

"No one ever is," Rachel said with a |augh

"Animal testing labs are facilities where humans use species simlar to
our own to test the effects of drugs or whatever," Cassie said. "They

have to see if sonmething is safe for humans, so they see first if it's
safe for animals."”

<That sounds prudent -> 1 began to say. But Cassie was not finished.

"They are al so about as close to hell as anything humans create," Cassie
sai d.

"Uh-oh. Here we go." Marco groaned. "Quick! Everyone find a tree to hug."
"Look, I"'mnot a fanatic on this," Cassie said. "I'mnot against testing
some new AIDS drug or a cancer cure. But there are | abs where makeup is

20 tested, only they test it in ways that cause the test animals to go
blind. And even when they test for serious stuff, they should try to
make the aninmals' lives a little less horrible.”

"Yeah, get them TV," Marco said. "No, wait, that m ght be cruel."

Cassie's eyes flashed and she bit her lower lip. Cassie is seldom angry.
But | believe this was a display of anger.

Rachel saw the same thing. "Marco? Try: Shut up. Cassie? | |ove you, but
this isn't about saving the lab rats. W have a mission here. So let's
just go and get it over with."

"Rachel's right, we can debate animal testing some other day," Prince
Jake said. "Let's just do this. In, out, and right back."

<After These Messages. >

21 W norphed to birds of prey. My own is called a northern harrier
Birds of prey are especially useful for observation because they have
incredibly acute vision as well as excellent hearing.

Once norphed, we flew toward the animal testing |aboratory.

The sun was goi ng down, causing the wild effusion of colors, primarily
red and gold that sometines occurs at sunset or sunrise

| was afraid of what | mght find at the animal testing |aboratory.
Soneti mes, when exposed to what humans consider science, | inadvertently
offend ny friends. | amoften tenpted to explain human errors.



22 W flew over a large street called Broad, above a park called WII ow,
and beyond, toward an area where many buil di ngs had transparent w ndows
repl aced by opaque sheets of wood.

Few humans were visible. But we saw a great deal of garbage. Garbage is
an inportant human product.

Marco kept grunbling about the online chat with the cast of The X-Files
he was missing. "Online" is a primtive human net hod of comunicating in
short, truncated, interrupted sentences with anonynous i ndividuals.

Humans have several means of comunicating in uninterrupted formwth
known persons, but nany prefer "online."

Li ke much of human technology, it is inexplicable.

<Yeah, well, I'mmssing precious time trying to figure out how
guadratic equations work, > Cassi e answered.

<Is that it? Is that the place?> Rachel asked. She was above me, to ny left.
<That's the right corner,> Tobias said. <Mist be.>

<Doesn't |l ook too sinister. Yeah, | can see a sign. That's it,> Prince
Jake said. <Your basic office park.>

W flew to the edge of the |large enpty area where hunans place their
cars. The cars were

23 gone. It was the time of day when hunans | eave their work and go hone
to consune food

Several groups of young trees had been planted around the enpty lot, so
we perched among their branches.

Most of the buildings seened enpty. But one, set apart fromthe others,
was surrounded by a ten-foot-high fence nmade of ingenious inter-I|ooped
nmetallic strands and topped with spirals of sharp-spiked wire

Across a small parking area sat a plain, two-story brick building, deep
i n shadows cast by the low slanting rays of the sun. Behind it, parallel
to Broad Street, was undevel oped |l and thick with mature trees.

The wi ndows of the building were all closed and protected by vertica
bars. The doors were heavy steel. An arned guard sat in a structure that
| ooked li ke a mniature human house, just behind a gate that was set
into the fence

<Security,> Rachel said with a derisive |augh

<Sore snmall norph would be the way to go, > Prince Jake said. <But what?
Even a fly can't get through a | ocked netal door.>

<And you know the Yeerks inside are going to be suspicious of any kind
of animal,> Cassi e added. <Even the ones they're testing.>

<And we do not know . . .> 1 paused for a |long nonment, the way | had
seen Victor Newnman

24 do. Whenever he does this, the TV canera zoons in on his face. <.



what kind of animals are being tested in there.>

Five bird-of-prey heads turned to |l ook at nme. They stared at ne the way
Marco and Erek had earlier.

<Ax? You okay?>
<Yes, but | nust maintain silence till we go to These Messages. >
<He's been wat chi ng soaps, > Marco expl ai ned.

<Ohhhh. He's doi ng a soap-take!> Rachel said.

<A what ?>
<A soap-take. At least that's what | call it. At the end of a scene. You
know how the actors all just freeze and stare and wait for... well, for

"t hese nmessages" ?>

<Those are ny favorites,> | said. <These Messages. >

ZAAP!

W all jerked in surprise.

Tobi as said, <A rabbit.>

The animal was dead. | could see that its breathing had stopped.
<El ectric fence,> Cassie said.

<Electric?> | laughed. <l doubt it very much. If this facility is run by
the Yeerks, then it is certainly a shock-front force field. The fence is

25 nmerely incidental, a deception. The force field will extend in an
unbr oken dome over the entire facility. A large energy expenditures

<He's right,> Tobi as said. <Look around. Dead sparrow over there. A rat.
Too nuch road-kills

<G eat,> Rachel nuttered.

<That means the only way to get onto the grounds is past the security
guard, right in the front door. And I don't know how we're going to do thats

<Look! > Cassie said. Alarge white truck, probably thirty human feet
| ong, passed the trees where we were hidden and pulled up to the gate.

| could not see the contents of the truck, although | was sure it
contai ned sone sort of "stuff."

<I'"Il listen ins Tobias opened his wings and flewto a solitary tree
just outside the fence.

The truck driver rolled down his wi ndow and presented the guard with a
rectangul ar board with paper affixed. The guard scrutinized it for a
nmonent before pushing a button in the little building where he sat. The
gate opened with a rusty whine.

The truck started down the drive and di sappeared behind the buil di ng.



<Let's follow the fence around and see what he's unl oadi ng, > Rache
suggest ed.

26 <Wait.> Tobias returned, |anding on a nearby branch, and regarded us

with his intense hawk's eyes. <The truck's | oaded w th chi npanzees.

There's no wi ndow between the cab and the back so | couldn't actually

see them but | heard the driver say he had the six chinps they called for.>

<Chi nps?> Prince Jake frowned. <Why chi m panzees?>

<Chi npanzees woul d maybe be used for sone kind of behavioral research, >
Cassie said. <If it was nedical they'd probably use rats or rhesus nonkeys. >

<Perhaps the chinmps will be transferred to the neatpacki ng pl ant ?>
asked i nnocently.

<Oh, gee, let's hope not,> Prince Jake said.
<You never know, > Cassie said darkly.
<Yeah, where do you think they get jerky fron?> Marco asked.

<The driver said sonething about being back around four tonorrow, >
Tobi as added.

<Si x nore chi nps?> Rachel wondered

<On their way to nothing good, > Cassie said thoughtfully. <But that's
our way in. W go as the chinps.>

<Can we acquire chinpanzees at The Gar-dens?> Prince Jake wondered.

<All we know is that they have "chinps" in that truck. But that may not
mean specifically chinpanzees. | mean, the driver may not exactly

27 be a primatol ogist. Could be rhesus nonkeys, could be how er nonkeys,
could be bonobo chinps or sonme ot her subspecies, so ->

<Wait. Here comes the truck.> Rachel trained her eagle eyes on it. <Hey!
It has a parking sticker fromthe university. Maybe that's where it
starts out.>

<Okay, so they cone down the highway, get off across fromthe new
nmega-nmal |, cone up Broad Street, right?> Prince Jake said. He was silent
for a while, deep in thought. Then, <l think |I've got an idea. Could work.>
<Is it an insanely dangerous, nearly suicidal idea?!'> Marco asked brightly.
<Yep. Sure is.>

28 he others had spent the day in their human school. Tobias and | had
spent the day watching TV, and then watching cars go along a road and

into and out of a tunnel

A tunnel is an underground road. Humans build themto pass beneath

rivers, or to pass beneath roads or buil di ngs whose presence evidently

surprises them

Pl anni ng ahead is not a great human virtue.



The road was lined with restaurants naned Wendy's, Taco Bell, and
Fuddruckers. There were al so areas where autonobiles were displayed for
sale. And there was the store where one would not pay a lot for that
muffl er.

29 Prince Jake and the others arrived to neet us already in seagul

nor ph, wheel i ng down from above. They were al nost invisible against the
clouds. White on white.

| had been in that same norph all afternoon, except for necessary
denor phi ng. Tobias was in his own red-tail ed hawk body, resting atop a
near by denuded tree hung with wires. Tobias could not manage to stand
directly on the wres.

It had been a long day. Prince Jake had i npressed on us the need for
preci se planning. And it had been necessary for ne to denorph and
renor ph several tines. In a Dunpster, which is a large box filled with
stuff humans no | onger want.

<We all set?> Prince Jake asked as he swooped down to join ne.

<Yeah, > Tobias said. <If you need to denorph there's a delightfu
Dunmpster that Ax has been enjoying. >

<No, we're good. Although . . . \Woa! Dori-tos!>

<Forget it. Enmpty bag. Ax already ate them |'m going topside so | can
give you all a heads-up.>

Tobi as opened his wi ngs and fl apped away above the road, above the
bright signs of restaurants that served delicious grease and salt.

30 Seagull norph is very useful since it is ubiquitous. Like the birds
cal l ed pi geons, seagulls may go al nbst anywhere unremnarked.

But there is a downside: The seagull has a relentless, obsessive
interest in any food that has been thrown away. It is al nost as
di stracting as bei ng human.

<Everyone cl ear on the plan?> Prince Jake asked.

<Yeah. W pretty nuch hurtle to our deaths, right?> Mrcosaid.

<Oh, quit your whining, you big baby,> Rachel said.

W waited near the Dunpster till we heard faint thought-speak com ng
from hi gh above. <The truck is en route. Passing Church Street.>

<What was the tinme on the tunnel, Ax?> Prince Jake asked.

<Between four and seven of your mnutes, Prince Jake,> | said. <W tined
it repeatedly. Wth this degree of traffic we estimate transit tine

t hrough the tunnel will be closer to seven mnutes. >

<Ax? Don't call me Prince. Everyone set?>

<Here it cones!> Cassie said

The truck appeared, com ng down the street toward us.



<We catch himat the light,> Prince Jake rem nded us. <Everyone careful
okay? This

31 could go bad on us pretty easily. So pay attentions

<Especially if he doesn't get stopped for that |ight,> Cassie said.
<Come on, |ight, change! Change!>

<It will change fromgreen to yellow in exactly four seconds, Cassie,
and | am of the opinion that the |ight nechani sm does not respond to

t hought - speak pl eas. >

The traffic slowed as the light in the intersection changed to yell ow
Yellow is the color of warning. | do not know why.

The delivery truck we had seen the night before was behind a smaller
green truck. | heard noises indicating that the truck driver had engaged
the pitifully primtive braking system

<Now! > Prince Jake said

One by one we flapped and caught the air current.

My | egs tucked beneath nme, | opened my w ngs wi der and began to rise as
a gusty breeze hit me. Even in the nmidst of a dangerous mssion, | am
aware of the fact that when I fly | feel even nore free than | do when
runni ng across an open meadow.

<Down, Ax! Now! > | heard Rachel say.

Angling sideways to tack against the breeze, | watched as first Prince
Jake and then Cassie

32 swept their wings forward to sl ow down. Marco, Rachel, and | were
right behind them killing airspeed as we headed for the runbling truck
Tobi as was plummeting from high above, ready to follow

The roof was snooth. | slid into Rachel as the indicator |ight changed
and the truck began to pick up speed.

| felt the uneven vibrations of the engine as the truck proceeded
through the intersection. | felt the pressure of the wind as the truck
accel er at ed.

Suddenly what had seened fairly sinple began to seemtroubl esone.

<Okay, the tunnel's only two bl ocks away, > Prince Jake said, crouching
to maintain his balance. <Start denorphing. >

<This is crazy!> Rachel shouted happily, squinting her beady seagul
eyes as the truck's grine swirled around us.

<l amslipping,> 1 said.
<You and nme both. Mre fun every mnute,> Marco conpl ai ned.

My bird |l egs were essentially useless at holding on in the face of a
powerful wind. | collapsed ny | egs, opened ny wi ngs, and shaped them so



as to create a downdraft. The downdraft held ne down. But still | was
sliding toward the back of the truck

33 | needed to norph. Cassie had already started, and the additiona
wei ght hel ped to stabilize her position.

| focused on the denorph. My feathers nelted into a gel ati nous coating
that began to sprout ny natural fur. My stalk eyes sprouted fromthe top
of the gull's small head. My beak shrank and withered to nothi ngness.
The sliding stopped.

| |1 ooked back over the very close edge of the truck. A small car was
nearby. The driver had apparently noticed the shifting mess of feathers,
fur, and skin. H's nouth hung open as he | eaned forward to watch

And just then, ny tail sprouted to its full |ength.

VWHAM

The smal |l car sideswiped a linbless tree used to el evate wires.

Scr eeeee! Cuh- RUNCH

The small car came to a halt very suddenly, having run directly into a
st opped car.

| turned my enmerging stalk eyes forward again. | could see the dark arch
of the tunnel just ahead. Cassie was fully human al ready. The others
were nostly human, with a dusting of white feathers here and there.
Tobi as was al so nostly hunman, although for himit was no | onger his
normal form

34 Suddenly, we were in the tunnel. Darkness closed around me. The
yellow tile ceiling was only inches above ne!

| had not realized it would be so close. No roonl If | raised an arm it
woul d be scraped al ong that soot-bl ackened ceiling.

And if | raised ny head?
Wosh! Wosh! Wwosh! Woosh!
The ceiling nade a sound as we passed beneath it.

| fought down the claustrophobia that is a part of any Andalite's

heritage. There is sufficient room | told nmyself. There is sufficient air.

And yet | did not feel that there truly was enough air or enough space.
| could feel the pressure of tons of earth weighing me down. W were
under ground. Soon we woul d be underwater!

| lay there, ny legs curled up beneath nme, tail extended flat, upper
body pressed |ow, and stared at the tiles flashing by above ne.

And the noise!l My head was reeling fromthe cacophony of magnified,
echoed noi ses of engi nes and brakes and radi os and horns.

I lay still and concentrated on breathing. There was plenty of air.
Plenty of room Plenty.



But | could not just lie there. W had to enter the truck. | would have
to nove.

35 "Ckay, human chain time!" Cassie yelled to be heard above the
constant shriek of noise.

It was the only way we had thought of to get into the back of the truck
by grasping hand to hand, hand to ankle. It is something humans, wth
their nmuch stronger arms and nore |inear bodies, can do.

"Hold nmy feet and | ower me over the back so |I can open the door," Cassie
yel | ed.

"I will go first," Prince Jake said.

"Not happeni ng, Jake. You weigh twice what | do," Cassie said. "Don't
distract me when I'mtry ing to be brave."

Cassie shinmed to the back edge of the roof as Prince Jake and Tobi as
clutched her ankles. Marco threw his arnms around Prince Jake's wai st,
Rachel around Marco's. Lying beside this human chain, | braced with al
four hooves against the slick roof and grabbed Prince Jake's ankl es.
W had no real way to brace ourselves. W could only hope that our

bodi es, pressed flat, would create sufficient friction to resist the
hurri cane of w nd.

"Lower!" Cassie shouted. "I can't quite reach!"

Carefully, the human- Andalite chain of bodies inched forward until the
only visible part of Cassie was her bare feet.

36 "I "' mthere!" she cried. Then, "No | ock!"
"No | uck?"

"No | ock\" she yelled, and there canme a rolling sound as the door slid
up into the roof.

W haul ed Cassie back up. Cassie flipped positions. Still on her
stomach, she swung her | egs over the back of the truck and held on to
the roof's edge as we clutched her wists.

"Ch, man!" Cassi e npaned.

"What ?" Prince Jake demanded.

"Just' Ch, man!'" Cassie said

Frominside the truck cane a loud cry. "EYAH EYAH EYAH Hoo hoo hoo!"

I was unclear as to the neaning, but | suspected they were noises
emtted by the chi npanzees. Perhaps they were alarned. | certainly was.

Cassi e swng back and forth. And now another car was closing the

di stance behind us. It was dark in the tunnel, but still sufficiently
light for the human in the car to clearly see that we were breaking into
the truck.

The car was al so cl ose enough that if Cassie slipped, it would slaminto



her and nost likely kill her instantly.
"Ckay, let go of nme!" Cassie yelled.

W rel eased our grip.

" Aaaahhh! "

Thunp!

37 "Omw 1'm okay. But oww "

Cassie was inside the truck. Marco followed quickly. It was easier with
soneone inside to assist.

The driver behind us did not notice ne, but he definitely noticed the
others as they swng down into the truck. The driver was smling, naking
a sort of punping notion with his fist and yelling.

| believe what he yell ed was, "Waahhhh-hooh! Hoo! Hoo! Hoo!"

| amunclear as to the meaning. But | believe they were noises of
approval . He cannot possibly have known our m ssion, of course, so

took it as a general approval of the notion of breaking into trucks. O

per haps he nerely enjoyed acrobatics.

The driver passed us by. And now it was mny turn. Just one problem |
coul d not possibly support nmy own weight with my own arns and fingers.

| had to morph to human. And | ooki ng ahead, | could already see the far
end of the tunnel

W had used nore tine than we should have. | had only two mnutes left.
38 J. norphed to human. | norphed very quickly.

In human morph | had only two eyes. This nmade it easier to ignore the
tile still flashing by at shocki ng speed.

As soon as | had strong human arns | shoved nmy | ower body over the edge
of the truck. But something was wr ong!

Too heavy! | could not hold on

Nurrer ous hands grabbed at me, slipped, tugged, grabbed again.

"Ax! You're still not norphed!"

My lower half was still nostly Andalite. Too | arge! Too heavy!

I felt nmy hands weakening. My fingers were

39 being pried open by the weight. I would fall onto the road. Humans
woul d drive their cars over me. Possibly their trucks filled with

"stuff" as well.

I was no | onger concerned with the tile overhead. | was nuch nore
interested in the pavenent bel ow

"Gab his tail!"



"I have a leg! He's norphing his leg! Ax, |
"EYAH EYAH EYAH Ooog! Ooog!"

"CGet him get him he's slipping!"

"He keeps norphing!"

"Hoo hoo hoo hoo hah ah HAH HAH HAH HAH! "
"Pl ease make every effort not to drop nme!" | cried.

"Ckay, | got a human |l eg here," Rachel said.

Morents later, | was hauled inside the truck. Suddenly | felt no w nd.
The truck energed fromthe tunnel. | began to | augh

"Are you okay, Ax-man?" Tobi as asked.

"I amvery well! Very, very well. Well-luh." There was nothing funny
about eluding death, but there was certainly joy. And relief.

"' Pl ease make every effort not to drop ne.'" Marco repeated ny plea, and
now everyone | aughed.

Rachel drew the door down. There was not

40 nmuch light, but there was enough. And the relative quiet was very
enj oyabl e.

| | ooked around at the inside of the truck. On either side of the truck
ei ght-foot-w de, four-foot-tall cages held shaggy, browni sh-bl ack
creatures with hairless, surprisingly human, faces. Two were hunched
forward, clutching the bars and screeching. The others had fl attened

t hensel ves against the far walls, grimacing and poundi ng the fl oor.

"No bananas." Marco spread his hands w de in apol ogy. One of the
chi npanzees spit at him

"W need to acquire themright away. Gab his foot, if you can," Prince
Jake suggest ed.

"You grab his foot," Marco said. "I've been a gorilla. | know what our
grandparents here can do when they get cranky."

"Here." Cassie had opened a sturdy plastic bin on the floor. "This'Il help."
| began to denorph to Andalite formas Cassie cautiously held out a

handf ul of grayish-brown pellets to one of the chinpanzees. The

chi npanzee paused and seermed to sneer at her. The truck hit a bunp.

Cassie lurched forward and the chi npanzee drew back

"It's okay," she murmured. "These are for you."

The chi npanzee regarded her solemly. It

41 seened to be deciding whether or not the food was a trick



One gi ant finger extended through the bars of its cage, pointing at
Cassie's palm The creature's skin |looked |ike tan | eather. | heard
Rachel inhale abruptly. Marco shinm ed backward an inch. Beside him
Tobi as was denor phing to hawk form watching the chinp intently.
"It's okay," Cassie repeated. "She's not going to hurt ne. Here, girl."
She reached forward sl owy.

"Rachel ? Get ready, in case we need fire-power," Prince Jake warned.
"Not necessary," Cassie said. "This girl's just a sweetie. She'll be
fine. Wn't you, girl? No need to be upset. No."

The chinmp paused again, considered, pursed its lips, and grunted.
Wthout warning, it grabbed Cassie's wist.

But Cassie is not easily bothered by non-human animals. Her other hand
shot out and grabbed the chinp's enornous hand. Cassie focused, and the
acquiring trance cal med the aninal.

But Cassie herself was not entirely calm She | ooked troubled. | could
not tell why. | only noticed that for several seconds she seened al npst
to be carrying on a silent argunent with herself.

42 But then she focused again and the chi npanzee's eyelids drooped
i mperceptibly. Its muscles slackened. The food in its hand dropped to
the floor as it slunmped into the cage's bars.

The rest of us made contact while we could. W acquired the chinpanzee.
Chi npanzees are a species closely related to hunmans but slightly nore
attractive, and with a superior method of |oconotion that allows themto
operate as two-footed or four-footed creatures.

"Ckay, ticktock. We nust be al nost there. Keys?" Rachel asked.

"Here they are," Marco said, snatching a ring froma wall clip. "Let's
hope these chinps don't attack as a good-bye gesture." He sniled at one
of the soon-to-be-freed chinpanzees. "Loved you in all those old Tarzan
novi es. "

"This stinks," Cassie said. "W shouldn't be turning theml|oose in a
strange environnment. We shouldn't be ... never nind."

"Ah, | was wondering how long it would take," Marco said with a derisive

grin.

<Look, a day running around the streets has got to be better than
what ever the Yeerks have in mnd for them > Tobi as said.

Prince Jake |l eaned toward the first cage, ready to open the door. "Here
we go," he breathed, sliding the key into the padl ock. "Freedom At
| east till soneone rounds you up."

43 | felt the truck grind to a stop

"Now, " Prince Jake said. "Ax? Stay out of sight. There may be cars right
behind us."

Cassie and Marco slid the door up



And the chi npanzee we had norphed, faced with freedom decided to urinate.
44 T\un away, already!" Marco yelled

A truck was coning up behind us, slowing. Cars were al ongside. Two
children in one of the cars pointed at us and bounced up and down in
their seats.

"Cassi e, make them | eave!" Marco pl eaded.

Cassi e scooped up a handful of food pellets and flung themtoward the
truck behind us. The chi npanzees nerely stared. The driver of the truck
| eaned out of his wi ndow and said words | have been told are inpolite.

<l've got this,> Tobias said. He flapped his wi ngs furiously and
| aunched hinmself toward the | ead chi npanzee.

"Tseeer!" he screeched.

45 The | ead chi np bounded away. The others tunbled after him And now
the truck driver behind us began to say words that were worse than inpolite.

<Thought that might do it,> Tobias said smugly.
Wth a jerk that al nost knocked me off my hooves, we were noving again.

Prince Jake yanked the door down, but before he did | saw one of the
chinps clinbing in the wi ndow of the truck while the driver exited

qui ckly fromthe opposite door. A second chinp was bounci ng mani acal |l y
on the roof of the car with the children. The children were scream ng
with joy. Their nother was al so scream ng, but perhaps not with joy.

"Ckay, into the cages and norph,"” Prince Jake said. "Ax? How s our tine?"

<| estimate we will arrive at the laboratory in three of your mnutes.>
"Ax, don't make me tell you again: They're not our mnutes," Marco said.
"They are everyone's mnutes. Just plain old mnutes and ... oh
guh-ross.” Marco winkled his nose disgustedly as he clinbed into the
nearest cage. "Soneone call the manager. This cage is filthy."

"You guys go ahead," Cassie said. "I'll hang back to | ock the doors
behi nd you."

It nade sense. Cassie was the quickest
46 norpher. And someone woul d have to | ock the cages fromthe outside.

| closed my main eyes, trying to focus despite the lurch of the truck
and the realization that we were very short on time. | focused ny
t houghts on the inage of the chinp. Then I felt it begin.

My front legs nelted into nmy torso as ny back legs swelled into the
powerful linbs of the chinmp. My hooves split open into five-toed feet.
My Andalite arnms grew bul ky with nmuscles. My hands expl oded into

| eathery flesh and thick fingers.

| felt two faint blips as nmy hearts stopped beating, absorbed into the
poundi ng heart of the chinp. Inside me - bones crunched, bl ood punped,
as a mass of organs and systemnms transformed from Andalite to primate.



My stal k eyes had already retracted, disappearing into the top of the
chinmp's head. Beneath the flattened nose that was simlar to ny own the
chinmp's mouth energed. It was |large and nmobile and full of teeth.

| turned my head to squint at the others in the murky light while wiry
brown fur sprouted over nost of my body.

"Urrgghh,” | grunted through the chinp's mouth, grabbing the bars of the
cage. | tried again to speak

<Interesting,> | said. <Though these bodies
47 are nearly identical to humans, they are incapable of coherent speech.>

<Yeah, that's why you never see chinmpanzees running for president.
They're smart enough. They just can't give a decent speech.>

Marco, of course. Hunmor, alnost certainly. Although it occurred to ne
that | shoul d perhaps check and see whet her chi npanzees were accorded
full citizenship.

| blinked nmy primate eyes and flexed ny thick, powerful fingers. | felt
human. Like | was a four-foot-tall, al st two-hundred-pound,
heavily nuscl ed human

And the m nd? It was not exactly human, but it was simlar. The sane

t hreads of curiosity, understanding, and enoti on woven into a conpl ex

map. It was nothing like the single-mnded hunger instinct of the shark

or the blind rush of sensory input that characterized the bat, for exanple.

Sentient? Sel f-aware? Able to hold abstract thoughts in its head?

| mpossible to be sure. In nmorphing we acquire instinct, but instinct is
| ess important when intelligence is nore devel oped.

This mind had very little in the way of instinct. And | sensed a great
deal in the way of intelligence.

The chi npanzee woul d be abl e to understand

48 that when the cage was | ocked, it would not be able to escape. The
chi npanzee woul d understand that scratching its head repeatedly woul d
not open the door, but it would nake it feel better

The Andalite part of me suddenly felt a little ill. | knew that

chi npanzees were very close to humans on Earth's evol utionary scal e.

| ater | earned that ninety-seven percent of chinpanzee DNA is identica
to human DNA.

Too cl ose to human? Senti ent cl ose?

W have a rule - we Aninorphs, | should say - that we do not norph
humans or other sentient beings w thout permnission. Had we just viol ated
that belief?

Cassie circled the cages quickly to |l ock the cage doors. Then she ducked
into the cage closest to the hook where Marco had found the keys. She
reached t hrough the bars, |ocked her own door, and tossed the keys on
the floor beneath the hook.



"Hopefully the driver will think they fell off when he hit a bunp," she
sai d.

Cassi e norphed with shocki ng speed.

| decided to ask her about the chinpanzee. Cassie is often the person
nmost willing to exani ne deeper phil osophical issues.

<Cassi e, | am concerned by this norph, >

49 said. <Is it sentient? Was it inproper to acquire

She said nothing. As though she had not heard me. Then she turned her
dar k chi mpanzee eyes toward ne. <Could it have given permn ssion, do you

think? Is it capabl e?> she asked rhetorically.

<No. | doubt that it could have understood the question,> | answered.
<But you have not answered my question, Cassie. |Is this creature sen-tient?>

Cassi e said nothing and Marco | aughed a t hought-speak |augh. <You don't
get it, Ax. See, Cassie's on her own private mssion here. She wants to
save the chinps. So her usual noralizing doesn't apply.>

It was a harsh thing to say. But Cassie made no answer.

<A silence fills the room> Marco said sardonically. <Aninmal |overs.

Typi cal . They care nore about aninmals than they do about humans. |If we
were doing this for sone other reason, we'd have Cassie giving us a
bunch of crap about not using sentient creatures. But she's thinking she
can maybe save sone chi npanzees, so hey, if it's for the sake of animals - >
<Let it go, Marco, > Prince Jake interrupted.

Cassie said nothing in self-defense.

50 I did not know what to think. | could only assune that humans do not
bel i eve chi npanzees are sentient. Cearly, if they did believe it, they
woul d not be keeping theminprisoned and using themfor experinentation.

Yes, that made |ogical sense, | reassured nyself.

On the other hand, it is sometines the case that humans do not make
| ogi cal sense.

51 1 he truck slowed and then came to a stop

When the door rolled up on its rusty hinges, the still-bright afternoon
light flooded the truck. | squinted and shrank against the far wall of
ny cage.

"Ckay, you nonkeys, get ready," a |large human grunted as he pulled
himself into the truck

| |1 ooked past him A second human slid a ranp into place, connecting the
truck to a large, open doorway. The doorway was el evated several feet
above the ground. In fact, it matched the height of the back of the
truck. Proving that sonetimes humans are capabl e of planni ng ahead.

52 Just inside the building stood three men in white, |oose-fitting



artificial skin. Cothing. At their feet was a flat metal cart on wheels.

Marco and | were in the cages closest to the door. One of us would be
the first to go.

The nmen lifted my cage, straining as they pulled it onto the cart. Once
on the cart, they pushed ne al ong the ranp.

| shifted uneasily behind the bars. Was | acting the part appropriately?
What woul d a chi npanzee do under these circunstances?

<Everyone be kind of cool,> Cassie instructed. <These chinps were
probably raised in captivity. They'd be somewhat used to all this.>

The vibrations caused by the cart's wobbly wheel s agai nst the ranp
rattled through ny | egs and up my spine.

Inside the building, the cart turned a corner, guided by three pairs of
human hands, and slid through an open door

HooHoo He- YAH He- YAH Heeeee!

This new roomwas filled with other chinpanzees. Al around ne

chi npanzees chattered wildly, screeching and junping in cages that were
mounted on the walls with thick steel braces. Cearly, they were
unnerved by our intrusion.

Wheel s whi ned against the floor as the cart stopped outside an enpty
cage. Two horizonta

53 rows of four cages each lined the wall, the same one in which the
door was located. Once in the cage, | would have difficulty seeing who
was entering the room

A human with a gray beard and small blue eyes referred to a chart that
he had undi pped fromthe side of the cage. "Hello, Punpkin. There's a

good girl. How about a treat?" He held out a cookie frosted with white
i ci ng.

| sniffed carefully. Sugar

A delicious treat? No doubt. But was it also heart-healthy and | ow fat?
In These Messages, everything is heart-healthy and | ow fat.

What woul d taste be Iike to a chinpanzee? | was certain that the
chi npanzee brain wanted the cookie. Ch yes, it wanted the cookie.

| grabbed it.

The man snmiled. He unl ocked the cage door

| tensed again as each of nmy powerfully devel oped nmuscles stiffened in
readiness. | felt the chinp's mouth stretching into the strange

grimace-smle that to a chinpanzee indicates fear and displays teeth.

Teeth that were m dway through nmunching one of the nost delicious
cookies | had ever tasted. In any form

The man reached forward with sudden speed. He snapped a collar around ny
neck and grabbed one of ny enornous hands.



54 No doubt the chinpanzee woul d have been afraid. But it was enjoying
the cookie. So was the Andalite.

"Ckay, Punpkin," the bearded man said. "Here we go." As he swung with

the armthat held mine, | found nyself responding w thout thought. M

| egs pushed against the floor. My free hand clutched at the top of the
cage door and pushed, too, as | vaulted toward the cage opposite ne.

Then | was in. Another lock clicked into place as | swallowed the | ast
cooki e crunb and sat down.

"Good girl, Punmpkin," the man said. He handed me another cookie while
the other men pushed ny former cage out of the way. "Okay, let's go for
the others.”

| took a | ook around as the three nmen left to unload ny friends.
appeared to be in sone kind of holding room It was covered by small
white squares of a hard, sonewhat shiny substance. Tiles, | believe they
are called. There was a drain in the center of the floor

Ei ght - human-f oot - square cages lined the two | ongest walls, and one,
about eight feet deep by fifteen feet wide, was set into the shorter
wall to ny right. To ny left, against the other short wall, was a netal
table covered with bins containing

55 papers. Next to the table was a frosted gl ass door

The big cage was enpty of animal life, but held a tire swing, dull red
rubber toys, and a thick rope with several knots. Sonmeone had scri bbl ed
in bright colors on the concrete block walls.

The noi se was deafening. | crouched agai nst the back wall of ny cage and
covered mnmy ears, sonmewhat overwhel ned. At |east twenty chi npanzees were
scream ng and hooting, stamping their feet against the floors of their
cages. | looked up as one directly opposite ne took a nmouthful of water
froma squeeze bottle and sprayed it in nmy general direction

Did they sense that | was different? That | was not quite al

chi npanzee? Wthout really thinking about it, | jeered back in ful

chi npanzee screech. And then turned as the door opened again.
<I"minnocent, | tell you!> Marco cried in private thought-speak as he
was wheeled into the room <| can't do hard tine! |I'minnocent! You got
the wrong guy! You can't keep ne |ocked up! |I want to call ny |awer!>

56 <1 he big question is still: What are we doing here?> Cassie said,
when at |ast all of us had been brought together

<That's what we'll find out. Soon as these handl ers | eave, > Prince Jake
sai d.

<Ti ckt ock, > Rachel muttered. <W've been in norph for a long tine now >
"Clear chinp nenagerie area," a voice said.
<Loudspeaker, > Cassi e remarked. <Look at the handl ers!>

The handl ers were heading for the exit. They were noving quickly. Very
quickly. In a hurry to be out of the room | assumed they had somewhere



el se to be. The others nmade the sane assunption

57 W were all mstaken

<Cassi e. You want to denorph and bust us outta here?> Prince Jake asked.
<The rest of us might as well stay in these nmorphs for now. Someone

coul d cone back in.>

<No probl em > Cassie said. <Then maybe Ax and Marco can get us into that
conput er over there. Maybe we'll learn what this is all about.>

| had not noticed a conputer. It was outside of ny limted range of
vi sion. Cassie began swi ftly denorphing.

| spent the tinme considering what we might find in the conputer. | was
confident that | could easily break any Yeerk security neasures. But
once into the system | still mght find nothing.

| watched Cassie's softer human features begin to emerge fromthe
chi npanzee. Watched the fur nelt and smooth out to form her own hunman
skin. Watched her |egs strengthen, her arns weaken.

Chi npanzees are proof of the unpredictability of evolution. Many humans
thi nk evolution involves inprovenmrent. O course, it does not. It nerely
i nvol ves survivability. Oten individual capabilities are | essened in

t he process of nmoving toward a survivable species. Humans are clearly
weaker than chinpanzees. But their brains are nuch nore capable.

Wl |, sonmewhat nore capable.

58 Cassie was entirely human when the door opened. Fromthe first tiny
noi se of the handl e being noved, | realized our mstake. It wasn't that
the handl ers had sonewhere el se to be.

It was that the handlers didn't want to be here.

And when the door opened, | saw the reason why.

If there had been any slight doubt that the | aboratory was Yeerk-run
the creature who stepped through the door foll owed by three cringing,
terrified human-Controllers put an end to it.

He stepped boldly into the room Swaggering |ike the conqueror he was.

He was Andalite in form H's host body is an old Andalite warrior naned
Al 'l oran- Sem tur-Corrass.

But he was no longer Alloran. He was no | onger an Andalite at all
except in outer form

He was Vi sser Three. The Abom nation. The only Andalite-Controller in
t he gal axy.

| leaped at the bars, unable to control the urge. Visser Three did not
flinch.

<Cassi e! > Rachel yelled in thought-speak directed only at us.

Cassie was farthest fromthe door. But in two nore steps Visser Three
woul d see her.



<Renor phi ng! > Cassie said. <But ->

<Di straction!> Prince Jake yell ed.

59 Hoo- hoo- hoo! E- YAH E- YAH

W started screeching, but the Visser was indifferent. W were caged. W
were an inferior species. The great Yeerk Visser was uninterested in us.
In fact, he seenmed bored. Like he was perform ng sone tedious duty.

O course! It was just a routine inspection. Only by nonunental

m sfortune had we encountered him And in two seconds that misfortune
woul d turn fatal. We were caged! Hel pl ess!

<Poop him > Marco yell ed suddenly.

<What ?>

Marco swept his hand across the bottomof his dirty cage. He grabbed a
handful of... well, of dung.

A swift, overhand throw The . . . product. . . flew

it hit Visser Three full in his face.

<Poop him > Marco yel |l ed again.

| swept ny big chinpanzee hand across the cage floor and wi thout pause
threwthe ... itens ... as hard as | could, and with as great an
accuracy as | coul d.

The result was that a large glop stuck on Visser Three's right stal k eye.

<Yah HAH' > | cried in sheer glee.

It was an unusual tactic. A desperate tactic. But | nust say it was
truly satisfying.

60 | he six of us hurled biol ogical waste product. Then the genuine
chi npanzees, sensing a gane, joined in.

The air filled with product.

Vi sser Three was covered within seconds. So were his hunman-Controll er
assistants. The four of them beat a hasty retreat through the doorway.

<Now f/?af wasfun! > Rachel said happily.
Cassie was fully chinpanzee agai n.
The tactic had succeeded brilliantly.

Then, from beyond the door, cane the thought-speak sound of Visser
Three's rage.

<Kill themall!>

| shot a | ook at Prince Jake.



61 One of the human-Controllers must have argued with the Visser
VWHAM

The door bl ew open. A human-Controller |anded on the floor. One of his
hands had been reduced to a stunp. The hand itself |ay nearby.

<| don't care if they're test animals!> Visser Three raged. H s voice
lowered to a sinister, insinuating, false-friendly tone. <I'mhere to
close this facility, anyway. Phase Two is already a success. This series
of tests has been superseded. >

"Y-y-y-yes, Visser!"

<So | want themall killed! Do you understand nme?> he said calmy.
"Y-yes! Yes! Yes, Visser!"

<What ? No argunent? You don't want to question ny orders?> the Visser
asked pleasantly. He arched his tail forward and al nost caressed the
human- Control ler's neck with the bl ade.

"NO No, Visser Three. Never!"

The Visser withdrew his tail. He bent over and picked up the

human- Controll er's severed hand. He | ooked at it with interest and then
tossed it to the injured nman. <Here. Reattach it. And destroy these
creatures.> He turned and stal ked away, but then stopped. <Bring the

Taxxons in fromthe control room No point wasting fresh neat.>

63 Vi sser Three di sappeared. One human-Controll er was hol ding his own
hand. The other two were very pale.

Visser Three is not a | eader who believes it is inportant to be popul ar
wi t h subordi nat es.

62
< | hat's our signal to get outta here,> Marco said.

The human-Controllers left the room practically knocking one anot her
over in their haste to obey Visser Three's orders.

<Denor ph! > Prince Jake said. <Fast!>

No one needed to be told twi ce. The Taxxons would not take long to arrive.
| denorphed to Andalite. Cassie was al ready human. She kept norphing.
Maybe a fly, maybe a flea, | could not be sure. | saw antennae. | saw

bi zarre nmout h-parts. But nostly, | saw her shrink. She kept norphing

only I ong enough to be able to squeeze between the bars.

Once out and free, she stopped her norph

64 and quickly returned to human. She grabbed the keys and w th quick
trenbling hands rel eased one Andalite and three humans. Tobi as was hawk

again and sinply wal ked t hrough the bars.

Cassi e began to open the other chinpanzee cages.



"\What are you doi ng?" Marco asked her

"I"'mletting themout. You heard what Visser Three said. They're going
to be killed."

"All we have to do is nmorph to flies and go out through the door," Marco
said. "Once the Taxxons get here ... | nean, no one is going to count
the chinmps. But if they get here and find nothing to eat, the Yeerks are
going to realize they've been had. They're going to know we were here."

"You guys can go," Cassie said. Her eyes flashed. Her jaw nuscles
wor ked. They are signs of determ nation in humans.

"Marco's right," Prince Jake said. "W can nmake a clean getaway. |f they
realize we've been here, they'll be on guard at the meatpacking plant.
It'"1l make it harder for us."

"Not if we stick to chinpanzee norph," Cassie argued. "Yeah, if we went
to grizzly bear and tiger and all. But what if we only do chi npanzees?"

| | ooked at Rachel. She smled. "I"'min."

65 "You al ways back Cassie,"” Marco said angrily.
Rachel shook her head. "Nan. | just like the idea of the chi npanzees
getting sone back, you know?"

Cassie was already hal fway into chinpanzee norph. Rachel was foll ow ng.
| waited to see what Prince Jake woul d do.

"So much for me being in charge,” Prince Jake nmuttered. Then he began to
nor ph.

W had just all made it into chinpanzee norph when the door opened and
the first Taxxon pushed his slithering bulk into the room The

needl e-sharp rows of legs skittered on the tiles. The round, red nouths
gaped. The row of jelly eyes glittered.

There is an Earth aninmal called a centipede. It is simlar to a Taxxon
al t hough a hundredth the size. And | do not believe centipedes are
canni bal i stic.

A Taxxon's hunger is so great, so overpowering, that even the Yeerk in a
Taxxon's head cannot control it. A Taxxon will eat any living thing.
I ncl udi ng anot her Taxxon.

Taxxons are cruel but not strong. Perhaps they would have been able to
attack and kill disunited, essentially peaceful chinpanzees.

But what they faced were not chinpanzees. They faced chi npanzees
animated by the will of

68 their much nore intelligent and much nore viol ent cousins: Honb sapiens.
What awaited the Taxxons were creatures with all the tremendous strength
and agility of the chinpanzee, united with all the war-naking skill of

humans.

"Srreeeee!" the Taxxons cried, in giddy anticipation of a neal.



"Hoo- Hoo- Hoo! " the genui ne chi npanzees cried, and retreated to their cages.

But six of the chinpanzees waited calmy. They had armed thenselves with
a variety of weapons: a screwdriver, a chair, a conputer nonitor

The | ead Taxxon reared up, ready to slamits upper third down on us.
<You know, | really, really hate Taxxons,> Rachel said.

| stepped in swiftly and struck straight up with a wench | had
di scovered. The Taxxon's soft underbelly opened |Iike a noistened paper bag.

Srrr - EEEEEEEEEE!

Rachel noved fast. She rolled in beneath the Taxxon and yanked of f one
of its sharp I egs. Now she had a weapon.

The | ead Taxxon notored its dozens of legs and tried to scranble back
Too late. It had been injured. Its blood was fl ow ng.

69 The ot her Taxxons surged into the cranped space and attacked their
fellow creature. The Yeerks in their heads were no doubt doing all in
their power to stop the cannibalistic nmassacre.

But not hing can control a Taxxon's hunger.

Prince Jake grabbed the exterior door - the one that led out to the
truck. But the door was |ocked from outside.

W had only one ot her choice.

<let's bail!> Tobias said. <Right over them Into the |ab!>

67

W escaped. The genui ne chi nmpanzees foll owed us. For a while. But they
proved i npossible to organize. Cassie did all she could. W all did. But
t he chi nmpanzees, while intelligent by the standards of nonhuman ani mal s,
are still limted.

Too limted even to grasp their own freedom

As we raced and bounded and swung through the [ ab, the true chinpanzees
split off, preoccupied with bright lights and shiny objects.

How can | describe what we saw as we raced through room after room

| ooking for an exit? Chi npanzees were not the only creatures being used
for experinentation.

68

There were snal | er nonkeys. Rats. Dogs.

| soon saw why humans prefer to draw an arbitrary |ine between

t henmsel ves and other ani mals. Had humans been used as these aninmals were

used, the only appropriate descriptive word woul d have been torture.

Torture.



Useful, no doubt. Medically justifiable, nost likely. And it is not ny
busi ness to judge humans. But this behavior of theirs did trouble ne.

After dark that night, | ran into the open fields to feed. The ni ght was
bl ack. Even the lights fromthe nei ghborhood where the others |ived
seened dim Earth's single moon was only a sliver in the sky. It was a
visible difference between Earth and nmy honme world. But | was finding
that the differences | could not see mattered nuch nore.

Andalite creatures live in greater harnony than Earth animals. | thought
of the kafit birds, the hoobers, and the djabalas. W practiced
nor - phi ng these creatures, but caging them killing them eating them

was unt hi nkable. W were creatures of the same worl d.

But as Marco, or perhaps Rachel, had once said: Earth is a tough
nei ghbor hood. The conpetition for survival on Earth is brutal. This is a
planet filled with powerful, violent predators.

70 Predators arned with huge teeth, inpervious arnmor, claws that could
open an Andalite's body fromend to end.

And yet it is Hono sapiens, with his weak jaw and purely synbolic cl aws,
with his soft, unar-nored flesh, who rules.

For millions of years we Andalites have not felt the pressure from other
species. Wth our speed and our tails we are w thout physical peers on
our home world. It is different for humans. There are parts of this

pl anet where even today humans are prey to stronger animals.

Per haps that explains the odd, disconnected hunan attitudes toward ot her
Earth species. Some they cherish and panper. Sonme they protect. O hers
they use. Still others are annihil ated.

And yet would it not seemthat they would eat the aninals that
t hreat ened humans, and not the utterly inoffensive creatures |ike cows?
W certainly didn't choose such animals for battle norphs.

And to abuse chinpanzees, animals alnost identical to Hono sapiens,
cones very near to a Taxxon view of norality.

<You are an alien,> | rem nded nyself. <And furthernore, you are a
grazer by nature. Not a predator.>

| was perhaps not the person to fairly judge human habits. M
under st andi ng of hunman evo-

71 lution was that it began with hunter-gatherers. Humans never had the
option of sinply grazing.

When | got back to the scoop, | turned on ny TV after making a few
adjustrments. | stood close to change the channel s, watching as colors
and figures flashed by. A wonan singing. A newscaster intoning that
several |ocal people had been reported nissing. Teeth, and toothpaste. A
cheeseburger. It |ooked delicious.

| turned the set off.
Wngs rustl ed above ne. Tobias was gliding in for a |l anding, his talons

clutching a black plastic rectangle. He released it as he swept his
wi ngs forward to clutch the nearest branch.



<A present for you, Ax-man.>

| picked it up. Gay buttons in the shapes of numbers and arrows covered
one si de.

<What is it?>
<It's a universal TV renote. | spotted it in a Dunpster.>

A TV renote? What was renote about it? <Thank you, Tobias. But | do not
under st ands

<Turn the TV on.> He opened his wi ngs and swooped down fromthe branch
<You use it to change channels. You know, so you don't have to get off
the sofa. O, well, the ground.>

| switched on the TV and sat back in the scoop, too far to reach the
set. | pointed and pushed the "up" arrow.

72 I mages blurred and noi ses bl ended together as the renote changed the
channel s. Marvel ous! Much nore efficient! | would expend fewer calories
per channel changed. When | realized the tine | could save

<0h, look! It is Friends\>

<Just a rerun. Urn, Ax?> Tobias cocked his sleek head at ne. <How did
you get so many channels? | could swear | saw MIV and CNN just now. But

you don't have cable, so . . .>

| glanced up fromthe TV set. Phoebe was playing her guitar at Centra
Perk. <l nade inprovemnents”?

Tobi as hopped close to the set and peeked behind it. <Oh, man. \Wat is
all this?>

<A primtive satellite receivers

<You nmade a satellite dish out of a broken radio, two old soda cans, and
what is this?> He held a piece of thick black wire in his beak

<The wire that humans hang fromlinbless trees. Very convenient. | found
it this evening before | fed.>

Tobi as quickly dropped it. <Ah. That would explain the power outage in
Jake' s nei ghbor hoods

<Power outage?> | was shocked. <That black wire controls the electric
power ?>

<When it's not stolen for personal use, yeah.>

73 <Ridiculous. Wiy is it not better protected? And why should one small
pi ece matter? The nmanagenent of your power sources is quite primtives

Friends was over. But | was happy to try the renote again.

<Ax, stop! Go back!> Tobias jerked his head at the TV. | flicked back to
t he previ ous channel



no one was injured," a blond woman sai d. Behind her a small box
showed a picture of a chinp being westled into a cage. "The chi npanzees
were finally captured shortly after six, although traffic on Broad
Street was tied up for two hours while aninal handl ers from The Gardens
attenpted to catch them"

<The chinps fromthe truck, > Tobi as sai d.
<The ones we freed.> | nodded.

"No one has reported the chinps mssing, but there has been a | ot of
specul ati on about where the chinps mght have come from" the woman
continued. "One eyewitness reported seeing them junp fromthe back of a
truck, but that truck has not been found."

Tobias and | | ooked at each other. | turned the TV off.
<Well, at least those chinmps will have better lives,> Tobias said.
<Yes.> | hesitated. <Hummns are inconsistent.>

75 <Yeah. They are. W are. But you know what? W have to spend tonorrow
observing a sl aught erhouse. So how about we just chill? Let's watch a
sitcom >

| nodded, a habit | have picked up from humans. <And sonme of These
Messages. >

74

Once again, while the others were in school |earning history, mnouth
sounds, the sinpler forms of mathematics, and largely incorrect science,
Tobias and | flew in the skies above the neatpacki ng pl ant.

It was a rainy day, which made for difficult, unpleasant flying. And
what we were required to observe was even nore unpl easant.

W net the others in Cassie's barn after they returned from school
Cassie was already at work, tending to the various sick and injured
animal s. Prince Jake hel ped her to nove several cages.

Rachel flipped through a catalog. A brief book that shows humans what
types of artificial skin to acquire.

76 Marco was working on "homework." He | ooked up at Prince Jake. "Hey!
Is it Mdlotov and von Ri bbentrop or von Ml otov and Ri bbentrop? O are
t hey both von?"

"Neither," Rachel said seriously. "It's von Damme and von Hal en. ™

"That's very funny, Rachel. Hah. Hah. And also ... Hah. But what | have
here is a makeup paper cubed. It's a nakeup paper for the makeup paper |
was supposed to do for my first makeup paper."

"Ckay, what did you guys find?" Prince Jake asked Tobias and ne.

Tobias was in the rafters, his usual place. <There's no in

"Soviet,"> he said to Marco.

u

Marco crossed out the word and wote it again.



To everyone, Tobias said, <wWell, we found your basic mneat packi ng pl ant.
Cows go in one end, hanmburger cones out the other end.>

<| believe they are called steer,> 1 interrupted. <Male cows are bulls
unl ess they have been neutered, in which case they are steer. Steer are
nore docile. Although this herd conprises both steer and cows. >

Everyone except Tobias stared at ne.
"Say what ?"

<| saw it on the Aninmal Planet channel,> | explained. <But what is
neut eri ng?>

77 "Oooh! | don't get that channel," Cassie said. "Ax, do you think .

"Moving right along . Marco said, and crossed his |egs.
<0One big problem > Tobias said. <There's no force field over the
neat packi ng plant ->

<It is too large an area,> | explained. <As you know, energy expenditure
for a force field increases exponentially. To put it in sinmple terms, if
a field containing ten thousand of your cubic feet uses energy denoted
as x, a field containing twenty thousand of your cubic feet will not use
2x, but rather x cubed.>

"Hey!" Cassie said in alarm "l actually understood that. | never
understand his technical explanations. What's happening to ne?"

| was pleased by nmy success at reducing a nmuch nore conplex reality to
ternms sinple enough for nmy human friends to grasp

"No force field, that's good. So what's the problen?" Prince Jake asked
Tobi as.

| answered. <G eet BioFilters at all entrances to the neatpacking plant.
As you recall, the Yeerks now use Geet BioFilters at the entrance to
Yeerk pools. They are progranmmed to destroy any DNA pattern other than

t hose progranmed in. At the neatpacking plant those filters elinmnate
all but steer and hunmans. >

<We saw a lot of flies get fried,> Tobias said.

78 "So if we go in, we go in as cows?" Marco said. "Cows? In a
sl aught er house? Does anyone el se see a problemw th that? Show of hands:
Who would like to be a cow in a neatpacki ng pl ant ?"

<Bi g probl em nunber two, > Tobias continued. <The steer are kept
somewhere el se. A feed-lot maybe two nmiles away. They load "eminto a
truck. Wiich brings us to big probl em nunber three: The cows all have
nunber tags like earrings. They don't just grab a bunch of cows. They
grab specific cows.>

"Sure. Inventory," Cassie said. "They need to be able to track back on
any health problens."

Honk! Honk! Honk! Honk



A goose began making | oud, distressed noises as Cassie attenpted to
force a pill into its nmouth. "So what do we have? One: W need to
acquire specific cows. Two: We need to get their tags off and onto us.
Three: W need to get on the truck and travel two nmiles wthout having
to denorph. Four: We need to get inside the neatpacking plant and avoid
being turned into Salisbury steak. Five: W find out what's going on
there that has Visser Three so happy and bust it up."

"It all sounds so sinple when you put it in that nice one, two, three
format," Marco said. "You forgot six: six cows in a neatpacking plant."

80 <l have seen steer at close range now,> | said. <l do not believe
they will be very form dable in conbat. The cows even | ess so.>

Marco pointed at ne. "Listen to the man."

"We don't need to all norph cows," Cassie said. "The deet BioFilter
doesn't elimninate organi sns inside of other organisns.”

"Do not say the word 'tapeworm'" Rachel warned.

Cassie laughed. "No tapeworns. Flies. In the cow s nostrils. Maybe two
of us morph cows. The others go as flies. In the nostrils.”

Now everyone stared at Cassie. Including ne.

"So basically, we have a choice. W can go as burgers ... or boogers,"
Mar co sai d.

Prince Jake | aughed. "Tonight we acquire the cows and get the tags.
Tomorrow s Saturday. W do the main action tombrrow a.m Ax goes as
burger. If he has to demorph the Yeerks will see an Andalite, not a
human. Tobias is the other one. The rest of us -"

"The rest of us ride the cow booger express," Mrco said.

79

J-n the afternoon there was a break in the rain. But by the tine
darkness fell, a new weather front had noved in. Rain and |ightning and
t hunder .

It interfered with ny tel evision reception. There was a very sinple
technol ogical fix for the problem But | would have to go to the mall.
To Radi o Shack.

However, there was no tinme this night.

W flew through the cool, dark, very wet night. | was in o nmorph. OMs
are wonderful night fliers. But not even an ow enjoys flying through rain.

<Ah, the life of a superhero,> Marco conpl ai ned. <One big party.>
81 <We're al nost there, > Tobi as sai d.
<Good. |'m al npst drowned. >

<What are you conpl aining about? It's harder for me than it is for you,>
Tobi as grumbled. <I'mstill a hawk. |I'mnot nocturnal. |'mdiurnal.>



<Di urnal ? Have you tried Kaopect ate?>
<Mar co?> Rachel said.

<Yes, Rachel.>

<Shut. Up.>

It was just the four of us. Prince Jake and Cassie had fanmily functions
of some sort to deal with. Only Tobias and | were needed to acquire the
cows. Marco and Rachel canme along for extra security.

That, plus the fact that Rachel was needed to carry a piece of

equi prent. Her eagle nmorph is the largest and nost powerful of all our
bird norphs. But even she could barely lift the small device Cassie had
found for us. The device that affixed ear tags.

OuM eyes saw through the darkness like it was day. | could see the

rai ndrops thenselves as they fell, sparkling around nme. | could see the
i ndi vi dual spl ashes of raindrops hitting cars and slick streets and

dri pping trees.

| could see humans scurrying fromcar to doorway, or huddling beneath
primtive cover devices called unbrellas.

Humans dislike rain. | believe it is because it

82 makes the ground slippery. Wen you are forever teetering wildly on
two | egs, you resent anything that makes it nore difficult to stand.

Every few minutes there would cone a huge flash of light. It would
illuminate the night with bright blue Iight and cast deep bl ack shadows.
After the flash would, of course, conme thunder. Often quite | oud.
Especially to an oW 's sensitive ears.

<That's the feedl ot up ahead, > Tobi as announced.

My ni ght vision was superior to his, but Tobias has experience at seeing
and renmenbering the world fromthe air.

<About tine,> Rachel grunmbled. <I amnore than ready to put this stupid
ear staple gun down. >

W glided in toward the nmuddy field. Rachel |anded at the first
opportunity, dropping the stapler in the mud and coming to rest on a
fence. | stayed in the air. | was least tired, being in my natura

el ement, so to speak. And ny ow eyes were needed

W had to spot particular steer fromthe sequence of nunbers that woul d
be called up tomorrow. Preferably the first two nunbers in that sequence.

My vision was up to the task. | could see the nunmbers clearly. But there
were a |lot of steer and

83 cows inthe field. It took some tinme. | had to stop and denorph and
renor ph once, well away fromthe field.

But at last | found them both. They were not too far apart, fortunately.

<Over here, Tobias,> | called. <This brown one.>



<Swel |, > he said. He flapped up off the fence and drifted casually over
to the steer. He landed directly on the animal's back. The steer flicked
its tail. It turned its big head to | ook back and see what had | anded on
its rear. Then it went on chewing its cud.

<That was easy, > Tobias said a nonent later. <l am cow capable.>

It was |l ess easy for me. You can only acquire an animal's DNA when you
are in your normal body. That meant | had to touch the steer as an Andalite.

| thought perhaps the steer would not nmind ny presence. | am after all
not a predator. | am like them a grazing animal. Although | graze
quite differently.

<Troubl e! > Tobi as said suddenly. <Car lights! Conming this way.>

84 W waited, frozen. My friends peered through the darkness. A bolt of
lightning split the sky and illum nated the approachi ng vehicle.

<That's a pickup truck noving over there,> Marco said. <Looks like it's
riding around the various pastures. O enclosures or whatever.>

<It's so dark, what can they possibly see?> Rachel wondered.

<They coul d have ni ght-vision gl asses,> Marco said. <They could see
plenty. Like, say, an Andalite.>

<| believe that if | keep ny tail lowered and ny arnms down by ny sides I
woul d | ook enough like a cow or steer not to be noticed,> | suggested.

85 <Gve it a try,> Rachel said.

| landed near a knot of steer. They were standing around, making | ow ng
sounds fromtine to tine. They were indifferent to the presence of an
owm in their mdst.

I focused ny thoughts on denorphing. Wthin seconds | was rising from
t he nmuddy, cow feces-strewn ground. Up and up | grew. My feathers gave
way to sleek blue fur. My stalk eyes re-enmerged, much to nmy relief. It
is wonderful to have an ow's night vision. But nerve-w acking to be
unable to see in all directions at once. It's |ike being half-blind.

For a nonent | thought the steer might panic. They did not. However,
they did decide to nove away fromme. | tried to stay with them- not an
easy thing to do with two tiny |legs sticking out of your chest, and your
hi nd | egs nothing but |arge tal ons.

| staggered and fell facedown in the mud. Lightning flashed. Thunder
expl oded. And | heard Marco say, <That truck may be heading this way.
Hard to tell. Al | see is the headlights.>

| continued denorphing. At this point it was nore advisable to conplete
t he norph and becone fully Andalite. As an Andalite | m ght conceivably
pass as a steer. But in ny present condition |I could be nothing but sone
horrid genetic mnutation

-m

86 As | picked nyself up out of the mud, |, too, could see the



headl i ghts illum nating rain that had begun to dimnish

| hugged my arns to my body. | tucked ny tail down al ong ny back, which

enlarged ny profile. | bent ny head forward, doing my best to sinulate a
steer's head. | even twisted ny stalks forward to sinulate horns.
It was not a bad deception, all in all. | was proud of myself. But also

just a bit enbarrassed. Steer are clearly not sentient animals. M
ability to pass as one nerely anused Marco.

<Hey, Ax, why is it when |I look at you I start thinking about speci al
sauce, |lettuce, cheese, pickles, and onions on a sesane seed bun?>

<Here cones the truck, > Rachel warned. <Look steerlike.>

| did ny best. | kept ny profile turned to the road. | | ooked nost
cow i ke fromthat angle.

Then .
<It's stopping!> Rachel cried.
<Ax-man, guys are getting out of the truck!>

<| don't see any weapons,> Marco said tersely. <But... well ... | do see
beer bottles.>

<It's a bunch of college kids!>
| could hear |oud, alnost-hysterical giggles. And now | could see the
humans, four of them attenpting to clinb the fence into the field. One

fell down in the nud. The others all | aughed.

87 <They are faced,> Marco said. <Wat's this about? These aren't
security guys. Not unless the Yeerks have gotten really |aid-back.>

The four young mal es staggered and wal |l owed and hal f-crawl ed out onto
the field. One of themmade a lunge for a steer. He nmissed and fell. He
I ay on his back, unnoving.

The ot her three headed toward ne.

If I noved | would not nove like a steer. My best plan would be to
remai n notionl ess. The humans were quite likely to pass ne by.

But that hope did not last |ong. The humans cane for nme. They weaved and
wandered, but the essential thrust of their digressions was toward ne.

<What should | do?> 1| asked the others. <ls this an attack?>

<l don't think so,> Tobias said. <In fact, | think |I know what they're
up to. It's called cowtipping”

<0f course!> Marco said. <Cowtipping. It's like a dunb fraternity thing.>
<Kindly explain this cowtipping,> | asked.
<wll . . . well, basically you go out in a field and push a cow over. >

<Why?>



<I don't know, > Marco admitted. <But it generally involves being
prof oundl y drunk.>

<Why?>

88 <Because it's too idiotic to do sober,> Rachel said, exasperated.
<Perfect! We don't have enough bull to deal with, now we have drunk
stupid frat guys.>

<They will reach me in a few seconds,> | said.

<Use your tail. Cut their heads off,> Rachel said disgustedly. <They'l
be no | oss. Besides, these jerks are driving.>

<Renove their heads?>

<She' s ki ddi ng! > Tobi as sai d.

<Perhaps | could so sonmething |less drastic,> | suggested.

The three inebriated humans cane cl ose and stopped. Even stopped, they
continued to nove in a weaving, waving pattern, as though they were
bei ng bl own by a very strong wi nd.

"That's a weird-1ooking cow, dude," one of the humans said.

"Cow? That's no cow, man, unless |'mreally-"

Fwapp!

Fwapp!

Fwapp!

| snapped ny tail three tines.

Shl unp! Shl unp!  Shl unp!

<What did you do?!> Marco cri ed.

<I| hit themwth the flat of ny blade,> | explained. <l applied the
necessary force to the

89 sides of their heads. | believe they are unconsci ous”

<| believe they'll stay that way for a while, too,> Rachel said with a
| augh. <Okay, Ax. Acquire sonme beef and let's haul.>

<Yes. | would like to make it home in time to watch 77?e Brady Bunch. It
is a story. About a lovely lady. Who was bringing up three very lovely
girls.>

90 he next day | perforned the norning ritual solemmly. | repeated the
words that spoke of freedom duty, and obedi ence, spreading ny arns and
bowi ng at the appropriate tines.

<The destruction of ny enenies, my nost solem vow. > | straightened up
and assunmed the fighting stance.



<I', Aximli-Esgarrouth-Isthill, Andalite warrior-cadet, offer ny life.>
| drew ny tail blade against ny throat, then relaxed it. | was done.

As it was designed to do, the ritual gave nme strength of purpose that
norni ng. Even here on Earth | was serving ny people. Andalites and hunans.

91 <Ready?> Tobi as asked as he coasted down out of a perfect blue sky.
The rain had blown away in the night. The norning was the type of

weat her that humans consider perfect: warmbut not too warm a few white
cl ouds, but not enough to obscure the sun

<Yes, | amready. >

<Maybe | need a norning ritual,> Tobias suggested. <l mean, sonething
beyond passing a pellet and eating a nouse. Sonething with sone neaning. >

<My norning ritual is inposed on nme by ny society,> | pointed out. <Your
soci ety - human society - does not inpose a simlar requirenments

<Unl ess you consi der drinking coffee and scarfing a toaster strudel a
ritual .>

<| do find the ritual hel pful sometines. On days when | expect to face
danger, for exanple. But it causes nme to miss sonme of the banter between
Katie and Matt and Al .>

<Who and who and who?>
<They are the humans who appear regularly on the Today show, > | expl ai ned.
<Uh- huh. | haven't caught that lately.>

<They are taking an in-depth | ook at exercises to trimthe fat from
probl em areas such as thighs, upper arns, and hips.>

92 | began to norph to harrier. Mnutes later | was flying.

| fly often. But | have never cone to see it as nornmal. Walking like a
human is nmerely tedi ous and annoying. But flying like a hawk is the nost
wonder ful experi ence inagi nabl e.

| opened nmy wi ngs, flapped themup and down, tucked ny tal ons up beneath
me, and spread ny tail to increase ny lift. Suddenly | was no | onger
tied to the ground.

W flew along the treetops till we found a thernmal. A thermal is a
pillar of warmair that rises fromheated ground. It fills your w ngs
and lifts you al nost effortlessly.

W rose to a hundred feet, high enough to escape the notice of nopst
humans on the ground. And we flew toward a neeting with the others at
the feed |ot.

It was a much nore pleasurable flight than the earlier one. Now |l could
see to put the feed-lot in context. Human habitations tend to cluster in
ever-tighter proximty. The tightest clusters are called cities. As one
nmoves out fromthis tight center, w der spaces appear. These are

subur bs. Beyond the suburbs the spaces grow, until soon open fields are
nore preval ent than dwel lings.



According to Marco, this is known as "Gooberville" or "The Mddl e of
Nowhere." The

93 feedl ot was at the vague border of the suburbs and Gooberville.

| saw a nunber of other birds of prey in the sky ahead. They were spread
far apart and at different altitudes. | spotted Rachel first, with her
huge eagl e wi ngspread. Prince Jake, in his peregrine falcon norph, was
the smallest, but also the fastest.

W spiraled down to the field. Qur plan was sinple. W had used the
stapler to renove ear tags fromthe two rel evant steer the night before.
W now had the tags. Tobias and | were to nmorph the steer and Cassie
woul d affix the ear tags. W had left the stapler at the site.

A sinple plan.
O so we thought.

94 lobias and | had the easy part, really. W picked out a cluster of
steer and landed in the nmud between them The steer showed no interest
in us. Prince Jake stayed in the air overhead, keeping watch. Cassie and
Rachel and Marco | anded in various areas outside the lot, fairly distant
fromone another so that we didn't look like a suspicious collection of
bi rds of prey.

<Me first,> Tobias said. <That way | can cover you.>

| concentrated on not being tranpled by the sl ow nobving steer as Tobi as
began hi s nor ph.

Mor phing is never predictable. It does not always follow a | ogical
course. Different parts

95 norph at different speeds, in different sequences.

In this case, it was the cow head that began to appear first. It was, to
say the very least, bizarre. Tobias's short, hooked beak softened and
began to extrude. It grew out as it grew flabby. Soon it was nothing
nore than | oose flaps of unsupported skin. The skin was still covered
with brown feathers.

Tobi as's own furious hawk eyes w dened and rounded and seened to fil
with noisture. They no |onger |ooked fierce. They |l ooked . . .well, stupid.

He began to grow all over, but still the feathers persisted for a | ong
time, only nelting into short brown fur at the | ast nonent.

H s hooves appeared, al nost conplete, at the end of his tiny hawk | egs.
Hs wing tips began to curl and harden and form hooves as well. Only
then did his wings stretch into steer |egs.

But at last he was fully formed. Fully formed and quite |arge. And
seem ngly agitated.

<Tobi as? You are in danger of stepping on ne.>

<Sorry ... | ... I don't know, | just feel kind of antsy, you know?
Restl ess. Like |I'm annoyed. Like |I'mlooking for troubles



96 <Are you finding the steer instincts difficult to control ?> | asked.

<Not difficult. Just caught ne by surprise. | assuned steer norph would
be pretty l|aid-back. Anyway . . . your turn.>
O course, | had two changes to make, not one. First | had to denmorph to

Andalite. Once again, the steer began to nove away, depriving ne of
cover. But Tobias snorted at themand took a little trot around the edge
of the knot of steer. After that they stayed still.

It was odd. It was as if the steer were afraid of Tobias. O at |east
deferential. It should have been a clue that we had a problem But | was
insufficiently famliar with cows and steer to realize what had happened.

<Truck's coming,> Jake reported. <Still on the main road, but let's pick
it up.>

Cassi e began crossing the field toward us. This was dangerous, of
course. Humans are expected to wear certain artificial skin for certain
occasions. And Cassie's nmorph ing suit was not appropriate for this
occasi on. She was barefoot and wearing only a sinple but brightly

col ored skintight "outfit."

"Bar ef oot black chick in Day-3 o spandex stonping through the cow pies,"”
Cassie had said. "That'll be real snooth."

97 | becane fully Andalite, keeping ny upper body ducked down behind
Tobi as' s bul k.

The change was far | ess severe than nany | have endured. | began with
four hooved |l egs, and I ended with four hooved legs. | doubled, if not
tripled, in weight, but nmy basic body configuration was not radically
al tered.

There were still changes, though. A cowtail is not at all like an
Andalite tail. A cowtail is no danger to anyone.

And of course, ny armns di sappeared, shriveling and withering until they
seenmed to suck into ny body.

| acquired a mouth. A very large nmouth. And very large nostrils. And
bi g, vacuous, npist, dark eyes.

There was not hi ng exceptional about the steer senses. Its sense of snell
was good, but, fromwhat | understand, nothing like the intensity of a
canine's sense of snell. Its hearing and sight were fair, but |less acute
than a human's.

The single oddest fact was that nmy eyes were separated by an enornous

face that donminated ny field of vision. | could see to the left and to

the right. But npost of "straight ahead" was filled with my own [ ong nuzzle.
But Tobi as was wong. There was nothing agi -

99 tated or restless about this nmorph. On the contrary it was very -

<Umn. . . Ax-man? | think you nessed up. You're a cow. >

<No, | ama steer.>



<No, you're a cow. You have an udder. You acquired the wong kind of cow >

<0Oh. >

| demorphed. | acquired a steer. This tinme | checked. | norphed again.
And now | | earned Tobias had been correct. The steer's mnd was not
docile. Not passive. In fact... | was angry. And with very good reason

There was a bull nearby.

There was al so a human, but she did not matter

| glared at the bull.

He glared at ne.

| snorted and pawed the ground.

It was |like watching nyself in a mrror. The bull did the sane.

It was unavoi dable. This pasture only had roomfor one of us. | would
have to attack himand force himto run away.

<Cassie!> 1 heard Prince Jake call down from hi gh above. <They | ook |ike
they're squaring off to fight.>

"Uh-oh," Cassie said.
98
Ax! Tobias!" Cassie hissed. "Chill!"

The short human girl kept nmoving toward us, positioning herself between
me and the bull.

And now it occurred to me that maybe | shoul d charge her, too

"Ni ce cows. Good cows. Gooooood cows," Cassie said in a strangely
soothing voice. "Listen to me, guys. We overlooked a little sonething.
You're not steer. You're bulls.”

Prince Jake plumeted, then swooped a few feet off the ground, circled,
and canme back toward us.

<They | ook different than the other steer,> he said.

"They are," Cassie said in her sweet, soft,

100 tal ki ng-to-dangerous-ani mal s voice. "W kind of forgot sonething. W
kind of forgot that you get to be a nice, docile steer by being
neutered. But your DNA is still bull DNA "

<Oh. That's what's different,> Prince Jake said.

What were they tal ki ng about? Confusing. Distracting. But the other bul
was still there. Still in my pasture. | snorted. He snorted.

| could feel energy quivering through ne. | was alive! Ready to charge.
Ready to | ower ny head, dig in my hooves, and | aunch nyself headl ong.



"Boys. Ax. Tobias. Listen to ne. You are not steer. You are bulls. Bulls
are very territorial. You want to fight right now But that would be a
bad idea. A very bad idea."

Prince Jake had swept past and soared back up into the sky. <Cassie! The
truck's on the novel>

Cassi e nodded. "Ckay, it's tinme for peace here. Arabs and Israelis.
Ameri cans and Russians. W do this by stages."

| heard her. | understood her. But | was not interested. | was
interested in the fact, the OVERWHELM NG fact that there was a bul
right in front of nme, defying ne!

"Ax. Tobias. Each of you take one step back."

<Cassi e, you may need to bail!l>

101 Cassie shook her head inpatiently. "Conme on, good boys, good bulls,
one step back. Conme on ... one step back. One step back."

<They're going to spot you, Cassie! Too late to get away. You need to
drop and nor ph! >

"Ax? Tobi as?" Cassie said sweetly, calmy, pleasantly. "I ... said
BACK UP!'"

The other bull and | both jerked strai ght back

<Okay, Rachel, Marco, get ready! This is going to be close.>

Cassi e grabbed ny horns in her hands and stared right into one of ny
eyes. "l don't have time for this crap. W have enough trouble. Get
control. Do it now " She whi pped up her handhel d stapler. She poked the
ear tag into the end of the gun and | heard a loud click in ny ear

There was a slight, distant sensation of being stuck with sonething sharp

Then she swung around and grabbed Tobias the same way. Wthin seconds we
were both tagged. And both able to accept the other's existence.

Al nost .

Prince Jake dropped fromthe sky again. He | anded, as Tobias and | had
done earlier, between steer. <Cassie! Mrph! Those guys are here.>

"W have a problem here," Cassie said. "They aren't exactly steer."
103 <Do you think the truck drivers will notice?>

"Excuse me? O course they'll notice! They may be Controllers, but their
human hosts are nost likely farmfol k."

<What do we do? Don't they ever send bulls to the slaughterhouse?>

"Yeah. They do, so maybe if we get there we're okay. But how do we get

past these guys in the truck? They'Il call in to be sure they're
supposed to carry bulls. They'll be nad because bulls are dangerous.
They' Il realize something is wong. Ear tag or no ear tag."

<W¢'ve gone to too rmuch trouble,> Prince Jake said bitterly. <l don't



just want to give up.>

For a | ong nonment no one noved, and no one said anything. Then Prince
Jake said sonething that even | found frightening.

<Marco? Think you can drive their truck?>
102
he truck came. It rolled right out into the nud. Two humans clinbed down.

"Hey! That's no steer," the driver said.
H s partner nodded. "That sure ain't no steer.”

<And I'mdefinitely not a steer,> Marco said. He stood up from behind
t he canoufl age provi ded by Tobias and ne.

"That's a gorillal"
"Fool! It's an Andalite in norph!"

The two men turned to run. They did not get far. At last | had a target
for ny bull aggression.

| loped easily after them | |lowered ny head, aligned ny curved horns,
and struck one, and then the other in the area humans refer to as "the
butt."

104 They flew several feet and | anded on their faces. Marco yanked them
up out of the nud.

<Go to sleep,> Marco said as he butted their heads together
The humans were rendered unconsci ous.

<How do we mneke sure they stay out |ong enough?>

<Take their clothes. That'll slow them down,> Prince Jake said. <|'|
denorph. |'mbiggest. | should | ook okay in that guy's jeans and jacket.
Marco drives . . .>

<How come Marco drives?> Rachel denmanded

<He has experiences

"Ch, man, don't even nention that,"
tw sted remains of that truck."

Cassie said. "My dad cried over the

<I"Il ride shotgun and carry the guy's clipboard® Prince Jake conti nued.
<Tobi as and Ax? See what you can do to persuade sone of these steer to
get aboard the truck.>

That part proved easy. The steer were nervous about Tobias and nme. They
were quite content to nove away fromus, even if that neant clinbing a
ranp into the back of a truck

Tobias and | entered |last. Cassie and Rachel norphed to flies and nade
their bobbling, erratic way to perches in our noses. Rachel was wth
Tobi as, Cassie with ne.



105 Marco squeezed his huge gorilla bulk into a denimjacket and pants.
Shoes were, of course, an inmpossibility, given the size of his feet.

Jake's own artificial skin was overly large. But he, at |east, was
human. He donned a hat - a head covering - and pulled it | ow to obscure
his features.

<Oh yeah, this'll work,> Rachel said in that tone |I recognized as
sarcasm <A gorilla wearing sone hideous Levi's leisure suit and a kid
who | ooks like he's wearing his dad's clothes, delivering a pair of
bulls to a Yeerk mneat packing plant. Nothing weird there.>

<He has to go in gorilla norph,> Cassie said. <The seat's janmmed back
and he can't reach the pedals.>

<Everyone ready?> Marco asked brightly. <Everyone have a seat belt on?
Anyone have to pee before we |l eave? Go now. |'mnot going to stop at
every Stuckeys we pass. >

| felt a sudden lurch. The truck noved. Backward. Then stopped. A second
lurch. The engine roared but the truck did not nmove. The sound | heard
suggested netal grinding on netal

<0Oh yeah,> Marco said. <Clutch. Forgot about that. | nean, who has a
standard transm ssi on nowadays?>

Prince Jake must have said something. Because then Marco said, <Hey, no
one is going to

106 die on the way there. I'Il get us all there. Everyone will still be
available to die when we get there.>

<That's conforting, > Tobi as grunbl ed.

More | oud grinding. Suddenly we were propelled forward. Al the steer
staggered. We lurched and rolled across the field and Marco said, <Hah
See? No probl enp. >

<Let's see how you do out on the road,> Tobi as said.

| heard a | oud crunching sound. <Wat was that?> | asked.

<Fence, > Marco sai d.

A few seconds later, a very simlar sound.

<Mbre fence, okay?> Marco said. <Everyone just shut up, | have it under
controls

Of we went, down the road. | had a very limted exterior view out of
the right-hand side. | saw trees flash by. | saw nore fields with nore
cows. | saw a pickup truck, with its horn blaring and its driver formng
a sort of salute with one raised finger

It occurred to nme that oncom ng vehicles should not be passing by on the
ri ght.

<Hey, that guy gave ne the finger!>



<Some people take it personally when you nearly run them down, > Tobi as
sai d. <Sone peopl e have no sense of hunor. >

107 | could see the long, |ow building that was the meat packi ng pl ant.
W were getting close. | felt a rush of excitenent.

<Al nost there,> Marco reported. <There's the road. Just need to turn ..
Just need to . . .>

Suddenly the truck swerved wildly. I - and every other animal in the
back - fell left.

Thousands of pounds of steer weight had just shifted to the left side of
the truck. Just as the truck was teetering left, anyway.

<Ahhhh! > Marco cri ed.

108 cTTa

aaahhhhh! >

The truck was no | onger nmoving on multiple wheels arrayed al ong both
sides. It was crazily tipped to the left, nmoving solely on the wheels of
one si de.

<Aaaaahhhhh! >

Bull and steer, we were all shoved to one side, piled against one
another. The floor of the truck bed tilted up and away at an absurd angl e.

W were going to tip over!

And yet... the truck kept nmoving. On the wheels of one side, tilted
alnost on its side, it kept moving!

And slowy . . . slowmy ... so ... slowy .

109 the angle dininished. W tilted back to the right. Then .
VWHAM

The truck settled back onto all its wheels.

THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP

The steer, Tobias, and | all fell over to the right. The truck now
tilted to the right, but not nearly as far

VWHAM

The truck settled again, and we bl ew down the road toward the
nmeat packi ng pl ant.

<Bond, > Marco sai d. <Janes Bond. >
Scrrrrreeeeeee!

Marco hit the brakes and the truck came slithering and fishtailing to a
stop at the gate of the mneat packing plant.



Now t hat the cargo had been reshuffled, | had a better, clearer view out
the left side of the truck. | could see two arned guards approaching the
cab. They seemed sonmewhat di sturbed. Possibly awed. Possibly admring.
Possi bly frightened.

It is sonetimes hard to deci pher human facial expressions.

"What are you, crazy?" one guard shouted.

"Bad shocks, man," Marco said in a low, gut-teral, mnuddy voi ce.
| was startled to hear hi mnmake nouth

110 sounds. He nust have partially denorphed to human. Just human enough
to pass.

"Bad shocks! What are you, nuts? You should be | ocked up! You should be
in a rubber room"

"Here, just sign off on the manifest," Prince Jake said, trying to | ower
hi s own voi ce.

"You're cleared,"” the second guard said. "Just let us know when you're
gonna | eave, so we can stay out of your way."

<0Oh goody, they're letting us in,> Tobias said darkly.

Marco segued back into gorilla nmorph as soon as the guards stepped back.
<I| think | see a ranp up there. That nust be where we go, > he said.
Then, in obvious reply to Prince Jake, <Sure, | can back up to the ranp.

Way wouldn't | be able to back up?>

<0h, man, this is going to be ugly,> Rachel said, speaking from Tobias's
nostril.

The truck jerked forward, stopped. Jerked forward again. Stopped. Gind!
Lurched into reverse. Stopped. Gind! Lurched. Stopped. Forward. Lurch
Backward. Stop. Gind! Lurch. Forward. Stop

<I've heard of a three-point turn,> Cassie said. <l guess this would be
the thirty-point turn.>

Lurch. Backward.

VWHAM

112 Every steer lurched backward with the inpact.
<All right, we're there,> Marco announced.

<These cows are going to be |looking forward to a nice, easy death after
this ride,> Rachel said.

<Tobi as? Sneeze and bl ow Rachel a few hundred feet.>
| saw a | arge man junp down off the platformand cone running around to
the front of the truck. He was yelling. "Were did you learn how to

drive, you noron? |I'mgonna kick . . . hey! \Were's the driver?"

<We've norphed to flies,> Prince Jake informed us. <Com ng back around.>



<| can't tell one gigantic planet-sized cow fromthe next,> Mrco said.
<Tobi as and Ax? Toss your heads a little. W want the right nostril.>

Wth a startlingly |oud noise, the back gate of the truck swung open
The large man and a very thin man were conferring.

"I have never seen driving like that! No wonder the driver took off. He
must have been drunk. He must be a lunatic!"

"Hey! Those are bulls!"

"Well, 1'll be a ... transported like this? This really is nuts!"

The skinny man narrowed his eyes suspiciously. "Andalite bandits?"

[1

113 The large man | aughed. "I think an Andalite could figure out how to
drive a truck. Besides, even an Andalite isn't stupid enough to norph a
steer or even a bull and walk into a slaughterhouse. They'd have to be
idiots."

<Coul d not have said it better nyself,> Marco muttered

From the building, awful smells reached ny nostrils: blood. Manure.
Bl ood. Biological rot. And nore bl ood.

And nore bl ood.
112

Down a narrow chute we went. Three steers npved ahead. Then ne. Tobi as
was behi nd ne.

Over the nouth of the chute was an arch. The deet BioFilter

The first steer reached it. | saw a flash of light, followed by a faint
sizzling sound. | could not see themfromthis angle, but I was sure a
nunber of fleas, flies, lice, and assorted other small creatures had

been kill ed.

<CGet as far into our nostrils as you can,> | instructed my friends in
fly norph.

<I'min so far | can see your brain,> Marco said.
<That is highly unlikely.>

114 | reached the BioFilter. |I felt a slight tingle, like static
electricity. Then |I was through

<Mar co? Cassi e?>

<W're fine,> Cassie said. <But it's good to get deep. | saw a real fly
get zapped for being too close to the outside.>

<W're still here, enjoying our little field trip in Cow Nose Caverns, >
Mar co report ed.



<Okay, everyone get ready,> Prince Jake said. <This isn't going to be
pretty if we're too slow >

A monment |ater, Rachel reported, <W're through!>
<Ht it!> Jake said

| felt atickle as Marco and Cassie exited fromnmy nostrils. Four nearly
invisible flies disappeared quickly fromview Leaving Tobias and ne al one.

Very, very al one.
<So, > Tobi as said. <Seen anything good on TV | atel y?>

<Are you attenpting to distract us fromour fear by engaging in
irrel evant conversation?>

<Yeah. >

<In that case, | did enjoy watching The Sinp-sons. | assunme that they do
not represent sone variant species of humans but are in fact hunorous
pi ctorial exaggerations of humans?>

<Yeah. They're cartoons. >

<Cartoons, yes. They seenmed to be related to

115 humans but | acked a sufficient nunber of fingers®

<0h, God!>

<What ?>

<Look! Look!>

| looked up. | could not see directly in front of me because ot her
cattle were blocking nmy view. But as the chute turned a corner | saw a
horrific vision: dozens of cows hanging by their rear |egs. They seened
almost to be flying. Flying as they were carried al ong by an overhead
conveyor belt.

Fl ying and no | onger alive.

It was a bew |l dering scene. A confusing assenbly line, full of separate
events and acti ons.

Cows are not highly intelligent animals. An intelligent animal, snelling
the bl ood, catching this brief glinpse of the future, would have bolted,
ki cked, fought.

But no, maybe that is not true, either. Maybe an intelligent animal
woul d understand that it was dooned and attenpt to face the inevitable
calmy

In any event, neither Tobias nor | were cows. And neither of us was
intellectually inpaired.

<Forget this!> Tobias said.



<We nmust wait for the others to return,> | nmanaged to say.

One noi se was | ouder than the others. And getting nearer all the tine.
It was straight ahead.

117 | craned ny neck. | was taller than the steer ahead of ne.

| looked past him and at first did not understand what | was seeing.
The | ead steer cane up to a place where pneunatic forces pushed the
sides of the chute in, locking the animal in place.

A man, acting with practiced ease, whi pped shackl es around the back | egs.

A second man held a |l arge tool against the head of the steer. The tool
had a cylinder on top

He squeezed a trigger.

BANG

The tool jerked. The steer fell. In its forehead was a hol e.

Instantly it was jerked into the air by its |egs.

I counted two nore steer between ne and the killing gun

| have faced death in battle. But never as a dunb beast going to slaughter
<l have changed nmy mind,> | said. <Let's get out of here.>
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L began to denorph

No tinmel!

BANG

Anot her steer died.

| refused to nove forward

"What do they expect, sending bulls?" a man grunbl ed. He stepped over to
me. He was carrying a tube with two snmall prongs on the end. He jamed
the tube a -

Zzzzappppl!

<Aar r gghh! >

The pain was incredible. I nmoved forward without intending to. C oser!
| had stopped denor phi ng.

<Morph! > | screaned at nyself.

118 BANG

The | ast steer ahead of ne died.



| resisted again. No! No! Nol

| dug in my hooves. But now | was denorph-ing, and fromthe big bull
hooves ny own nore delicate hooves were energing. | could barely support
my own weight. The man with the shackl es woul d see that.

But it would be too |ate!

Zzzzaaapppp!

Zzzzaaapppp!

The man with the stick ranmed it twice. Once in nmy runp. Then | ow, under
ny belly.

The pai n!

<Ax! > Tobi as cri ed.

| staggered. But | staggered . . . forward!

My head was clearing slowy.

Fooosh!

The sides of the chute pressed in, holding nme tight, imobile.

Mor ph! Mor ph!  Mor ph!

<Ax!> Tobias cried. <Ax! AX >

My eyes watered. My head was swinmng. | was confused, |ost, dazed.

| looked to my right. The tool was coming for ne. Conming straight toward
me. | could see the man's finger on the trigger.

Then ... a newform Large . . . brown . . . loomng up behind the man .

119 <Hey, buddy! Take the rest of the day off,> Rachel said. She swung
one nmassive grizzly bear paw

The man with the killing tool dropped |ike one of the steer.
<Cutting it kind of close, aren't you?!> Tobi as denanded angrily.
<Sorry, > Rachel said.

| realized |I was shaking. Trenbling.

O her humans were runni ng now. Many runni ng away. Sone runni ng toward
us. Toward the bear.

| could not stop trembling. Could not stop the shaking. | was denorphing
and shaki ng.

But even so, | noted the humans who were headi ng toward the bear, not away.
Controllers, of course. Normal humans woul d seek to escape. The

Control l ers among them knew the significance of the bear. They knew - or
t hought they knew - that it was an Andalite in norph.



Dozens left their stations, grabbed | ong knives, grabbed powered saws,
and cane for us.

<So nmuch for anything subtle,> Rachel said. <It's going to get hairy.>

She grabbed the sides of the chute with her two front paws and pul | ed.
The wood ripped away easily. | pushed through and out and away.

And just then, my own stal k eyes began to

120 function and | could | ook back and see my own tail. My own fast,
deadly, accurate tail

| was a grazing aninmal, |like the ones who were fed to this killing
pl ace. But | was not a cow.

<Watch out, that guy has a chain saw > Tobi as yel | ed.

A human-Controller rushed at ne with a |ong, powered saw. The saw screaned
FWAPP!

Now t he human-Control | er screaned.

<He no longer has a chain saw, > | said.

121 <L-one on, follow ne, > Rachel said. <The others are in trouble. |
just came to get you guys.>

<Well, there was no need to rush, > Tobi as said. <You could have waited,
oh, about another mllisecond! >
<Hey, | said | was sorry.>

<Whi ch way?> Tobi as demanded.
<Far corner, over there,> Rachel said. <Go! Ax and | will catch up.>

Tobi as was hawk once nore. He flapped and took off, swerving and dodgi ng
t hrough skinned, gutted carcasses. Rachel and | took the slower route:
t hrough the human-Controllers and their knives.

122 W try never to kill any Controller. And humans, in particular
since ny human friends have a certain sentinmental fondness for others of
t heir own speci es.

So we were careful. W were restrained. | applied ny tail blade with
restraint.

But it was difficult. | had been badly frightened. As frightened as |
have ever been. And irrational as it mght be, | resented the
human- Control |l ers who were even now attenpting to butcher ne.

We forced our way through the human-Controllers. Forced our way as
dri ppi ng carcasses fl oated above us on the conveyor. My hooves scrabbl ed
over spilled entrails.

What we found at the far end of the bl ood-soaked sl aughtering floor was
anot her battle.



Prince Jake in tiger morph. Cassie in wolf norph. Marco in gorilla
nmor ph. Tobi as, wheeling and plunging to rip and tear.

They were surrounded, cut off, hemred in by a growi ng armny of
hurman- Control | ers.

And worse: Hork-Bajir were pouring into the battle fromtwo directions.

Prince Jake's back was to a closed door. He was roaring and sl ashing and
using his powerful jaws, but the situation was desperate.

They were henmed in. Cornered. Trapped.

123 Rachel and | might be able to join them but then we would be in the
same trap.

<Jake! The door behind you!> Rachel cried.
<Can't get it open. W need nore rnuscle! Hurry!>

Rachel turned her huge, shaggy grizzly bear head to me, even as she
swatted a human-Controller with a backhand that sent himflying.

<wWll, Ax, all we have to do is go through about fifty Hork-Bajir, bust
down that door, and find a way out of this hellhole.>

<Yes, > | agreed. <Let us begin.>
Rachel dropped to all fours. She I et |oose a hoarse roar and charged.

No Andalite accustoned to our nore pacific animal life could possibly
understand what a grizzly bear charge neans. Even nost humans woul d f ai
to imagine it.

Gizzly bears are not lithe and graceful like the big cats. They are
nore |ike dogs. They nove with a rolling, lopsided gait that at first
seens alnost tentative, as if they might stop at any nonent.

But then you begin to realize how large they are. And you begin to
realize that, awkward or not, they are very fast. And you begin to
realize that you are puny, pathetic, weak, and insignificant. You begin
to realize that this bear, this

124 rolling, shaggy, unstoppable nonster, can kill you fromthe nere
i mpact of his shoulder hitting you

| saw all of this on the faces of the human-Controllers before us. Saw
their indifference becone concern and turn to terror and panic, all in
seconds, as Rachel charged.

HHHHHHHROOOCARRRHHHH!

"Run!" many voi ces agreed.

"Stand fast! Don't run!" one man cried. He planted hinself before
Rachel . He stood firm For approximately one and one half seconds.

Then he ran. As Rachel barreled past himhe swiped at her with a knife.
The knife sliced at fur. He might as well have been swatting at an



Andalite Done ship with a tree branch

<Rachel ! Hork-Bajir!>

Two big Hork-Bajir |eaped at her, their arm bl ades flashing. | whipped
my tail left, right. One Hork-Bajir dropped. The other hesitated, just
| ong enough for us to pass him

W plowed into the defensive knot of our friends.

<0On behal f of General Custer, let ne welcone you to the last stand, >
Marco said as he sank his gorilla fist into the mdriff of a Hork-Bajir
warrior.

<Thi s the door?> Rachel yelled.

<Yeah! Can you bust it down?>

Rachel reared up on her hind legs. She had to

126 duck her head as split cow carcasses cane by, always holding to
their stately pace.

She put out her paws and sl ammed her wei ght agai nst the door.
VWHAM

Not hi ng! The door did not budge. And now a triunphant roar went up from
t he surging, pressing mass of eneny warriors, human and Hork-Bajir.

W were trapped. CQutnumnbered.

Then we heard the hated thought-speak voice we knew too well.

<How fitting,> Visser Three exulted. <The end of the Andalite bandits
cones here in a slaughterhouse. Take them Seize them Butcher then
Yes, butcher them >
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<Rachel !> Prince Jake said tersely. <Hit it again!>

VWHAM

Rachel hit the door again. No effect!

Sl ash!

A Hork-Bajir-blade cut opened right across ny chest. Not deep. Not
pai nful . But frightening.

Cassie was covered with matted bl ood. Marco was using only one arm The
other hung linmp. Prince Jake was attacking, attacking, attacking with
all the violent ferocity of his tiger norph, but he was tiring. Tobias
was having difficulty maneuvering in a "sky" filled with floating cow
carcasses.

<Hey! There's a keypad! > Rachel yell ed.

127 | turned one stalk eye. There was a keypad. Not a Yeerk design



certainly. Too prinmtive. But then many of the people working at the
facility were not Yeerks.

<Ax! > Jake yell ed.

<I will try,>1 said. | backed away fromthe battle, yielding ny place
to Rachel

| snapped ny tail. My blade shattered the cover of the keypad. | reached
in and twisted two wires together

The door opened.

W pl owed through the door. Bl oody, exhausted, scared, injured.

Rachel cl osed the door behind us. | |eaped to access the keypad on this
side of the door. | ripped out every wire | could reach. Not an el egant
solution, but effective.

<Ceez, | could have done that,> Marco nuttered.

A sudden sil ence descended. Through the door cane only nmuffled sounds of
hameri ng.

<They' || get through before |ong, > Tobias said.

<Vi sser Three will pour every Controller he has into this place,> Marco
said. <He'll bring themdown fromorbit. He'll have thousands of them here!>

Only then did we | ook at the roomwe had entered.
128 It was, in nost respects, identical to the roomat the aninal
testing |l aboratory where the chi npanzees had been caged. Rows of cages.

Left and right. A concrete floor and white tile walls. Bright lights.

But there was one very significant difference. Wiere there had been
chi npanzees, there were now hunmans.

Two dozen hunmans occupi ed the cages.
They did not nove. They did not turn to | ook at us.
<Are they dead?> Rachel asked

| said, <No. Bio-stasis, | believe. They can be rel eased from bi o-stasis
and function normally.>

<What the . . .> Cassie said. Then she reared up on her hind | egs and
pl aced her paws against the bars so she could | ook at a chart on the
out si de of the nearest cage. <Project (bedience,> she read. <Medication
effectives

She noved to the next cage. <Project Obedi ence. Medication effectives
<What nedi cati on?> Tobi as asked.

<Doesn't say. Just mentions "Fornula Seventy-one.'?

| spotted a conputer console. Definitely Yeerkish in design, quite
nodern. By Yeerk standards.



It was powered up, open, not protected. Sonmeone had been using it quite
recently.

130 <Project Obedience,> 1 said to the computer. <Define.>
It replied in a sinmulated human voice. "Project (Cbedience is the

brilliant insight of our great and glorious |eader, Visser Three, hero
of the Taxxon rebellion, Scourge of the Andalite fleet, Conqueror of Earth.

<Good grief.> Rachel glanced at the notionless humans in the cages.
"Project Obedience is designed to us genetically engi neered biol ogi ca
conponents to erase those portions of the human brain responsible for
freewi||."

<Say what ?> Marco said.

"Proj ect Obedi ence has successfully tested Formul a Seventy-one on

chi npanzees, an Earth species related to humans. One hundred percent
success has been achi eved, thanks to the genius of Visser Three!"

<How exactly do you program a computer to kiss butt |ike that?> Tobias
wondered. He was resting wearily atop one of the cages.

"And human testing has now shown Fornul a Seventy-one to be one hundred
percent effective on humans as well! Phase Three is now ready: The

wi despread di ssem nation of Formula Seventy-one through the human food
supply, followed by the rapid conquest of planet Earth!"
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For a nonent no one spoke.

Then Marco said, <They're gonna put sone nmagic formula in nmeat and it's
supposed to take away free will?>

<| believe it is designed to suppress those portions of the human brain
responsible for free will,> 1 said.

<That's insane! >

<If it worked it would allow the Yeerks to take over the entire hunan
race wi thout a fight,> Rachel said.

<Reduce people to mindl ess autonmatons,> Prince Jake agreed.
<This is why we're getting killed? Over this?> Cassi e demanded.

131 <What, this isn't serious enough for you?> Marco demanded angrily.
<I mean, this could enslave the entire human race w thin weeks! >

Cassi e | aughed, alnmost pityingly. <Oh, please. No way this works.>
<One hundred percent effective® Prince Jake countered.
<It's alie,> Cassie said sinply.

<You just don't want to face reality,> Rachel said harshly. <l nean,
cone on! The Yeerks are far nore advanced than we are scientifically.



They can do this!>

<No, > Cassie said firmy. <They can't. Cone on, we should unfreeze, or
what ever, these people. W have to free them >

<You can't free them > Marco said. <Don't you get it? They've already
lost their free will! We unfreeze them they'll do whatever the Yeerks
order themto do. Turn on us! Attack us.>

<We are NOT | eaving humans in cages, > Cassie said angrily.

<They're not hunmans anynore, > Marco raged. <They m ght as well be
Controllers. No free will. Slaves!>

<Now, you listen to ne,> Cassie said. <No one, nothing can elininate
free will. Don't be ridiculous. Even with a Yeerk in your head, you have
free will. Not the will to do, but the will to think, to believe, to
hope or |ove or whatever.>

132 <This is worse than Yeerks, Cassie,> Prince Jake argued. <This goes
deeper. One hundred percent effectives

<l do not wish to interrupt. This is a very interesting di scussion, >
sai d. <However, one question does occur to ne.>

<What ?> Rachel si ghed.

<I f these humans have no free will, why are they in cages? And, indeed,
why are they being held in bio-stasis?>

A sudden nmovenent. At the far end of the room A small, older hunan nal e
wearing spotless white. And hol ding a Dracon beam

"D-d-don't nove! 1'll sh-sh-sh-sh-sh -"
<Shoot, > Rachel supplied. <Don't nove or you'll shoot.>

The human nodded. "Get-get-get out of here! Go back out there. You
aren't allowed in here!"

<l don't think we can do that,> Prince Jake said calmy. Then, with a
novenent so swift and fluid that the human did not have tine to blink
Prince Jake lunged and knocked the Dracon beam fromthe man's hand.

The weapon ski dded away beneath a cage.
The human reacted strangely.

He began to cry. He collapsed into the chair before the computer
consol e, placed his face in the palnms of his hands, and made sounds of

crying.

133 "He'I'l kill mel O course, he was going to kill me, anyway. It was
only a matter of time."

<"He" being Visser Three, | assune?> | said.

"OF course Visser Three,'
project is his idea."

the man said bitterly. "Wo el se? This whol e



<But it worked. So why would he kill you?> Rachel asked.

The man rai sed his head and rolled his eyes. "It didn't work. | faked
the results. W all did. W had no choice! Visser Three kept denandi ng
results, results, results! So we gave himresults. Lies! Just a bunch of
lies!"

<Ouch, > Marco sai d. <Swi sh! Three-pointer for Cassie.>

<| so totally should have bet you guys some noney, > Cassie said smugly.

"I wanted to tell him | wanted to say, Look, it can't be done. You
don't understand! There's no such thing as a human being without a free

will. It's . . . it's . . . idiotic! But he's no scientist, much less a
phi |l osopher. You can't separate a sentient creature fromfree will. They
are free wilh Yeerk, Hork-Bajir, human, it doesn't matter. A sentient
species has free will |ike an object has nmass. You can't separate them

But Vi sser Three doesn't listen."”

<Yes, we've noticed that,> Marco said drily. <He's really not a very
ni ce person. >

134 <ls there another way out of here?> Prince Jake asked.

"I can't help you. He'll kill me," the man pl eaded.

<You know, |'d probably feel sorry for you, except that guess what?

You' re scum You | ocked these people up! These humans, > Cassi e added.
<W Andalites don't approve of that kind of behavior! They have fanmilies
who must be tearing their ->

"No, no fanmlies that we know of. These are all street people. I'mnot a
fool. I knew we'd have to dispose of themin the end."

Cassie was at his throat before the human coul d draw his next breath.
She knocked hi m down on his back, pressed her two front paws down on his
shoul ders, and bared her teeth, inches fromhis face.

<W¢ do not dispose of humans, > Cassie said. <We need a way out of here.

Right now O we won't |eave you to Visser Three. We'll unfreeze these
humans and | eave you to them >

"Just let nme escape with you," the man pleaded. "1'd rather die of
Kandrona starvation than face Visser Three."

VWHAM

VWHAM

Soneone was ramm ng a very large, very heavy object against the outer door
135 <They'll bring up sone Dracon beans soon,> Marco warned. <No tinme!>
<We are not |eaving these people behind, > Cassie said.

<No. We're not,> Prince Jake agreed. <Ax. Rachel. And me, at the door
Everyone el se, bust these people |oose.>

VWHAM  VHAM  VHAM



The door rattled. Bent inward.

Looki ng back with nmy stalk eyes, | saw the caged humans begin to stir.
Cassie turned off the bio-stasis. The humans noved around in their cages.

"Animal s! That's a bear!"™ one man cri ed.
"Yeah, well, what's that?" a wonan said, pointing at ne.
VHAM  VWHAM  VWHAM

<Everyone clinb out of the cages. W're getting out of here,> Prince
Jake ordered.

"Says who?" a gnarled old man denanded.
<Says no one,> Cassie said gently. <Your choice. Stay or go.>

"Yeah? Well, this shelter is terrible. I'mgoing back to the Sal vation
Arny," the man said.

<HMm > Cassie said. <l believe that was a human bei ng exercising free
wll.>

<You are going to gloat about this forever, aren't you?> Marco asked her
<Yes. | am>

136 <Okay, how do we get out of here?> Prince Jake asked the Controller
scientist.

"Fol  ow ne. "

W forned a bizarre parade. Cassie and nme, with the scientist up front.
A dozen shabby, confused, but free humans. And bringing up the rear,
tensed and ready for the Yeerks to pour into the room the rest of ny
friends.

<| have a question,> 1 told the scientist. <A scientific inquiry.>

"Andalites," he said without any particular anger. "At |east your people
genui nel y appreci ate sci ence.”

<The chi npanzees. You said your formula was ineffective because
sentience cannot be separated fromfree will. So I nmust ask: Did the
formula work on the chinpanzees? Are they, in fact, sentient?>

"The chi mpanzees? The formula had no effect. But was it because their
will remai ned unaffected? Or nmerely because there was no free will to
affect? W do not know. "

<l know, > Cassi e said.

137

"

.Ln the annals of stupid, screwed-up, pointless mssions that was the
st upi dest, nost pointless of themall," Marco said.



It was the next day. W were at the mall. In the food court.

A food court is a sort of tenmple of exquisite foods. | was there in
human nor ph, naturally. Meaning that | had a nouth. Tobias was al so human.

And soon, very soon, as soon as Rachel canme back fromstanding in the
lines, | would have a delicious cinnanmon bun

"I mean, all this trouble for what? For a Yeerk
138 plot that was already a total failure. W could have stayed hone."

"W set sone chinpanzees free," Cassie said. "And sone humans, too

whi ch, Marco, is even better."

Marco | aughed. "Ch cone on, you know you're a hopel ess tree-huggi ng
animal nut. Come on. You're wearing Birkenstocks right now, aren't you?
Confess. "

Rachel came back carrying a tray of foods. Including nmy delicious,
i ncredi bl e ci nnanon bun. She handed various itenms to ny friends.

Then, at last... the bun

| began to eat it, taking care not to eat the paper plate as well, since
| have learned that is considered inproper

"Here's your burger, Marco," Rachel said.

"Ch! | can't believe this. A burger?" Cassie said. "After Ax was nearly
carved up? After being in that slaughterhouse?"

Marco opened his mouth wi de and took a very large bite. He chewed as we
all watched. The burger appeared to be juicy, with a great deal of tasty
gr ease.

Rachel tapped her fingers on the table and stared at Marco with an
i ndeci pherabl e expression. Prince Jake al so stared.

"Be right back," Rachel said and stood up
139 "Get me one, too," Prince Jake said. "Extra pickles."

"Mmfff!" | said, unable to make proper mputh sounds because of the
| arge wad of unchewed ci nnanobn bun

"I think that nakes three,"” Prince Jake said.
140

Marco norphed and took to the air. The rest of us watched Ax sweat and
trenbl e.

"The Yeerks have probably figured out how we got in last time," Rache
said. "We need a newway in if we don't want to get ambushed.™

"Maybe it would help if we go over everything we know about the Yeerk
pool's security systens," | suggested. "W know there's the G eet
BioFilter, and-"



<Hunter-killer robots,> Tobi as added.

"It was never exactly easy," Jake said. "But it's harder, now.
"There has to be a way," Rachel said.
W went over everything we knew and cane up blank. And Ax still trenbled.

| checked ny watch. Tine was running out. My parents woul d be home soon
First thing my dad would do was come to the barn

141 <Here cone Erek and Marco, > Tobi as announced at | ast.

| glanced out the barn door. Erek and Marco, wal king side by side, fast.
If you saw Erek you'd think he was just a normal kid. He | ooks kind of
like Jake, actually, only a little shorter

But Erek's an android. Part of a race called the Chee. And what you see
when you | ook at him that's just a hologram Under the hol ogram Erek
looks a little like a robot dog wal king on its hind |egs.

"This is a change," Erek said. "I'musually the one giving you guys sone
bad news."

"You want bad news?" Rachel said. "Ax is no better, and we can't figure
out howto get into the Yeerk pool."

"Do you know anyt hi ng about Andalite physiol ogy?" |I asked Erek
He shrugged. Or at |east caused his hol ographic self to shrug. "Nothing."
"Are any of your people surgeons?" | asked.

Erek shook his head. "The guy who plays ny father? He was a doctor back
in fifteenth-century France. He knows not hing useful, trust ne."

"Erek, does the Yeerk pool have toilets?" Marco denmanded suddenly.

"Marco, not the tine," Jake nuttered.

142 "Marco," Rachel warned, "Be useful, or be shut up."

"Come on. It's practically like a city down there," Marco conti nued.
"They must have a place for the human hosts to take a leak or get a
drink of water," he insisted.

"Sinks, toilets. They've got the works, sure," Erek answered.

The Chee are heavily programed agai nst viol ence. But that doesn't mean
they don't hate the Yeerks. And they are the best spies you can inagine.

"That means they have plunmbing. Pipes. And that al so neans we have a way
into the Yeerk pool," Marco announced. "W norph into sonething small,
something that can swwm Cinb in one of our toilets, have Erek give us

a flush, swma little, and conme out in one of the Yeerk sinks or toilets."

"Ch, yeah, that should work," Rachel said. "Wat are you, nuts?"

<The water pressure would be pretty hard to swi m agai nst, > Tobi as conment ed.



Jake lifted his head. "Not if we started fromthe water tower. Then we'd
go with the pressure all the way." He started to sound a little excited.
H's eyes glittered. "Erek, can you tap into the city water departnent

conputers? Conmbine it with . . ." Jake sighed and wi ped his mouth

143 "Conbine it, with, urn, with all you know about the Yeerk pool and
you know . "

"And give you a map? Directions?" Erek nodded. "I can give you

directions to any sink or toilet in the place." He pointed at the
conputer ny father and | use to keep records on the animals. "M nd?"

"There's no nodem " | said.
Erek snmiled. "Not necessary. | can be a nodem"”
Marco shot a triunphant glance at Rachel. "See? Still think my idea is

nuts?" H s face darkened. "Wait a minute. It is nuts. What's the matter
with me? Am| insane?"

<Do we have a norph that could work?> Tobi as asked.

"Maybe cockroach,” | answered

Jake shook his head. "There's a | ot of pipe between the water tower and
the Yeerk pool. | know they don't need to breathe much, but they do need

to breathe eventually."

Tobi as said, <l have an idea. Eels. They have themin tubs behind the
bait shop. They're thin. And they're pretty fast, | think. Tasty.>

When | made a face, he said, <Hey, you think it's easy catching a nmouse
every day?>

"Eels? Do it," Jake ordered. A second |ater, Tobias was gone.

"Come on, Erek. We'll show you Ax's stal

144 where we want you to do the hol ogram " Marco said.

Ax was asleep. He shuffled his feet in the hay as we crowded around the
| ow stall door, but he didn't wake up. | did a quick tenperature check

on him

Ni nety-five point seven. Not rmuch of a drop. Good. He wasn't close to
the crisis point yet.

"I think the best thing is for ne to stay in the stall with Ax," Erek
said. "I can project a hol ogram around us both."

He slipped into the stall and cl osed the door behind him A nonent
later, it was |like he and Ax had di sappeared. The stall | ooked

conpletely enpty.

| leaned my head over the stall door. The air shinmered around nme, then
Erek and Ax appeared.

"Thanks for doing this, Erek," | said.

"No prob," he answered.



"Don't you want a book to read in there?" | asked. "It's going to be
boring. "

"I have several thousand books stored in nmy brain. Sonetimes | pass the
time by seeing how many | can read and conprehend at the sane tinme."

"Qoookay. Forget | asked."

| pulled my head out of the stall. |I took a closer |ook at the hol ogram
protecting Ax and

145 Erek. No wrinkle or ripple or shadow to make my dad suspi ci ous.
Unl ess he tried to go inside.

He won't, | told nmyself. He'd be too busy taking care of all the sick
animals in cages to go poking around in an enpty stall. | hoped.

"I just had a thought," Marco said.

"I'"ll buy you a card to conmenorate the nmonent." Rachel, of course.
Marco didn't bother with a comeback. "If Ax goes into delirious node, he
could go running into town with underpants on his head or sonething.
Erek won't be able to stop him"

He was right. The Chee aren't programred for violence. Any kind of violence.

| 1 ooked at Jake. When stuff like this cones up, we all pretty much | ook
at Jake.

Jake dropped his head back and closed his eyes for a | ong nonent. Then
he made his decision. "W've got to risk it. If something goes wong at
the Yeerk pool, it mght take all of us to fight our way out."

| heard the flap of wings. Something oily slithered down ny shoul der
t hen pl opped onto the barn fl oor

<Sorry,> Tobi as apol ogi zed. <|I dropped that thing eight tines on the way
back. Lost the other one conpletely.>

"Hence slippery as an eel," Marco joked. "By

146 the way, what with this being a crisis and all 1'mnot even going to
mention the sheer, bizarre, utter stupidity of taking a long ride
through the city water supply. . . . But, just for the record, this is

i nsane! "

He picked up the eel and held it for a nmonent, absorbing its DNA. Then
he handed it to Rachel. \Wen she was finished, she handed it to Jake. He
held it briefly, focusing, then passed it to ne.

"Did you get it already?" | asked Tobi as.

<Yeah, > he said. <kEels. Wiy don't | just keep nmy nmouth shut? Sliny
little thing. Looks like a Yeerk.>

| glanced around the group. "I feel like we're mssing soneone," | said.



Then it hit ne. Really hit ne.

Ax. We'd be doing this mssion wthout Ax.
147

AX

Vi sser Four ran. But he was nerely a human-Controller. So there was very
little chance of himoutrunning ne. | was still in harrier norph. |
swooped through the trees as he ran

Ri sing above the trees | could see the edge of a small village in the
trees ahead. If Visser Four nade it to the village it would be harder
for me to stop him There would be innocent humans about.

But as a harrier | could do very little to stop him

Decision: Stay with the Visser and be hel pl ess, or stop, denorph, and be
able to attack?

The village, a collection of primtive human dwellings with roofs
apparently made of grass, was very cl ose.

148 First: Keep himfromthe village.

| flapped ny wings harder and easily caught up with the running,
panting, frightened Yeerk. | turned in md-air and plunged toward him
tal ons down and forward.

He | ooked up. Dodged to the side. Not fast enough. | felt my left talon
catch the side of his head.

"Aaaahhh!" he cri ed.
| swept past and turned to conme back after him

"Andalite filth!" he screaned. Genuinely screamed. Pure, unfiltered
hatred bl azing in his blue human eyes.

He hesitated. | came for him He broke and ran. But now there were other
humans surgi ng around us. A columm of nen on horses was bl undering

t hrough the woods seemi ngly headi ng around toward the rear of the
English lines.

But there were other humans, too. They were running fromthe battle.
Runni ng toward the vill age.

I could not denorph in plain view The Yeerk must have known this. Now
he stopped and put an arrow into the sinple bow he used.

He drew the arrow back and let it fly. My harrier eyes were able to see
that it was poorly ainmed. It blew past and | did not even need to adjust

nmy flight.

149 He ran again, and | followed. Suddenly we emerged fromthe edge of
the wood. There was an open space between the forest and the village.
There appeared to be sonme sort of crop planted there. Villagers were
cal My harvesting, going about their busy work as though nothing was
happeni ng.



Possi bly they were concerned that the battle or fugitives fromit m ght
tranple the crop

These humans barely | ooked up fromtheir work as soldiers, archers, and
kni ghts on horses went running past.

Certainly they did not notice Visser Four. O ne.

| swept up to Visser Four and raked his head again, |aying the scalp
open. He grabbed at ne, but m ssed.

"Il kill you!" he raged.

<Surrender now, we have you surrounded,> | bluffed. But a Yeerk does not
rise to Visser rank by being a conplete fool. He laughed at ny silly threat.

This was a pointless battle, I knew In this morph | could injure him
but not stop him If | stopped to morph I could well |ose him

There were two large structures in the village. One seened to nme to be
essentially mlitary. A fort of sone sort. The other had a large main
building with a tall tower at one end.

150 It was into this building that Visser Four ran. Through a tall door

The door had been opened. He slamed it behind him | flared nmy w ngs
and pul |l ed up, inches fromsmashing into the heavy-tinbered door

<Prince Jake!> 1| called in frustration <Tobi as! Marco! Rachel! Cassie!
Anyone who can hear ne, please answer.>

But there was no answer. W were far fromthe battlefield now | was on
ny own.

How to enter the large structure? Howto ...
And then, in a flash, | knew why Visser Four had returned here.

<The Tinme Matrix!> He'd hidden the Tinme Matrix in this structure! | had
m nut es, maybe not even that.

| landed on the stairs leading to the front door. | began to denmorph. My
Andalite stalk eyes began to withe up and out of mny feathered head. My
fleshless bird | egs grew neat and muscle and true bone. | rose, grow ng

taller by the second. But all too slow
Hands! | needed hands!

Tiny, linmp protrusions began to grow frommy chest. My forelegs. But ny
wi ngs remai ned wi ngs. No fingers appeared.

<Prince Jake!> | yelled again.
Vi sser Four was going to escape.
151 <Prince Jake! Rachel! Cassie!>

Now, at l|ast, fingers! But too weak, too delicate and unforned to turn
t he heavy iron handl e on the door



"Aiiiieeeel!" someone screaned.

A human. Perhaps upset at the sight of an Andalite struggling to energe
from.

"Tuez le! Tuez le!" a new voi ce screaned.

"Tuez le!" Now it was a chorus. | tw sted one stalk eye, only now
begi nning to work.

There were half a dozen humans. Some were soldiers. Qthers not. The ones
who were sol di ers brandi shed swords. The others held huge forks made of
shar pened wood.

| was quite sure they were not welconming ne to their town.

<Prince Jake!> 1| cried. | lurched on half-fornmed legs to reach the door.
My weak fingers closed on the handle. The angry vill agers attacked.



