1 My nane is Cassie.

I wish | could tell you ny whole nane. Because that would nmean | was a
nice, normal girl. But I'mnot either one. Not nice. Not nornmal.

kay, ny friends think I"'mnice. Marco is always calling ne a
tree-hugger. And even though | don't actually hug trees, | do care about
them Which nmakes nme nice, right? A girl who cares about trees can't be
anyt hi ng but nice.

Unl ess that girl has also ripped a living creature's throat out with her
bare teeth. Which | have

I was in wolf norph, deep in battle. Seven Hork-Bajir against six of us.
Jake gave the order to retreat. And either right before he said it, or

2 right after, | yanked the throat out of the Hork-Bajir | was fighting.

| hope it was right before. | hope that | didn't go in for the kill when
| could have just run. But |'mnot sure.

That's why | don't think I qualify as nice. You've probably already
gotten a clue why | don't qualify as nornal.

Here's the short version: An Andalite prince named El fangor gave the
power to norph to ne and four of my friends. He knew he was about to
die, and he didn't want to | eave Earth defensel ess agai nst the Yeerk
i nvasi on.

He showed us a snmall blue box. We pressed our hands against it. And we
wer e changed.

Thi s nmor phi ng cube was | ost for a while. Now we have it again. W've
used it once, to add an Ani norph to our group

Then we had to subtract that new Ani norph. And we've kept the bl ue box
hi dden ever since.

Since that night in the construction site, since that change, the five
of us, plus El fangor's younger brother, have been fighting the Yeerks.

Yeerks are parasites. A Yeerk enters a host through the ear canal
flattens itself out on the brain, and takes over conpletely. The host
creature can't scratch an itch unless the Yeerk wants it to. W call a
bei ng who has been taken over that way a Controller

3 You rmust be thinking the Yeerks are pure evil. But let me tell you
what it's like to be a Yeerk who isn't in a host. Yeerks are basically
gray slugs. No hands, no |legs, no eyes, no ears.

If a Yeerk wants to be free, free to really nove, free to see the beauty
of the world around it, free to hear music or even the sound of rain on
| eaves, if a Yeerk wants that, it has to have a host. |If a Yeerk wants
to be free, it has to nake another living creature a sl ave.

Not an easy choice, is it?
I know somet hi ng about hard choices. |'ve made a | ot of them since

became an Ani norph. And one of the hardest was whether | wanted to be an
Ani norph at all. Because | know that when - if - this whole thing is



over, it my be too late for me to be either nice or normal ever again.
Like I said, | know sonething about hard choi ces.

"So, Cassie, here's your choice. If you were on a desert island, who
woul d you want to be with you - Baby Spice or Marco?" Rachel asked as we
sat down at our usual lunch table.

"Huh?" \What else could | say to that question?

"It's the desert island gane," Rachel answered. "You pick two annoying
peopl e. Then you have to choose which of themyou' d rather be on a
desert island with."

4 | glanced across the cafeteria at Marco. He and Jake were sitting at a
tabl e by the w ndows.

"Marco is not -" | began.

Rachel grabbed nme by the arm "Hey, shush. Listen to Alison and
Brittany," she whi spered.

| pulled my yogurt from ny backpack and tried to eavesdrop wi thout
| ooking like | was eavesdropping. Allison and Brittany were sitting at
the other end of our table.

"Maybe | should ask himto the dance,” Allison said.

This is what Rachel wanted nme to hear?
"Do it," Brittany urged. "Jake has gotten so cute."
Wait. Did she say Jake? The Jake? O sone ot her Jake?

| shot a glance at Brittany and Al lison. They both stared over at Jake.
As in Jake, the | eader of the Aninorphs. As in ny Jake.

Now you' re probably picturing us wal ki ng around school hand-i n-hand,
maybe ki ssing by the | ockers before class. But it's not like that. It's
nore an inside kind of thing. We've only kissed one tine. Although
would like it to happen again.

But nost people at school don't have a clue we're together. Obviously.

"Hey, Allison. Hey, listen up." Allison |ooked
5 over and Rachel shook her head slowy. "Unh-uh. Don't even think about
it. Jake's with Cassie.”

My face got hot as both Brittany and Allison started checking ne out.
I"mnot beautiful |ike Rachel. And | adnmit | sonetines have a little
bird poop on ny jeans. | spend a lot of tinme hel ping ny dad take care of
the animals at the Wldlife Rehabilitation Center he has out in our
barn, and birds, being birds, will poop

But that stuff doesn't matter to Jake. | know how he feels about ne.
Al lison tossed her long red ponytail over her shoulder. "It doesn't |ook
like Cassie and Jake are together," she told Rachel. "He's sitting over

there. She's here. There, here. \Waaayyy over there, as opposed to right



here.”

"Yeah," Brittany chined in. "Has Jake even asked her to the dance?"
They didn't even ask nme their questions. They acted like |I was
invisible. 1"'mused to that. Rachel is one of these people who seemto
go through life with a spotlight focused on themat all tines.

"The dance? O course he asked her to the dance,” Rachel said.

Then she stood up and grabbed ny yogurt in one hand and my backpack in
the other. "Allison, Brittany, we, Cassie and |, are going over there.

Waayyy over there."

6 Rachel narched across the cafeteria toward Marco and Jake. | had no
choice but to foll ow

"You and ny cousin nmake me want to hurl," she said over her shoul der
"Jake can face death every day, but he can't nmanage to ask a girl to a
dance. And you're no better."

"Me? What am | supposed to do?" | protested.

"Duh. Even Allison the Airhead knows," Rachel said.

Rachel sat down next to Marco. She put my yogurt down next to Jake. |
took the hint and sat next to him

"We are all going to the dance Thursday ni ght," Rachel inforned Jake.
"And you are taking Cassie."

Jake choked on his macaroni and beef. Marco started bangi ng hi mon the back

"So, Rachel, | guess that neans you need a date, too, huh?" Mrco said.
"I could make time in my busy schedule."

"Look at that! A flying pig!" Rachel exclainmed. Then, "Ch, sorry, ny
m stake. | thought for a minute | sawa flying pig. But | didn't. And
that's the only time | would go out with you."

Jake was recovering. His face was red. | waited for himto tell themwe
woul dn't be going to the dance. | thought he'd say that we had to

7 spend that night doing sonme kind of Yeerk surveillance or sonething.

But Jake just snmiled at ne. "W could use a night doing sonething nice
and nornmal . "

"Ch, man," Marco npaned
n \N]at ?II

"Every tinme we try to do sonething nice and normal it ends up turning
out nasty and weird," he said. "Every single tine."

8 dance.
Picture loud nusic. Picture chips and dip and a bow of trail nix.

Picture the lights low, the decorations linp, the teachers standi ng
out side the rest roons di scussing whether there would be a teachers' strike.



Picture guys nostly with guys, girls nostly with girls. But with | ots of
eye contact.

Not my kind of place, really. Rachel had forced me to wear a dress. She

had dragged nme through the mall, dressing me up |ike her own persona
Bar bi e dol | .
I had on shoes | could never run in. | was even wearing makeup

91 felt like the Iargest, nost obvious dweeb in the history of dweebs.

"Ax- man, somneone is checking you out," Marcosaid.

| wasn't surprised that Ax was getting sone attention. H s human norph
is cute. More pretty than cute, really.

"No way. She's looking at ne," Tobias said. He shot a quick | ook at
Rachel to see how she liked the idea of another girl giving himthe eye.

"Uh- huh. Maybe after the dance you could take her back to your tree,"
Rachel said, batting her eyes at Tobi as.

Tobi as | aughed. "Hey, the chicks go wild for the feathers, bay-beee." He
| aughed again. "Sorry. Ax had Austin Powers on his TV last night."

| looked at Allison. Marco was right. She was staring at Ax. | guess she
figured if she couldn't have Jake, she'd go for the cute new boy.

Not that Tobias isn't cute. And he might as well be a new boy. He went
to our school for a while, back when he was human. Back before he was
trapped in his red-tail ed hawk norph

Now no one seened to recognize him But, then, he's totally different
fromthe kid bullies used to pick on. He doesn't project those
I ' m hel pl ess-so-conme-and-terrorize-ne vibes at all anynore.

10 Partly that conmes fromliving a |life where even the good tinmes are
dangerous. Partly it's that he's sort of forgotten how to express
enotions with his face. Smiling when he's happy just isn't natural to

hi m anynore, because hawks don't smile. Now when people | ook at Tobi as,
they notice the strangeness of his blank face, not the face itself. Even
when he | aughs he doesn't really snile

"Checki ng nme out? Wat does that mean?" Ax asked.

"It neans that girl over there is warmfor your form" Marco told him
"It neans she wants your body."

Ax started to look a little nervous. "My bod-deee? Body, body, bawd-eee?"

Ax normal |y does not have a mouth. In human norph, with a nmouth, Ax can
be ... unusual

"She's naking her nove," Marco told Ax. "Although if you want to get rid
of her just try saying 'bod-eee' like that a fewtines."

"Bun-dee. B-dee," Ax said, continuing to play with the sound.

O course if Allison knew what Ax really looks like, she'd run scream ng



in the other direction.

Ax's Andalite body is strange. Strange and beautiful and intimdating,
too. Picture this: a blue-and-tan deer-Ilike body, a giant scorpion tail
a pair of small arms, a humanoid head with no nmouth, and two extra
eyebal | s mount ed on stal ks.

11 Allison stopped in front of Ax. She sniled and tossed her red hair
around.

"H. | wanted to know if you, you know, want to dance?" Allison said.

Ax nodded. "I would like to shuffle my artificial hooves to the nusic
wi th you. But you cannot have ny body. My bod. Dee. My bo. Dee."

Al lison backed away. "Ah. Ch. You know what? | hear my friend calling
me," she said. Then bolted.

A wild burst of |aughter escaped ny mouth. | couldn't help nyself. The
expression on Allison's face -

"Bo. Dee," Ax repeated. "I enjoy the way ny tongue hits the front of ny
mout h when | say that. Dee. Oh! Food! Do they possess the delightfu
flavors of grease, salt, and sugar here?"

Ax also likes to use his mouth to eat. To a dangerous extent.

Sonetimes when | watch Ax experiencing the sense of taste |I find nyself

t hi nki ng about the Yeerks. \When they enter a host they get hit with

t housands of new sensati ons.

| can hardly wap nmy mind around what it mnmust feel like. | have to
narrow it down for myself. 1'll pick one thing, like color. Then I'lI
close ny eyes and try to inmagine | have never seen any col or of any kind.

When | open ny eyes the array of colors

12 around ne nakes nme dizzy. And color is only one part of sight. And
sight is only one of the new senses Yeerks experience in a host.

| didn't bother telling ny friends what | was thinking about. None of
themare all that interested in considering the joys a Yeerk can find in
a host. Not that | blame them

Yeerks are the eneny. It's easier for us to do our job if we see them as
evil. Pure evil.

| shook ny head and told nyself that a dance wasn't the time to get al

phi |l osophical. Especially ny first real kind of date with Jake. A date

i nvol ving an actual dress. And makeup. | tuned back in to the conversation
"Baby Spice or Cprah?" Marco was saying, |ooking thoughtfully at Rachel
"What do you have agai nst Oprah?"

"She's on ny list of 'people |I've heard way too nuch about."'"

"You have an actual |ist?" Tobias asked skeptically.

| smiled. It was just dunb, normal, pointless conversation. It was nice



to be normal sonetines.

Jake must have felt the same way. Qur eyes net. "Want to dance?"
"I"'mnot very good," | said.

"I dance like a l|unberjack," Jake said.

13 "Li ke a lunberjack who's just chopped off one of his own |egs," Marco
interjected hel pfully. "Like a one-legged | unberjack whose remaining | eg
is atree stunp and -"

Jake grabbed ny hand and pulled nme out onto the dance floor. The dance
floor fornerly known as the basketball court. And then | was danci ng.
Wth Jake.

| gave a little twirl of happiness. Is it horrible to admt that |I hoped
everyone was watching? Especially Allison?

Even if it's horrible, it's true. | liked the idea of everyone know ng
that |, Cassie of the some-times-bird-pooped jeans, was with Jake.

Jake smiled at me. He has a great smile, even though it always |ooks a
little strange on his face. Just because he's usually so intense, making
life-and-death decisions for us all. Mking nore hard choi ces than

ever have to nake.

| smiled back, and gave another twirl. | spotted Ax, Marco, Rachel, and
Tobi as dancing in a group nearby. | hoped that Rachel and Tobias got a
chance to break away and have a dance by thensel ves.

| tried to catch Rachel's eye. | thought maybe | coul d give her sone

ki nd of signal that she and Tobi as shoul dn't spend the whol e ni ght
hanging with Ax and Marco.

14 But Rachel's gaze was | ocked on Ax. As | watched, an expression of
amazed horror crossed her face.

What was wong? | jerked ny eyes to Ax, and felt ny own face twist into
an expression that mrrored Rachel's.

Ax's head! A lunp on the top of AX's head was throbbing to the nusic.
"W have a problem™ | whispered to Jake.

15 | ake and | shoved our way through the mass of bopping, spinning,
shaki ng bodies. By the tine we got to the group, Marco had his flanne
shirt off. He started to fold the shirt into a bandana just as -

Boi ng!

Ax's eye stal k burst out of the |unp.

| did a quick scan of the gym Had anyone seen? No. Everyone was busy
danci ng. O hopi ng sonmeone woul d ask themto dance. Or psyching

t hensel ves up to ask soneone to dance.

Rachel grabbed the shirt out of Marco's hands and wapped it around Ax's
head.



And here's the thing about Rachel, even in a crisis: The bandana
actual ly | ooked good.

16 "Ax, you're starting to denorph. You' ve got to stop," Jake told him
Ax giggled. "Denorph. Dee, dee. That is a very pleasant nouth sound. Dee!"

"He's delirious," | said. | felt the adrenaline start to punmp through ny
body. This was a very bad situation here.

"Anot her dee," Ax said happily, swaying.

| heard a soft shushing sound. And a patch of blue fur sprouted on Ax's
neck.

"Equi prent room shoul d be enpty," Jake said. "To the right of the
bl eachers. Far side. Mve, nove, nove!"

W forned a circle around Ax and headed across the dark, noisy gym as
fast as we coul d.

W reached the equi pnent-room door. | grabbed the doorknob. Turned it.
Locked.
"Qut the guys' |ocker-roomw ndows," Marco said.

"Two teachers always supervising in there," Jake remi nded him
"Not in the girls'," Rachel told him

"Go straight behind the punch table. The line in front will give us sone
cover," Jake ordered.

"You're telling me there's no teachers nonitoring the girls' roon®"
Marco dermanded. "That is so unfair!”

17 W squeezed between the punch table and the wall, all of us keeping
one hand on Ax.

"We' |l neet up in the parking lot," Jake said when we reached the | ocker
room He, Marco, and Tobias let go of Ax and turned toward the main exit.

| jerked open the door. And Brittany and Alli-son wal ked out in a cloud
of Love's Baby Soft perfune.

"She wants ny body! BDEEE! BDEEE!" Ax screeched in terror. He broke away
fromme and Rachel and bolted for the main exit.

"He's heading toward Chapman and M. Tid-well," Rachel cried.
Vice Principal Chapman. A known Controller
And M. Tidwell. The strictest teacher in the school

W all tore after Ax. We caught up to himjust as Chapman grabbed hi m by
the arm

Ax's flannel -shirt turban had gotten | oose during his dash across the
gym One shake of his head could send the shirt fluttering to the floor



G ving Chaprman a good | ook at Ax's eye stalk. A fatal | ook

"He's obviously been drinking," M. Tidwell said. "I know this boy. [|'l
call his parents.™

Bef ore Chapnan could answer, M. Tidwell
18 marched Ax out of the gymand into the hallway. W started after them

Chapman bl ocked us. "No one is allowed outside the gymuntil the dance
is over unless a parent gives perm ssion."

"We're his friends. W have his nmedication," | blurted. A delirious Ax
alone with M. Tidwell - that couldn't happen

Chapman studi ed us for a nmonent.

"Two mnutes,"” he said. He stepped aside and we sl ammed through the door

W acted without hesitation. Rachel and Marco squeezed between Ax and
M. Tidwell. Jake, Tobias, and | pulled Ax down the hall to the drinking
fountain and shoved his head down. W huddl ed close, trying to block M.
Tidwel | 's view wi th our bodies.

I took a quick glance at M. Tidwell. How were Rachel and Marco doi ng?

They stood shoul der-to-shoulder in front of M. Tidwell, keeping sone
hal | way between himand Ax. At |east for now

"He's fromout of town," | heard Rachel say as | turned back to Ax.
"Jake knows what to do."

"He takes special pills," Marco added desperately. "For narcol epsy. O
epi |l epsy. Some kind of epsy."

"In a fewnnutes he'll be fine," Rachel prom sed.

19 | shot another |look their way. M. Tidwell hadn't budged. He was
staring straight toward Ax.

| leaned even closer to Ax and whispered in his ear. "Ax, can you get
your human norph all the way back? At least until we make it outside?"

Ax didn't answer. His |ips were nelting together

"M. Tidwell! Some guys in the bathroom have cherry bonbs. They're going

to blow the lids off all the toilets!" Marco yelled. "It'|I|l be a toilet
massacre!"
Tidwell still hadn't taken a step back toward the gym But Rachel and

Marco had kept himfrom nmoving toward us. So far.
Two | egs shot out of Ax's chest.

KA- BANG. KA-BANG The hooves sl amred against the tile wall over the
dri nki ng fountain.

Chinkl e, plop, chinkle. Tile and plaster rained down onto the netal
fount ai n.



Tidwell m ght not have seen that. But he had to have heard it.
"See?" Marco yelled. "Cherry bonbs everywhere!™

Shl oop. Shloop. Ax's | egs sucked back into his chest.

P-p-pop. Hi s |lips separated.

Ax | ooked like a regular kid again. "The nedicine is kicking in," |
called. | shot a frantic glance at M. Tidwell.

20 "We should get himhome," Jake said loudly. Then he | owered his
voi ce. "Now we wal k hi mpast Tidwell and hope Ax can keep it together
until we get outside."

Jake started down the hall first. Tobias and | each took one of Ax's
arms and fell in behind.

It was going to work. Ax wasn't babbling or denorphing. M. Tidwell
wasn't yelling for our parents' phone nunbers.

In another three steps, we'd reach him Then in two nore steps we'd be
past him

One. Two.

Riiiip.

| did not like that sound. | did not like it at all

I 1 ooked over ny shoulder just in time to see AX's giant scorpion tai
tear through his pants, swing to the left - and knock M. Tidwell on his
butt.

21 JL rushed over to M. Tidwell and hel ped hi mup

"Are you okay?" | asked. At |least Ax caught himw th the side of the

bl ade. Gtherwise M. Tid-well's head m ght be staring up fromthe floor

at his own body.

M. Tidwell didn't answer. He just took nme by the el bow and | ed me down
the hall away fromthe others.

What was he doi ng? What did he want with ne? The adrenaline had started
punpi ng back in the gym Now I could practically feel it slammng
t hrough ny vei ns.

| shot a | ook over ny shoul der. Marco and To-

22 bias huddl ed around Ax. Jake was hol di ng Rachel back from going after
us. "Don't say anything," he nmouthed to ne.

| knew what was goi ng through Jake's mind. It was going through mne, as

well: Tidwell could not know Could not. No matter the price.
"We really should get our friend -" |I began when M. Tidwell pulled ne
to a stop.

"Don't. | know your friend is an Andalite,” he told ne, his voice calm



and matter-of-fact.

My nouth went dry. My throat, too. Just becane a total desert. | wanted
to tell M. Tidwell that | had no idea what he was tal ki ng about. But
couldn't get out a word.

"I al so know who you are and what you are. Al of you," M. Tidwell
conti nued.

Sweat popped out on ny hands, under ny arms, and down the center of ny
back. It was like all the noisture fromny nouth and throat had
m grated. Mgrated and multiplied.

M. Tidwell was a Controller. No question about that. And that neant he
could not wal k away. Could not live to hurt us, to destroy us.

| prepared to norph

| heard Ax's hooves slaminto the wall again. But | didn't take ny eyes
off M. Tidwell.

He | ooked so ordinary. Thinning gray-brown hair. Alittle bit of a
paunch. Wre-rimglasses. Medi um bl ue eyes.

23 But that's the thing with Controllers: They |look |ike anyone. They
are anyone.

"I amHm | control M. Tidwell. W are both part of the Yeerk peace
noverrent. W have a nessage for you from Aftran N ne Four Two," he
conti nued.

| turned and gave Jake an |' m okay-give-nme-a-mnute signal. | needed to
hear what M. Tidwell had to say.

He knew Aftran. Maybe that neant M. Tidwell was a friend, too. Mke

that Hm the Yeerk inside M. Tidwell's head, because that's really who

| was talking to. | felt the muscles in ny shoulders relax the tiniest bit.
Aftran is the Yeerk who made me think about Yeerks in a different way.
Aftran made ne realize that Yeerks are individuals, no two alike. She
forced me to accept that all Yeerks are not our enemes.

The night | ripped the throat out of the Hork-Bajir, | also killed
Aftran's brother. Aftran's brother was the Yeerk controlling the Hork-Bajir.

Aftran, in the body of Karen, her little girl host, had tracked ne down,
planning to turn me over to Visser Three.

Long story short: | saved her life. She saved ny life. And then Aftran
willingly returned to Iife as a blind, helpless, sluglike creature. She
sacrificed her freedomto free Karen

24 "Dee! Buh-DEE!'" Ax bellowed, jerking me out of ny thoughts.

| cleared ny throat. "What message?"

"Aftran has been taken by Yeerk security,” he answered.

"When?" | denmanded. "lIs she okay? Wat has she told then? Way didn't you
find me sooner?"



M. Tidwell held up both hands. "Aftran is unharned, for now She hasn't
been questioned yet," he told me. "Visser Three wants to handl e the

i nterrogation personally."

A cold lump formed in ny stomach. Interrogation by Visser Three neant
torture. | was sure Aftran would hold out as long as she could. But she
woul d end up telling the Visser everything she knew

Whi ch was everything | knew. Aftran had been inside ny head. She had

unl ocked all ny nenories. She knew all there was to know about the
Ani nor phs.

"When?" | asked. | wapped ny arnms around nyself.

| caught a flash of nmovenent out of the corner of my eye. Ax's legs were
sl amm ng out of his chest and getting sucked back in. Over and over.

"The interrogation will be held in the next few days," M. Tidwell
answered. "The Visser is attending a reinduction sem nar on the Bl ade ship."

25 So we had a little time. W could stop this.

M. Tidwell's watery blue eyes searched nmy face. "I'm sure you
understand that Aftran could destroy the Yeerk peace novement. And you."

| nodded. "\Were is she being hel d?"

M. Tidwell swallowed hard. "Aftran is inprisoned in the Yeerk pool. W
need your help getting her out."

The Yeerk pool. The perfect place for an anbush.

| told nyself to start acting smart. | couldn't believe whatever M.
Tidwel|l said just because he used Aftran's nane.

"How do we know this isn't a trap?" | asked, searching M. Tidwell's
face. "How do we know we can trust you?"

"I'f you couldn't trust ne, you' d be dead right now, " he answered. He
gl anced at the gymdoor. "If | don't go back in, Chapman will cone
l ooking for us. I'll be in touch. Get the Andalite out of here."

M. Tidwell hurried back into the gym | hurried back over to Ax and the
ot hers.

"Are we just going to let Tidwell walk back in there?" Rachel demanded.
"After what he saw?"

"He's with the Yeerk peace novenent," | said.

"Yeah, that's where they say please before they shove their sliny bodies
into your ear and

27 take control of your brain," Marco spat out. "What are you, crazy?"
"He saved us from Chapman tonight," | protested

"So what ?"



"Shut up!" Tobias snapped, in a totally un-Tobias way. "All | care about
right nowis getting Ax hone."

"He's right. Let's nove," Jake said.

| wapped nmy arm around Ax's shoul ders and hel ped Tobi as | ead hi m out si de.
| didn't Iike the way Ax was | ooking. He was completely back in his
human mor ph. But a gooey green-yell ow pus was gl uing his eyel ashes
together. And his lips were chapped, |ike when you have a high fever.
"How are you doi ng, Ax?" | asked.

"l am dee-dee-dee-lirious!" he cried.

26

As soon as we got outside the school, | managed to talk Ax through the
denorph into his Andalite body. Once he was back in his owmn form he
stayed there. Big relief.

Tobi as denorphed, too. He flew overhead and told us which streets to use

to avoid the nost people. And where to hide Ax when we were close to
getting caught. We nmade it back to the barn, but it was not a fun trip.

"Put himin the last stall,” | instructed. "Marco, fill the trough with
wat er. Rachel, get hima blanket fromthe pile by the door. Jake, go to
nmy house and get the thernmoneter fromthe bathroom | can't use the

veterinary equi prent. |

28 need the one you can use in your ear. Don't worry about my parents. Qut."
| glanced up and saw all three of themstaring at me. It's true that I'm
not usually the one barking the orders. But |I'mthe one who knows about

taking care of sick animals. Not that Ax is an animal, exactly.

"I feel like |I'"'mon £/?," Marco said as he headed toward the hose. "|'ve
definitely got a Noah Wl e kind of thing happening."

<Anything | shoul d do?> Tobi as asked fromhis perch in the rafters.
"Just keep a lookout," | answered.
<You got it,> Tobias said.

Rachel hurried over and handed a blanket to ne. | spread it over Ax's
back and shoul ders. | could feel tiny trenors racing through him

"So are you finally going to tell us what Tid-well said or what?" Marco
asked as he filled the trough. "I nean, if sonme Hork-Bajir are going to
burst in the door any second |I might want to bake a cake or sonething."

"AX is sick, Marco. W have to deal with that first," | answered.

"If Tidwell talks, Ax is going to be worse than sick. He's going to be
dead. W all are!" Rachel spat out. "Cassie, what did you say to hinf
What did he say to you?"

29 | ignored her. Had to. She spun away and started paci ng back and
forth in front of the stall.



"Can you tell me what's wong with you, Ax?" | asked. "Have you ever
felt like this before?"

<Yanphut, > he munbl ed.

"What's that?" | asked.

| needed Ax to tell me what to do to cure him M/ parents are both vets.
W probably have the best animal nedicine library for mles. But there
was nothing in any of those books about the care and feeding of an alien.
"Come on, Ax," | said, ny voice a little sharper. "Wat's yanphut ?"

<It's a. . .> Ax's thought-speak faded

<Ax, cone on. Stay with us,> Tobias said.

"Let's try giving hima little water," | said. "Help ne stick one of his
hooves in, okay, Marco?" | asked.

Marco topped off the trough and turned off the hose. Then we gently
lifted AX's right front | eg and then placed his hoof into the water

Ax swayed, and | braced ny shoul der against his side, letting himlean
on me while he absorbed the water. | could feel himheaving against ne
as he pulled in ragged breaths.

"That's enough," | said when Ax's hoof had been submerged about half a
m nut e.

Marco and | pulled his hoof out of the trough.

30 Rachel grabbed anot her bl anket and tossed it to Marco so he could dry
Ax off. | stayed close in case he got wobbly again.

"Ckay, Ax. Try and focus. Tell us what yam phut is," | said, speaking
slowy and clearly.

<Di sease, > Ax answered. <Di sease organisnms collecting in ny Triagland. >

Jake rushed back into the barn. "Got the thermoneter." He slapped it
into ny hand scrub-nurse style. Then he sat down and | eaned agai nst the
side of the stall.

| slid the thernmonmeter into Ax's ear and waited for it to beep. Wen it
did, | pulled it out and checked the reading. "N nety-five point five,"
| told the others.

"l was sure he had a fever," Rachel said.

"He mght," |I told Rachel. "But we don't know. Because we don't know
what normal An-dalite tenperature is!"

"Ax? Can you tell us?" Rachel asked him

<Ni nety-one point three,> Ax gasped. <Of your degrees,> he added.

"Ax, they are everyone's degrees, not our degrees," Marco started to

argue. Then he stopped.



About four degrees above normal. | wasn't liking this. | knew a few ways
to try and break a fever. But | didn't know what effect they would have

on an Andalite.

31 What if sonething | did nmade hi mworse?

"Tell us nore about the Tria gland," | said.

<Tria gland keeps di sease organi sms away fromrest of body,> Ax answered.
<That's good, right?> Tobi as asked.

It sounded good. Maybe Ax's body woul d heal itself.

<But if it bursts. Bad. Di sease organisns get |oose,> Ax choked out.

"How can we stop it from bursting?" Jake demanded.

Ax | ocked all four of his eyes on nme. He took ny hand and gave ny
fingers a weak squeeze. His skin felt cold and slick with perspiration.

<You must take it out. O | will die,> he whispered.

His main eyes closed. H s stal k eyes drooped. <Wen tenperature goes
back to normal . . . Tria gland out. O disease organisnms kill.>

"Ckay. Ckay, yeah. Wiere is the Tria gland?" | asked.
<Tired. >

"I know you're tired. And you can go to sleep soon. But first you have
to tell me where the Tria gland is,” | insisted. "Now, Ax!"

<My head, > Ax answer ed.
| felt the blood drain frommy face. Instinc-

33 tively, | turned to Jake. He was staring at Ax as if he couldn't
bel i eve what he'd just heard.

The sil ence stretched.

"I"'mno brain surgeon,” Marco finally said. "But it sounds to nme |ike
we're tal king brain surgery here.”

32

Brain surgery. |Inmages of blood, and scal pels, and delicate tissue. |
didn't knowif we could doit. But if we didn't, Ax would die.

"Let's nove to the other side of the barn," |I said. "I want Ax to get
some rest."

That was true. But | also didn't want Ax to hear us start to freak,
whi ch | knew was about to happen.

"Good idea," Jake said. He pushed hinself to his feet and started across
the barn, Marco and Rachel follow ng.



| slowy pulled ny hand free of Ax's, ny fingers slick with his sweat.
"I'"ll be back in a little while," | whispered. "Bl ess your baby bones."

The words just slipped out of my mouth. It's

34 what my nom al ways says to me when |'m sick. Poor Ax. He nust really
mss his nother right now At |east when |'mnot feeling well, | always
like ny nom making a fuss over ne.

And Ax was definitely not feeling well.

| hurried over to the others and sat down on a bale of hay next to
Rachel . | was tired

"Ckay, so we kidnap a doctor and get himto do the surgery on Ax,"
Rachel burst out.

"And then what ?" | asked.

She didn't answer. The answer was unacceptable. The only doctor we could
trust with our secret was a doctor who quickly becane dead.

"I"'mgoing to take his tenperature every hour," | said. "W need to know
when it drops down to ninety-one point three."

"And then what ?" Rachel denanded, echoi ng ny question.

"Then we get to play a live version of Operation. Except if we nake a
m st ake, Ax's nose doesn't light up, his Tria gland expl odes," Marco
answered, his voice flat.

<That's supposed to be funny?> Tobi as denanded.

"Yeah. And you want anot her |augh?" Marco shot back, angry. "Tidwell saw
Ax go Andalite tonight!"

"We need to hear what Tidwell said," Jake

35 told me. He scrubbed his face with his hands. His drawn, pale face.

| pulled in a deep breath. "M. Tidwell is part of the peace novenent,"
| began. "The Yeerk inside him H m had a nessage for me fromAf-tran
She' s been captured. Sunday night Visser Three plans to interrogate her
II'limwants us to rescue her."

"No way. It's a trap," Marco interrupted.

"I'f the Yeerks already know who we are why bother with a trap? Wy not
just come to our houses and kill us?"

W both turned to Jake. He rubbed his face again. "Coming to our houses
woul d be messy. Attract attention. Getting us all to the Yeerk pool is a
decent strategy."

"Probably it is a trap, but we still have to go," Rachel said. "Because
if Tidaell or Illimor whoever is telling the truth, we're dead neat.
Aftran will crack when the Visser interrogates her, and she knows

everyt hing about us. Everything. Right, Cassie?" she said acidly,
| ooking angrily at ne.



| met her gaze wi thout blinking. My voice was steady. "That's right," |
answer ed.

| wasn't going to pretend that we wouldn't be in this situation if it
wasn't for ne

Marco had been about to kill Aftran. Which neant killing Karen, too. |
let Aftran into ny own head to get her out of Karen's body.

36 To save the life of a person | didn't even know, | risked the lives
of my friends. I"'mnot all noble and wonderful. | did it because | was a
coward. | couldn't take the life of that little girl - or let Marco do

it for me - even though | knew that by letting her live a whole
pl anetful of people might die. O worse, becone infested by Yeerks.

| risked all those lives on a pathetic little wish. A wi sh that together
Aftran and | could nake the first step toward peace between Yeerks and
humans.

My wi sh came true. Aftran didn't turn ne over to Visser Three. She
didn't use the information she found stored in ny brain against me and
the others. Instead she chose to live without a host. Blind and al nost
i mobi | e.

My choice turned out to be the right one.

O had it?

"Rachel's right. W have to go in," Jake decided. "Tonight. If it's a
trap, they won't be expecting us this soon, since Illimtold us the
Visser will be gone until Sunday."

<What about Ax?> Tobi as asked.

"That's another reason to go in tonight," |I said. "W get back before Ax
hits his crisis.”

"We can't leave himin the barn," Jake pointed out. "Cassie's dad cones
in here all the tine."

38 <MWaybe we could fix up sone kind of extra shelter around his scoop, >
Tobi as suggest ed.

| shook ny head. "Too danp in that field," | said.
"Erek," Marco said. "The Chee owe us."

"Cood idea, Marco," Jake said. "Co. Now. "

37

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.
"I't 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.

39 | checked my watch. Tinme was running out. My parents would be hone
soon. First thing my dad would do was come to the barn

<Here conme 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.
40 "Marco, not the tinme," Jake mnuttered.
"Marco," Rachel warned, "be useful, or 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
conput ers? Conbine it

41 with . . ." Jake sighed and w ped his nouth. "Conmbine it, with, um
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 nouse
every day?>

"Eels? Do it," Jake ordered. A second |ater, Tobias was gone.

42 "Cone on, Erek. We'll show you Ax's stall where we want you to do the
hol ogram " Marco sai d.

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."

43 | pulled ny head out of the stall. I took a closer |ook at the

hol ogram protecting Ax and Erek. No winkle or ripple or shadow to nake
nmy 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 nonent." 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 cl osed 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
44 thing eight tines on the way back. Lost the other one conpletely.>

"Hence slippery as an eel," Marco joked. "By the way, what with this

being a crisis and all, 1'mnot even going to nmention the sheer
bi zarre, utter stupidity of taking a long ride through the city water
supply. . . . But, just for the record, this is insane!"

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.

45 An hour | ater Jake, Rachel, Marco, and | were treadi ng water inside
the water tower that sits in a corner of the mall parking | ot, shivering
in the cold water.

You' ve seen the water towers |I'mtalking about: usually painted
sky-blue. Steel. Four long legs and a big steel tank on top

It was not high-tech. Basically they punp water up into the tower, and
gravity lets it run down to homes and busi nesses and the girls'
bat hroons at school s.

It was dark in the tank. Like being in a big swimmng pool on the
dar kest night. Creepy. Except that this was the easy part.

46 | kept repeating Erek's instructions. The preci se nunber of |arge

pi pes, water nmains, we'd pass by on left and right. The el bow turns. The
main we had to turn into. Then the downward el bow, the smaller turnoffs,
and finally the long vertical drop that would signal we were descendi ng
to the Yeerk pool

It was too nuch detail. Ax would have renenbered it all. But Ax wasn't
w th us.

"Ckay, renenber, the pipes are just a road. Lots of turns and tw sts,

but if we follow Erek's instructions we'll cone out in a pipe that feeds
directly into the Yeerk pool. The tap is al nost al ways open. The Yeerk
pool sludge is largely conmposed of water." Jake was trying to keep
everyone calm But he didn't sound too cal m hinself.

"Somehow | ' m gonna end up getting flushed," Marco said grimy. "There is
going to be flushing involved."

"Let's just do this!" Rachel yelled inpatiently. She sounded cold. |
could barely see her in the faint light fromthe access door we'd | eft open

| turned my attention to the eel DNA inside nme. The sound of ny teeth
chattering distracted me a little.

Then the sound changed. It became higher and lighter. That's because ny
teeth were chang-

47 ing, multiplying, grow ng |onger and thinner and razor sharp
Morphing is totally unpredictable. It's not |ike your body starts
changing with the top of your head and goes on down to your toes. O

t hat your whol e body changes all together, like a novie in slow notion

It's grosser than that. Weirder. Stuff pops out. Like the |ong, narrow
fin that had appeared all the way down Jake's back

O her stuff disappears. Like Rachel's blond hair, which just got sucked
into her head like a whole bunch of spaghetti into a very hungry nouth.

Poppi ng and shrinking is only part of the deal. My eyes shrank and
rolled dowmm to the tip of ny nose. My nose and chin stretched out, out,
out around ny new needle teeth. My forehead col |l apsed.

My bones liquefied, and ny body caved in on itself until it was



pencil-thin. Arns collapsing into ny sides. Legs withering away conpletely.

| felt atickly, itchy feeling as a long fin sprouted all the way down
nmy back and gills opened up behind ny nouth.

Teeny-tiny scal es popped up all over my new body |ike goose pinples.
Then an oily, slippery goop drenched ne, oozing fromm own body.

48 <Everybody done? Then let's book. Straight out the hole in the
bott om > Jake ordered.

| caught a flash of movenment to ny right. Food. Live food!
Zi p! Chomp!

<Hey! That would be ny tail! Woever just bit nme, get a grip,> Tobias
conpl ai ned.

Man, for a scrawny little thing with a pencil body, eels are aggressive.
The eel's instincts were telling ne to bite anything that nmoved and ask
guestions | ater.

And eat. | wanted |ive food.

Then . . . Chonp! Sharp teeth bit into ny mnidsection

<Okay, everyone stop biting!> | yelled, including nme!>

| clanped down on the eel brain, pushing the sinple, screamng instincts
away. No biting, | told myself. No biting.

But then, sonething noved and
No! | stopped nyself in the nick of tine.

<| amone mad little worm > Rachel said with a | augh. <This eel has
serious attitude.>

<Let's just go,> Jake said.

| began to nove with a fluid, shinmying notion. Miscles stretched on one
side, tightened on the other. My body went left, right, left, right. My
tail whi pped back and forth.

Down and down. Maybe just thirty feet to a

50 human, but a long dive to an eel the I ength of sonmeone's finger

And, as we descended, | began to feel the current. W were at the bottom
of a huge sink. W were going out through the drain. The water began to
rotate, a tornado!

Around, around, faster and faster

Then, suddenly .

WOOOOSH

Straight down at a mllion mles an hour



49
Down!

Down t hrough the hole, down a nmassive pipe, jet-black blankness al
around. Nothing to see or snell or feel but the sensation of speed, of
falling forever.

<Now this is a water slide,> Rachel said, laughing a bit hysterically.

| pulled sone water into nmy mouth and punped it over ny gills. Had to
remenber to breathe.

| whi pped ny body back and forth as hard as | could. W were going fast.
But | wanted to go faster. Otherwise | was just a projectile, unable to
keep ny head forward and tail back

51 Suddenly, we were horizontal. But the speed didn't |essen. W were
rocketing! Tearing along the pipe, blind, aware of nothing

No, not quite nothing. There was sound. Rushing water boiling around
every slight inperfection in the pipe. And ahead . . . ahead a different
sound. Louder. Water -

<PI PE!> | vyelled.

W had a mllisecond to react. W were at the pipe. The current yanked
at nmy body and pulled it to the right. I fought it with all the sinew
strength of the eel's body.

Then, we were past the water main.

<That was the first one,> Jake said. Everyone stay sharp. A lot nore
com ng up. >

W al ways heard them but always alnost too late. It was harrowing. A
wrong turn and there would be no telling where we'd cone out.

W had two hours in norph. If we ended up in sone dead end, wi thout an
open faucet we'd be trapped inside the pipe. Trapped. Unable to
de-nmor ph. Unable to get out.

W woul d spend the rest of our lives as eels.

<Don't think about it,>1 told nyself. But | guess | said it in
t hought - speak because Tobi as asked, <Don't think about what ?>

<Don't think about the fact that we could all end up trapped in a water
supply tube heading to

52 some toilet in sone abandoned buil ding that no one ever flushes, >
Marco said. <Shhh! Don't think about it!>

<Turn com ng up, > Jake said. <R ght turn. Then pass a left and take

anot her right alnost i mediately. Then pass two and go left. We'll be
there in a few seconds and the whol e sequence will only take about three
seconds. Don't think, don't talk, just react.>

Jake was in the lead. | was right behind him Tobias right behind ne,
then Marco and Rachel .



Suddenly .
Turn! Pass! Right! Pass! Pass!
<Aaahhh! > Jake yel | ed.

| ran into him his tail was flailing nadly. He'd been sucked into the
W ong pi pe.

He was flailing, trying to back out, no time to turn
Chonp!

| made a blind lunge. My razor teeth closed on tail
<Hangon! > | yell ed.

| felt Tobias pressing against me from behi nd.

<Tobi as! G ab ne!>

Sharp pain as Tobi as clanmped down on ny tail. But now | couldn't swim
Tobi as had me, but Tobias couldn't hold us against the current.

<Cet Cassie!> Marco snapped, having quickly grasped what had to be done.
54 Chonp! Chonp!

Don't ask me how they even found nme, but they did. | was bl eeding and
vaguely in pain. But nowit was three eels holding on to ne.

| contracted ny body in a sudden, one-sided jerk. Jake was yanked back
out of the pipe and into the main current.

<Thanks, > Jake managed to say.
<Okay, which way now?> Tobi as asked.

<Um...!...> Jake hesitated. He sounded woozy. Really out of it. Had he
been that scared?

Maybe so, but Jake had never failed to cope.

| got a flash of himsitting in the barn with his head in his hands.
Then anot her flash of the way his eyes | ooked when Marco canme up with
his plan to get into the Yeerk pool. I'd thought his eyes glittered with
excitenent.

| woul d have sl apped nyself if 1'd had hands.

Jake was si ck.

53

<-L think Jake is sick. That's why he's so out of it. He's feverish.>
sent ny thought-speak to Rachel, Tobias, and Marco. <And I'mafraid it

may be what Ax has. If he starts havi ng denorphi ng spasns ->

<He coul d get too big. He could get crushed in the pipes,> Rache



finished for ne.
<That does it. W've got to get himout of here,> Marco said. <But how?>

<No. W're not aborting the m ssion,> Rachel shot back. <Marco and
Cassie, you can deal with Jake. Tobias and | will go on.>

<What, you're the boss now?> Marco denmanded

55 <I can't renmenber if Erek said to take the third right after the
second | eft or what,> Jake nunbl ed.

<It's okay, Jake. It's okay,> | reassured him

<Yeah, I'min charge, > Rachel asserted. <Someone has to be.>

<Yeah, 1'mgoing to happily foll ow sonme deranged viol ence junkie.>
<You don't want nme to be |eader? Fine. How about Cassie? O Tobias?>

<Stop. Please just stop!> 1 exclainmed. <You're acting |ike Jake's dead
or sonmething. He's right here.>

| opened up the thought-speak to include Jake. <Jake, | think you have
t he yanphut. Wat do you want us to do?>

There was a | ong monent of silence. <Jake? Did you hear ne?> 1| finally
asked.

<let's get out of here.>
<Shoul dn't two of us go on?> Rachel argued.

<l...! don't... No. No. We all get out,> Jake ordered.

<t...! don't . . .> Jake said woozily.

| felt a wave of sick dread. W were lost. Lost in pipes that stretched
for mles. Jake out of conm ssion. No one with an idea.

<It's like air!> Tobi as said suddenly.

<What ?>

56 <Air currents,> he said. <Sonetinmes | fly at night. Back up in the
canyons. You can't see the walls of the canyon, you can't see the
openi ng of the canyon and it's hard to get enough altitude to->

<The point?!> Marco snapped. <ls there a point?>

<The wind. It doesn't blow through canyon walls; it can only bl ow out
t hrough the opening. If you ride it, sooner or later, it'll take you
out. Water is the sane. Has to come out sonewhere, right?>

<So what? W ride the current?> | asked.

<Yeah, yeah. W ride the current, going with the flow, wherever it's
strongest. Sinple.>



<Sinple, this?> Marco nuttered.

W rode. W& had no concept of time. No idea where we were, how nuch tine
we had left in norph. We sinply rode the current through bl ackness,

swi mmi ng enough to keep control of our bodies.

Forever. It seened |like forever. Down. Up. Right. Left. Wth Jake
qui eter and quieter. Mving nore slowy.

Then .
<Hear that?> Marco asked.
<Current is still strong,> Rachel said.

<Really loud, isn't -> 1 started to say, then a sudden vertical jerk and
woooosh, down a curv-

57 ing, rough-walled pipe, a sudden crush of pressure and .
<Aaaaaahhhhhhhhhh! >

No pipe! | was hurtling through the air!

My eel eyes weren't good for much, but they could see the fire.
The fire that was everywhere!

<Aaaahhhh! > The ot hers expl oded fromthe end of the nozzle.

W were five eels. Blown fromthe end of a fire hose, arcing through the
air toward a burning buil ding.

58 Through the air!

Thr ough a w ndow.

Spl at !

I hit, then skidded across a floor.
<Denor ph! > Rachel vyell ed.

| didn't need any encouragenent. The rush of water shoved nme up agai nst
a stove. | was denor-phing, water hammering ne.

But | didn't mind the water. The alternative was fire.
My human eyes returned and instantly began to sting. | squinted,

shielding my face with a sliny, vestigial hand. The others rose |like
horrible nonsters fromthe swirling water.

59 W were in a kitchen. The main fire was in the living room | saw stairs.

"Stairs," Jake gasped. "Up."

W staggered, a hal f-norphed bunch of nightmares, up the stairs, away
fromthe fire. O her hoses rmust have been hanmering through the upper
wi ndows because water canme down the stairs like a waterfall.



W made it to the second floor. Jake | eaned over the railing and threw up
"I don't see anyone up here," Rachel gasped, choking on the snoke.

| nodded agreenent. "Let's..." Then | started coughing. It didn't
matter. W knew what to do

| don't think anyone noticed the birds of prey tearing out of a back
wi ndow, singed and wet.

W flew only a short way. Jake was too weak to stay in the air.
W | anded and denor phed.
"Well, that was fun," Marco said. "Let's do that again, real soon."

"Must be this stupid yanphut," Rachel said, helping me to hold Jake up
"Jake was sick in eel form Sick in human form too."

<Yeah. And Ax got sick in his human norph,> Tobi as added. He was
over head, making sure we weren't being watched or foll owed.

60 "We'll try again after school tonorrow, " Jake told us when he stepped
off the ladder. "If I'"'mnot better, you'll have to go without nme. I'm
goi ng honme. Try to rest up."

"Marco and | will walk you," 1 vol unteered.

"I'"ll morph to o and fly back to the barn,” Rachel told us. "Check on
Ax. And I'Ill ask himwhat he knows about how the yanphut affects hunans,
then call you at Jake's."

Jake wiped his mouth with his sleeve. "You go back to the barn, too,
Tobi as. And stay there," he instructed. "Erek's hol ogramis good. But
it's not enough. If Ax fights his way out of the stall, norph into

somet hing big and stop him If his tenperature gets close to -"

"N nety-one point three," |I told him

"Right. Ckay. Ww. Man, my mind is gone. This sucks. Like the flu.
That's how it feels. Like |I have to . "

He bent over and heaved.

"Li ke you have to chuck?" Marco suggest ed.

Marco and | each w apped an arm around Jake's wai st and headed of f.
Fortunately the water tower was on the sane side of town as Jake's
house. But it was still a |ong way.

Rachel and Tobi as took off.

"You ever notice how many different ways there are to say 'throw ng
up' ?" Marco asked as we passed Dunkin' Donuts, the first in the row

61 of fast food places dotting the main street running through town.
"There's vomiting, of course. Hurling. Tossing your cookies. Puking, a
classic. Ral phing."



| was glad Marco was filling up the silence. Even though | thought he
could have cone up with a better topic.

"There's cascading. But | prefer the ternms that are nore real. Like
bl owi ng chunks. Spewi ng your guts."

Marco took a deep breath and kept on tal king as we nmade our way past

Taco Bell. "Tangoing with the toilet. That's a good one," he said
reflectively. "Technicol or yawn."
Jake broke away from us, staggered over to the curb, and - fill in your

favorite termfor puking here.

"I give that a four,"” Marco told Jake. "Sorry, guy. But your projectile
force was not where it should be."

Jake started to straighten up. Then his knees buckl ed. Marco and
reached himjust before he hit the pavenent.

Marco wrapped one of Jake's arns around his shoulders. | slid his other
arm around nme. Then Marco and | made a seat for Jake by |inking hands
underneath him

Soon Marco and | were huffing and puffing too much to tal k. W turned
off the main street,

62 headi ng deeper into the residential section. A few porch lights were
on but it was pretty dark. And quiet, except for said huffing and puffing.

"Al nost there," Marco panted.

W turned onto Jake's bl ock. Wien we reached Jake's porch, we gently
lowered himto his feet. He wobbled a little, but nanaged to stay upright.

"Don't let Tomsee nme. In case | norph," Jake muttered

| raised my hand to knock, but Jake's nom opened the door before we even
had time to knock

"Jake has the flu," | |ied.

"I know. I'mon the phone wi th Rachel .’
"She said you were on the way."

Jake's mom held up the cordl ess.
"I think Jake's about to blow again," Marco excl ai ned. He hustled Jake
of f down the hall toward the bathroom

"Can | talk to Rachel for a sec?" | asked

Jake's nmom handed ne the phone.

"Rachel? It's me," | said.

"Jake's lucky," Rachel told ne. "Qur other friend has a much, rmuch worse
case of the flu. Qur other friend says he thinks Jake will just get the
usual flu. You know, fever, throwi ng up, headache. Qur friend has sone

| ong, partially

63 delirious explanation that you don't want to hear."



"Great. That's a relief at least," | said wearily.

"The bad news is that we're probably all going to get sick, too. This
strain of the flu is extremely contagi ous,"” Rachel continued. "Got to
go. | think I just heard your parents' car."

| stood there. Staring at the phone in my hand.

If we all got sick, who was going to save Af-tran? And who was going to
operate on Ax?

64 J. scrubbed ny hands with hot, soapy water. Then | used ny el bow to
open the operating room door

"He's at the crisis point," Noah Wle told me as | approached the
patient. He slapped a shiny scal pel into my hand.

"You're going to be just fine," | told the patient.

"I trust you, Cassie," the patient answered.

It was ny dad lying on the table under the green sheet.
"S-shouldn't he be anesthetized?" | stanmered.

Noah Wl e | ooked shocked. "Not for a yam phut operation."

65 | took a deep breath, the disinfectant burning the inside of my nose.
| placed the blade on ny dad's forehead.

Tap, tap, tap.

| |1 ooked up and saw Jake, Marco, Rachel, and Tobi as behind the gl ass of
t he observation room They tapped on the glass and waved to ne.

| turned my attention back to ny dad. But it wasn't Dad on the table
anynore. It was Ax. | didn't know where to nmake the incision. Was the
Tria gland in the front of the head? The back?

Tap, Tap, Tap.

Why were they tapping again? Didn't they know this was a delicate
operation? | needed to concentrate.

Tap, Tap, Tap.
The sound finally jerked me awake.

"Cassie, you're going to be late for school,’
anot her tap, tap on ny door

nmy mom cal | ed. She gave

"I"'mup!" | cried.

| stood and opened the mddl e drawer of ny dresser. | pulled on the
first pair of pants and top ny fingers touched. Then | pulled on ny
socks and shoes, yelled good-bye to ny parents, and grabbed a Pop-Tart
on ny way out.

| couldn't stop yawning. | felt as if 1'd only gotten about fifteen
m nutes of sleep. Marco and | had taken turns watching Jake |ast night.



Mar co

66 was there now He would be until Tomleft for school. W thought in
his fever Jake might start tal king about sonething that would prove
fatal if Tom overheard

So I'd spent half the night as a fly on Jake's wall. Buzzing outside to
t he bushes to do qui ck denorphs and renorphs.

Jake didn't say anything at all suspicious. Sick as he was, | think
there was sone part of himthat knew how dangerous the wong words coul d be.

| rushed straight to the barn and over to Ax's stall. | stuck ny head
inside. Ax blinked up at me with his | ovely al nond-shaped eyes. <Sorry, >
he nmunbl ed.

"I think he feels bad that he's sick when you need him" Erek explai ned.
He handed me a chart with a notation of Ax's tenperature every hour. It
had dropped during the night. But |less than a degree. It was at

ni nety-four point four. W had to operate when it got to ninety-one
point three. There was still some tine.

| handed the chart back to Erek, and ran ny hand down the soft fur on
Ax's neck. "Even warriors get sick sonmetines,”" | told him "It's not

your fault."

<|'ve told himthat about a mllion tines,> Tobias said fromhis usua
spot in the rafters.

67 "I'lIl be late if |I don't leave right now," | told them "Tobias, you
know where | amif you need ne."

| turned and bol t ed out si de.

| got to school about four mnutes before the first bell. | headed
straight to Rachel's | ocker

| waited for her to show until it was about one mnute to the bell. Then
| decided to check ny | ocker. Maybe Rachel had been waiting over there
for ne.

| trotted over. No Rachel

I hurried back to her |ocker. No Rachel

The first bell rang. | stood by Rachel's |ocker as the hallway started
to thin out. Wien | was the |last one there, | decided | had to head to
cl ass.

| slipped into ny desk about one second before the second bell. | pulled
out a notebook and a pencil, and tried to focus on what the teacher was
sayi ng.

But my mind was too full to take in any new information. | kept

wonderi ng how | ow Ax's tenperature was now. And how Jake was doi ng. And
wher e Rachel was.

At least | could answer that |ast question for myself. | raised nmy hand
and asked pernission to go to the bathroom



My teacher wasn't too happy that | hadn't gone before class started, but
she handed over the pass anyway.

68 | rushed out the door, past the bathroom and down to Rachel's first
class. | peered in the little square w ndow.

Rachel was not i nside.

| turned and headed to the pay phone outside the gym Wen | got to the
phone | punched in Rachel's number. Rachel's nom answered on the second
ring.

"It's Cassie. |Is Rachel there?" | blurted.

"Rachel just fell asleep,” Rachel's nomtold nme. "She was throw ng up
hal f the night."

69 When it was finally time for lunch, | rushed straight to the
cafeteria. | scanned the tables for Marco.
| felt a tap on ny shoul der and figured Marco had found ne. | turned

around and saw M. Tid-well standing there

"W need to tal k about the Spanish Club party,"” he said.

He was trying to sound calm But | could hear the tension in his voice.
That was okay, he was probably hearing tension in nine

He led the way into an enpty classroom and shut the door behind us.
"Visser Three will be returning earlier than expected. Aftran's interroga-

70 tion may begin as early as eight tonight. You have to act quickly."

As he spoke, | couldn't stop nyself fromstaring at his mouth. A Yeerk
was moving his lips. Controlling his tongue.

Was the Yeerk tightening the nmuscles in M. Tidwell's throat to create
that sound of tension I'd picked up on? Was it all part of some plan to
make ne trust hin? To make sure | convinced ny friends to wal k right
into an anbush?

"Why did you cone to me?" | asked suddenly. "You say you know all about
us. So you must know Jake is our |eader. Wiy not go to hin®"

M. Tidwell sat down on the teacher's desk. "Aftran trusts you. Only
you. She said you had proven yourself to her," M. Tidwell explained.

[Ilim | mean. It was so hard to think of himas anything but M. Tidwell.

I wished Illimhadn't singled ne out of the group. W should all be
here. At least all of us who could be.

The only thing | could do was try and make sure | asked everything the
others would ask if they were here. It wasn't hard to figure out what
Marco woul d want to know.

"I have another question. \Wat about M. Tidwell? The real, human Tidwel | ?"

"When | first entered M. Tidwell, | was not part of the peace



novenent," |llimadntted.
71 "He was an involuntary host. No. That is too nice a way to say it. He
was my host, ny slave."

H s eyes looked a little nore watery than usual. Could the Yeerks
control functions that were involuntary for humans? Coul d the Yeerk just
push a neuron or sonething and stimulate a host's tear ducts?

"It was partly experiencing M. Tidwell's distress that led ne to join
the noverent,"” Illimcontinued. "H s hows of fury and agony forced ne
to accept what | had done to him At the same tinme | began to hear about
a group of Yeerks who thought it was wong to take an unwilling host."

| nodded. It nmade sense to ne. Hearing the endless cries of another
sentient creature, knowi ng you had caused its pain. How could that fai
to have an effect?

Then | renenbered sonething Aftran had told ne. To nost Yeerks, humans
are |like pigs. Just neat. G nk, oink

"It didn't happen all at once,"” Illimcontinued. "But gradually I
realized that | did not want to inhabit M. Tidwell's body if it neant
sacrificing his freedomfor m ne

"And now . . . now, M. Tidwell has sonmething to say. | amrepeating his
t houghts as | hear them" 11lim said.
"Can't you let himtalk for hinmsel f?" | asked.

72 "1 am speaking for nyself," Tidwell said.

"How can | know that ?"

"You can't."

| hesitated. "Ckay. Wat do you want to say?"

"Cassie, | invited 11 Mnto stay in ny body," M. Tidwell explained. "I
t hought together we could do nore for peace than he could do al one. He
is within ne noww th ny perm ssion."

There was no change in his voice or manner. But there wouldn't be.
Tidwell swallowed hard. "My wife died a few years ago. For a long tine,
| didn't care about anything. | stunbled through my life. Getting nyself

to school. CGetting hone again."”

He | eaned forward, his eyes | ocked on ny face. "When | H m gave nme ny

freedom back, | realized | wanted to do sonmething with it. So |I decided
to join the fight. What could be nore inportant?” he said. "And Illim
and I, we've becone friends. He's actually very good conpany."

| didn't know if Marco and the others would believe that what I'd just
heard was actually M. Tidwell and not some Yeerk trick. | wasn't sure
di d.

But | wanted to believe it.

"Look, | want to help you," I told M. Tid-well/Illim "But three



menbers of the group are sick. Really sick. As in one requiring brain

73 surgery. Isn't there sone way the Yeerk peace novenent can rescue
Aftran w t hout our hel p?"

"I'lli mspeaking now," he told me. "The peace novenent is growi ng. W now
have nearly a hundred nmenbers. But not all the Yeerks in the novenent

have hosts. And not all the hosts the others have are suitable for battle."

[Ilimgave M. Tidwell's paunch a pat. "Can you imagine trying to fight

Hork-Bajir in this?" he asked. "I'msorry to hear that menbers of your
group are ill. But when the Visser finishes with Aftran, he will know
everything. And then every Yeerk in the peace novenent will be dead.
Their hosts as well. Everyone who has ever hel ped you will be rounded up
and nmade Controllers,” Illimcontinued. "Everyone you care about wll be
made Controllers. It will all end, Cassie. The defeat will be total, and
per manent . "

| sat down and just buried ny face in ny hands for a mnute. | felt Iike

nmy head was going to explode. This was hopel ess! An inpossible rescue
with half our strength gone?

But there was no alternative
"Ckay," | said at last. "If we can do it, we'll doit."

| pushed myself to ny feet and started to the door on shaky | egs. Then .
then an idea

| paused, and turned back.

74 "11lim if you had to survive for a few hours outside M. Tidwell,
could you? Wthout being in the Yeerk pool, | mean," | asked.

"As long as | stayed in sone kind of liquid environment," he answered.

He sounded a little puzzled.
But | wasn't puzzled. Not anynore. | had a plan.
Atotally terrifying plan.

But a plan.

75 Hey, Marco. Wit up." | chased down the street until | caught up to
him 1'd been hoping I'd find himon his way home from school. "I talked
to Tidwell. Visser Three is comng back early."

"Do you renmenber 'Five Little Monkeys'?" Marco asked ne, grinning a
| oopy grin.

"Did you hear nme?" | denanded. "We've got to get Aftran out today. But |
think I have a plan."

"It was a song. More of a chant, | guess. Wth little hand gestures,"”
Marco continued. Totally ignoring ne.

"It went like this." Marco began talking in a rhythm c singsong. '"Five
l[ittl e monkeys junping

76 on the bed. One fell off and broke his head. Mama cal |l ed t he doctor



and the doctor said -

| chanted the last line with Marco. '"No nore nonkeys junping on the
bed.' Yeah, yeah, can we nobve on?"

"Then it would start again. Except with four little nonkeys junping on
the bed," Marco said.

| circled around in front of him and wal ked backward so | could | ook at
himwhile | talked. "I remenber it. Now, do you want to play junmp rope
or do you want to hear ny plan?"

"W're the five little nonkeys," Marco said, staring ne in the eye.
"Well, six. Three of us already fell off the bed. Now there are only
three of us left. Monkey Cassie. Mnkey Tobi as. And Monkey Marco."

He gave a few hal fhearted oooh-oooh-ooohs and scratched hinsel f under
the arns cartoon nonkey-style.

"You're scared, aren't you?" | asked. | dropped back into step beside him
"Yeah, |I'mscared. O course |'mscared,” he shot back. "Ax could die.
And we're getting ready to go into the Yeerk pool with half our usual
fighting force. Half! That is unless another one of us keels over in the
next coupl e hours. \Wich coul d happen.”

"You're feeling okay so far though, right?"

77 asked. | reached out and pressed ny wist against his forehead.

Kind of warm Kind of clamy.

But we'd been wal king. Marco had probably just worked up a sweat.

"My eyes feel kind of weird. Kind of gunmy,” Marco adnmitted. "But they
showed a filmin Health today."

"That could do it."

"I guess now that Rachel's out of it, | get to be in charge," Marco said.
"Yep. You're the man," | answered.
"So since I'mthe | eader, | should hear about this plan of yours then,"

he said. Marco shifted his backpack to the opposite shoul der. Then
switched it right back.

"I talked to M. Tidwell at lunch. He told me hinself he's willingly
participating in the Yeerk peace novenent. He thinks it's the npst

i mportant work he could do," | explained. Marco didn't junmp in with any
nasty comment, so | kept talking. "Illim M. Tidwell's Yeerk, told ne
he coul d survive for several hours if he's in liquid. He doesn't have to
be in the Yeerk pool or anything."

| took a deep breath. "I thought | could norph him and -

"You want to nmorph a Yeerk?" Marco demanded. He started to make | oud
barfi ng noi ses.

79 "I know it's kind of desperate, but. . ."



My voice trailed off as Marco | eaned into the bushes and threw up.

| moved up behind himand rested ny hand on his back. Finally Mrco's
back stopped heaving. He straightened up and wi ped his mouth with his
sl eeve. Then he turned to face ne.

"Anot her nonkey just fell off the bed," he said. Then, with a crooked
sm |l e, he added, "Poor Cassie."

| tried to smle bravely. But | wasn't feeling brave. | was feeling
scared and al one.

"Got to think about one thing," Marco said weakly.
"What ?"
"What if. . .what if you pull it off?"

Then he coll apsed. And | was too busy hauling himback up to his feet to
t hi nk about what he'd just said.

Only later did it occur to me. Marco had seen the fatal flaw

If | succeeded. If | rescued Aftran. Then what? |'d have an outl aw
Yeerk, wi thout a host, and worse by far, wi thout access to life-giving
Kandr ona rays.

| could save Aftran. Only to watch her die.
78

<The tenperature is down to ninety-two point eight,> Tobi as announced
fromhis perch as | rushed into the barn

| did alittle math in nmy head. |'d been gone for about nine hours. Ax's
tenmperature had gone down one point six degrees. So he was | osing not
quite two points an hour. So we had about eight hours before he hit the
crisis.

"Visser Three's conming back tonight,” | told Tobias. | filled himin on
my conversation with M. Tidwell and ny plan

"I should make it back fromthe Yeerk pool before Ax needs us to
operate," | said.

If | nade it back.
| started toward Ax's stall.

80 <Problem > Tobias said. <H s tenperature has been dropping all day.
H's crisis could happen tonight, or a few hours fromnow, or basically
now. | haven't been able to figure out a pattern. Sonetines it drops
sl ow, sonetines fast.>

"You m ght have to do it yourself. The surgery,"” | said. "You'll have to
try to get Ax to tell you where the gland is. You can use that little
room ny dad uses when he has to set bones and stuff. There are supplies
in there."



<So, Rachel and Marco?> Tobi as asked.
"Yeah," | answer ed.

<If I have to do it nyself, |I have to do it nyself” Tobias said. <Try to
finish saving the world early. You know nore about mnedicine and stuff
than | do.>

"I"ll skip the post-saving-the-world party,” | prom sed.

| wanted to be here when Ax hit the crisis. But | wasn't sure |'d be
able to do rmuch nore than Tobias could. Yeah, | knew howto splint a
bird' s broken wing and stuff a pill down a raccoon's throat.

But that wasn't brain surgery. Not even cl ose.

One cut in the wong place, and Ax could lose his ability to
t hought - speak. O breathe. It would be so easy to cause hi m per manent
damage. So easy to kill him

81 How could I live knowing | had killed a friend?

That rem nded ne of Aftran. She was a friend, too. And pulling her out
of the Yeerk pool neant excruciating Kandrona starvation unless | could
think of a solution.

I didn't know how Jake did it. How did he nake |ife-or-death decisions
and not go insane with guilt and grief?

<Maybe 1'Il go check on the other patients,> Tobias said, pulling ne out
of ny thoughts.

"You should,"” | said. He wanted to check on Rachel. "I need to head out
in about an hour."

<I'Il be back before then,> he pronised. He beat wi ngs out the hayl oft
wi ndow.

| hurried over to Ax's stall. Wen | opened the door, Ax and Erek
appeared in front of ne.

"How are you guys doi ng?" | asked them

<Erek has been teaching me how to play Rock, Scissor, Paper. Rock
smashi ng sci ssor | understand® Ax said. <And scissor cutting paper. But
not paper w apping rock. Rocks do not breathe, correct? So how woul d
this hurt then>

"Paper beating rock. It is sort of weird," | answered.
<Weird, yes. That is why I now owe Erek one mllion and seven dollars, >
Ax told ne.

| raised nmy eyebrows at Erek. He shrugged
82 <One million and seven dollars. |Is that a great deal of noney?> Ax asked.
"It's up there," | answered, giving his arma quick pat.

Ax pointed his stalk eyes toward the barn roof. <l don't see it up



t here, > he said.
"I mean it's alot. A lot of noney," | explained.

Ax kept his eyes focused upward. <Wait. Now |l think I see it. I'll go
get it.> He took a step forward and a spasmraced through his body.

"That's okay," Erek said. "Don't worry about it. W'Il|l play nore |ater
and you'll win the nmoney back from ne."

Ax didn't answer. He just kept staring at the ceiling.

Erek |l eaned close to me. "He's been like this all day," he whispered.
"He'l| seem okay. And then he loses it."

So he was still delirious part of the tine.

"Any close calls with nmy dad?" | asked. | glanced at the stall door
Fromthis side, the hologram|ooked |ike a snmoky silver cloud. | could

only see faint shapes and shadows out in the barn

"Tobias had to buzz the cages once. The animals all freaked, and that
kept your dad busy," Erek answered.

83 "Just tell me you're not going to get this stupid illness.”

Erek smiled. "I've never been sick a day in my life. And | amreally,
really old."

| turned my attention to Ax. "Ax. Hey, Ax. Come on, stop staring up
there. | need you to talk to ne."

Ax slowy lowered his eye stalKks.

"Can you tell me where the Tria gland is? Can you point to the spot on
your head?" | asked.

<You said the test wouldn't cover the Tria gland,> Ax conpl ai ned. <You
said we didn't have to know the gl ands. >

Oh, man. He thought he was back in school

"This isn't a test, Ax. You're not going to be graded or anything," |
tried to reassure him "Just take a guess. Where do you think the Tria
gland is? | need to know. "

Thunp. Thunp. Thunp.

Er ek grabbed ny shoul der and pointed into the barn. A dark shadow noved
cl oser.

It was ny dad thunping through the barn in his clunky work boots. And he
was headi ng right for us.

| threw nyself at the stall door and scranbled over. It had to | ook Iike
| had materialized out of thin air.

"You don't have to do a thing out here,"

84 blurted. "I already fed and watered all the animals nyself."



My dad peered over ny shoul der. "Were were you hiding? | was sure the
barn was enpty when | cane in.'

"I was right here the whole tinme. Got to get those bifocals, Dad," | said.

My dad frowned. "You can't fool ne, Cassie,'’
were in that enpty stall. And why."

he told nme. "I know you

My heart gave a hard doubl e t hunp.
"You do?" | asked.
He nodded. "You were pretending you were a horse, weren't you?" he asked.

| hadn't played that game where | pretended | was a horse since | was
about five. Okay, maybe si Xx.

But | didn't tell nmy dad that. | just gave hima weak smile. "Yeah. You
caught ne."
85 soon as | got ny dad out of the barn, | fed and watered the ani nal s.

| had to since I1'd said |I'd already done it.

Then | headed to the corner of the barn where ny dad has a little

wor kbench. He's not Joe Carpenter, but he did go through a spell where
he was really into maki ng birdhouses. Plus he makes cages sonetines and
does repairs around the barn. So he had a decent selection of tools.

| knew ny dad had nost of the stuff | would need for the Tria gland
surgery in the operating room But | didn't think he'd have anyt hing
could use to cut through Ax's skull. My dad's a great vet, but he
doesn't saw t hrough bone rmnuch.

86 | scanned the nmessy array of tools. Was there anything that could cut
t hr ough bone?

My dad had a sawwith teeth | thought could handl e the job. But the saw
was way too long. Unless | was going to cut Ax's head strai ght down the
mddle like a big nmelon .

| squeezed ny eyes shut against the gory inmage that popped into nmy m nd.
| tried to reassure nyself. The Tria gland probably wasn't too big. 1'd
only need to nake a snall hole.

A small hole leading directly into AxX's brain. Sonehow that thought
wasn't all that conforting.

I ran ny eyes over the tools again. There was a power drill. That woul d
definitely be able to make a hol e through bone. But the hole would be
too small.

| saw a few nmore tools janmed behind a half-finished birdhouse. | picked
it up, nmy fingers curling into the little round hole in the front.

Hmm That little hole was probably about the size of the one |I needed
to make in Ax's skull

I remenbered what tool nmy dad used to nake it. It's called a hole saw
It |ooks sort of like a corkscrew. Except instead of a metal ring that



fits around the top of a bottle, there is a little round saw.

I rushed to the operating room clicked on the

87 fluorescent lights, and stashed the saw. Then | nmade a little pile of
supplies | thought | mght need: henostats, retractors, scissors,

syringes, surgical thread, cotton balls, bandages, betaine, alcohol

As | headed out of the operating room| heard a flapping sound. Then
Tobi as swooped t hrough the hayl oft.

"How s Rach -" | began

<Didn't get there,> he answered as he headed toward his usual perch in
the rafters. <Started to feel . . .>

Hs words trailed off as he dropped | ower for his |landing. And | ower.

Way too | ow.
"Tobi as, watch out!" | screeched.
THUMP!

Tobias ran into the rafter headfirst.

He pl umret ed.

THUD!

He | anded on the barn floor. And lay still.

"No! No, no, no!" | raced over to Tobias and dropped to nmy knees beside him

Gently | scooped himup. | couldn't tell which was trenbling. H s body.
O ny fingers holding his body.

"Tobi as, are you okay?" | crooned.

He didn't answer.

88 "Tobi as? Tobi as!"

<| swear | didn't drink the punch,> he answered.
Alittle groggy. But definitely alive.

| slowy clinbed to nmy feet, careful to keep fromjarring him and

started toward the row of cages. "lI'mgoing to have to put you next to a
gol den eagle. | know you hate them but it's the only room avail abl e
ri ght now "

Tobi as gave a weak flutter in ny hands. <Wat are you doi ng?> he demanded.

"I"'mgoing to get ny dad to take care of you," |I answered. | slid him
into the enpty cage and | atched the door

<You're | ocking me up? No way!> Tobias cried. <l want out of here!> He
struggled to his feet and puffed his feathers.



| grabbed a chart and noted that the red-tail ed hawk appeared
disoriented. | added that | thought it had stunned itself flying into
one of the rafters.

If there were other synptons, ny dad woul d know how to handl e them At
least | didn't have to worry about Tobi as.

| had to worry about Ax nore. If he went into crisis while | was at the
Yeerk pool, there would be no one to operate.

Tobi as gnawed on one of the cage's nmetal bars with his beak. "Ch, just
stop it," | snapped.

90 "You're in the best place you can possibly be. | have no tinme, no
time, NO TIME for any crap, okay?!'"

<Okay, > he said neekly.

"Yes, ma'am" Erek said fromthe |ast stall

| tried to get a grip on nmyself. | took a couple of deep breaths. Didn't
work. | wasn't calm
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Tobias was right, | thought as | rushed into the house. | was the | eader

now. The | eader of one. The last little nonkey junping on the bed.

I found ny nomsitting at the conputer. "I'mdoing a report on ani nmal
brain surgery,” | told her. "Any books you think night hel p?"
"Hmm " My nother reached out and pulled a thick green book off the shelf

over her head. "The introductory chapter in this one is pretty good."
She grabbed a thinner volune. "And this one has sone good photos."

| took them from her. "Thanks. Rachel has the flu. | told her I'd keep
her company a while, okay?"

91 "Well, don't you get it," she said. She grabbed her coffee cup and
took a swal |l ow

| remenbered the day she got that cup. She and my dad and | were at the
anusenment park part of The Gardens. They have one of those photo boot hs
where you get your face put onto another body. W decided on all three
of us as super nodels. My nomthought it was so hilarious she had it put
on the cup.

She and | always teased my dad about how he was the prettiest of the
three of us. He'd always | augh and give us these outrageous beauty tips.

"Il tell her," | said. Lying, the way |'ve had to lie so often since
t hat day El fangor gave us the power to norph

"Un, bye." | wished | could say sonething el se, sonmething nore. It
could be the last time | -

| rushed out of the house and back to the barn. | headed to Ax's stall
| took a deep breath, then stepped inside.

"How are you doi ng, Ax?" | asked.



One of his stalk eyes swng a half turn toward ne. That was all the
reaction | got.

"I just took his tenperature again. N nety-one point nine," Ere said.
It had dropped al nrost a whole degree in |less than an hour. If it
continued falling at this rate there was no possible way |'d be back in

tine.

92 Tobias said there was no pattern to the way the tenperature fell. |
had to hope that it would sl ow down now.

"Erek, Tobias is sick now, too. | had to put himin one of the cages," |
told him "If Ax reaches his crisis before | get back . "

| really didn't want to say this. But | had to.

"You can't go to ny father or anyone else for help,” | finished.

What | was really telling Erek was he had to let Ax die.

Erek nodded. "I understand."

If Ax was lucid, he'd understand, too. | knew he woul d. Ax was a trained
warrior-cadet. He'd know that sonetinmes one nmenber of a team had to be

sacrificed to save the rest.

| turned to Ax and rested ny pal magai nst his forehead. "Can you hear
me, Ax?" | asked.

| felt himnove the tiniest bit under ny hand. Had he heard ne? WAs he
trying to answer? | couldn't be sure.

"Sorry, Ax," | whispered. "lI'd stay with you if | could."
| felt hot tears sting my eyes and | blinked them away.

"You understand, don't you?" | continued. "I have to try and save all of
us. Not just you."

| slowy slid ny hand away from his forehead.

93 Then | turned and rushed out of the stall w thout another word.

| grabbed ny bike fromits spot propped beside the barn door. | hopped
on and pedal ed hard. | wasn't going far. Good, ol d-fashioned, normal

bi ke woul d be easi est.

| pedal ed away from Ax and Tobias and Erek. Away from ny parents. Away
from Jake, Marco, and Rachel

I was all al one.

| slamed ny feet down on the pedals. Trying to burn off sone of the
fear building inside ne.

Trying to block out all the "what ifs.

What if | didn't get back before Ax reached his crisis?



VWhat if nmy plan didn't work? What if | got sick before | could save Aftran?
VWhat if | screwed up?

What if? What if? What if?

What if | had killed Aftran when | had the chance?

| slowed down as | thought about that one.

I'd been al one when | faced that nonent, too. Al one, | had nade the
choice to let Aftran |ive.

It had turned out to be the right choice.

Aftran hadn't betrayed nme or the other Ani-norphs. She'd gone on to do
i nportant work in the Yeerk peace novenent.

95 If | got Aftran out of the Yeerk pool before the Visser interrogated
her, the peace novenent woul d continue. The Ani nmorphs woul d continue to
fight.

If | failed .
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| rode ny bike up M. Tidwell's driveway and parked it. Then | hurried
to his front door. He swng it open before |I had the chance to ring the
bel I .

"Where are the others?" he demanded.

"Sick."

"It's just you?"

"Yes. Me. Me or no one."

He hesitated only a nonent, then he drew ne inside.

"So where should we do this?" he blurted the second | was i nside.
"Bat hroonf? Ki tchen? Where?"

He kept touching his ear, rubbing his finger
96 around the edge. He seened totally freaked by what we were about to do.

| felt like telling himto join the club. But |I figured that would only
make thi ngs worse.

"Kitchen's fine," | answered. | led the way, even though it was his
house. Even though he was a teacher and | was a kid. There wasn't tine
to waste on all that.

| sat down at the kitchen table and waved M. Tidwell down into the
chair next to nme. "Now?" he asked.

"Let's do it!" | said.



It was Rachel's line. But Rachel wasn't there.
Maybe it would bring us luck. Al of us.
M. Tidwell tilted his right ear toward the table.

| I eaned down. My eyes | ocked thensel ves on the hole at the ear's
center. | couldn't | ook away.

The opening to the hole began to glisten. Then a pencil-thin wand of wet
gray flesh slid out. It wiggled this way and that. Alnpbst as if it were
tasting the air.

Shh-1op. Shh-1op. Shh-1op.

More of the gray flesh squeezed itself out of M. Tidwell's ear

Pl op!

The Yeerk fell the fewinches to the table. Its body had been stretched
and flattened by crawling out the ear canal

97 As | watched, the Yeerk's gray flesh contracted, |like a hand cl osing
into a fist. Forming its slug-like body.

| jerked back. The legs of ny chair squeal ed agai nst the kitchen fl oor
It's IIlim | told nyself, trying to control mny revul sion

M. Tidwell grabbed a dishtowel fromthe table and scrubbed at his ear
"It always nmakes me feel ... | don't know Enpty."

| didn't answer. | wanted to nmove. | didn't want to have too nuch tine
to think about what | was about to do.

| reached out and gently rested ny fingertips on Illims squishy flesh.
| closed nmy eyes. Focused. And the DNA of the Yeerk becane a part of ne.

The Yeerk. The Yeerk becane part of ne.

| pulled my fingers away fromlllim M. Tidwell filled a Z ploc bag
with water and slipped Illiminside. Then he closed the top al nost al
the way and carefully placed the bag in the big patch pocket of his

corduroy jacket.

"You know if sonething goes wong, Visser Three could find out I'mthe
one who brought you in," he said. "If that happens, he'll kill us."

"Yeah, well, he's been trying to do that for a long tinme, but here
am" | said. Then | |aughed at nmy own bravado.

98 M. Tidwell smiled. "You were always a good student. Unlike Jake, who
never conpletely applies hinself."

| sighed. "Well, | w sh Jake were here now. It's tine. | have to do
this. It's kind of gross to watch."

"I think | can handle it."

| focused ny mind. The changes began



Any nmorph is frightening. Any new norph doubly so.
This morph . . . this was the eneny. This was a parasite. This was a sl ug.

My skin turned slick with a thin coat of mucus. It covered ny entire
body, oozing fromthe pores.

My eyelids.
The spaces between ny fingers and ny toes.
My neck, ny legs, my stomach.

The mucus thickened into a goo like half-set Jell-0. It seeped into ny
ears. My nose. My nouth.

| gagged as the nucus swelled in ny mouth. My teeth began to dissolve,
as if the nucus was an acid.

My Iips nelted together, closing ny nmouth on vani shing teeth and
swel | i ng goo.

Ax always says |'mthe best norpher. But it was hard not to resist this
nor ph.

99 | tried to relax. To give nyself over to the changes.

My body turned cold as the thick slime slid down ny throat, packing ny
esophagus. Somehow | was still breathing. Maybe through nmy skin.

A wave of nausea rolled through ne as the cold, thick nucus hit ny
stomach and intestines. | felt them shrivel up and di sappear

The mucus wrapped itself around ny heart. And ny heart withered and
st opped beati ng.

Slime stuck ny arnms to ny sides and glued ny legs together. | felt it
seep through ny flesh until it hit bone. The cold slime turned ny bones
to ice. Then they shattered into a zillion pieces.

The floor rushed up to neet ne as | fell off the chair. | hadn't begun
to shrink yet, and I lay there, the world's largest slug. My entire body
made up of slick, squishy flesh

Only my eyes renmai ned unchanged. They stared straight up at the ceiling.

M. Tidwell appeared above ne. H s face contorted in horror. | think he
was screanming. | couldn't hear him

H s face becane cl oudy as mucus coated ny eyes. Hi s face di sappeared as
nmy eyes dissolved completely.

100 Then ny body curled in on itself. Tightening, tightening. Becom ng
smal l er and smal | er.

Falling . . . Falling .

And it was over. The transformation cornplete.



I was a Yeerk.

101 J. lay on M. Tidwell's kitchen floor. Deaf, blind, capable of only
t he sl owest novenent.

How woul d | even be able to find M. Tidwell's ear? | had no idea, but
the Yeerk would know. | tried to open nyself up to the Yeerk instincts
and | et them gui de ne.

| realized that |I could do something kind of like a bat's echol ocation
O |ike sonar. The Yeerk threw out some kind of electrical waves, then
anal yzed the way they were bounced back at it. That gave it an idea of
the size and shape of things.

My sonar picked up an object, bigger than | was, noving in. | felt
warnth surround ne, and | was lifted up, up, up

102 My sonar picked up a new shape. My Yeerk instincts kicked in. Hard.
| stuck out two little protrusions. Felt around until | targeted the
smal | openi ng.

Then | was noving in. Slithering right into M. Tidwell's ear canal. It
was a tight fit. | squirted out some kind of painkiller to deaden the
canal and squirned, stretched, pushed bones and tissue aside with
surprising strength.

| penetrated. Deeper. Puncturing flesh now Deeper inside

| inched along until | felt the faint tingle of electricity.

Yes! This was what | was | ooking for.

The brain!

The neurons fired microvolts around ne as | stretched. | was paper-thin.
Spread |i ke ham nmered-down Silly Putty.

| pressed nyself into the cracks and crevices of the brain.

Ah! Now I could feel it. The neurons were connecting to ne. Making ne a
part of this strange, wondrous new body.

| felt the Yeerk's jolt of awe and pleasure at its new nmobility. At its
new size, and strength, and power. It was a visceral, nonconscious,

noni ntel -1 ectual, animal pleasure.

| touched the brain's center of hearing.

Ahhhh! 1t was |ike being alive again. The

103 sound of water dripping into the sink sounded beauti ful

Then, | touched the centers for sight.

It was lights-on after being forever in a mne shaft. Overwhel ni ng
Joyful! It was dazzling, dizzying delirium

Aftran was so right when she told me humans |ive am dst splendor and
magni fi cence. M. Tid-well's red-and-white-checked tablecloth was a
sight to be relished and |ingered over. The -



<Cassi e. Cassie, what are you doing? W have to |l eave!> 1 heard a voice
call.

M. Tidwell. Speaking only in thought.
<Can't you figure out how to nmove ny body?> he asked, soundi ng panicked.

I could have stood in M. Tidwell's kitchen all night. Allow ng nyself
to feel the Yeerk's joy at every new sensation.

But | had a job to do. And not much tine. | clanmped down on ny Yeerk
desire to explore the new worl d.

| wasn't sure how to use the connections between me and M. Tidwell to
control him But the Yeerk knew.

| allowed it to open sections of M. Tidwell's brain. Some sections
control | ed physical functions |ike nmoving nuscles. But some held nmenories.

As | tapped into these areas | was flooded with inages from M.
Tidwell"s life.

104 M. Tidwell sitting in this kitchen, the sink overflowing with dirty
di shes. The counters spattered with food stains. The snell of garbage

heavy in the air.

A younger, thinner M. Tidwell in this same kitchen, but now sparkling
cl ean and cheerful, standing next to his wife, flicking soapsuds at her.

M. Tidwell walking into a classroomon his first day as a teacher.
Feel i ng proud and nervous as he wote his nanme on the board and turned
to face the class.

M. Tidwell clinbing into his bed last night, and carefully placing his
wife's picture on the pillow beside him

| didn't want to see that. | didn't want to go pawi ng through M.
Tidwell's menories. | wished | could apologize to him but even though I
could hear his thoughts, | didn't know how to send hi mny thoughts back.

| continued searching his brain, backing away any time | hit menory. But
menory was everywhere. | was invading every secret, destroying all privacy.

| felt ashaned.

| tried to nove a hand. It noved.

| tried to formspeech. It was easy.

"Ckay, | think I've got it," | nuttered in M. Tidwell's voice.
105 | took a step - and bunped into the table.

<bon't worry. I'mkind of klutzy,> M. Tidwell said.

| appreciated himtrying to joke.

| took another step. Didn't hit anything.



| slowly headed out the front door, feeling nore at ease in ny new body
with every notion. |I clinbed into M. Tidwel Ps car. | didn't know how to
drive, but M. Tidwell did. And anything he knew how to do, | now knew
how t o do.

| pulled the keys out of M. Tidwell's pocket, turned on the ignition
and pulled out onto the street.

It was pretty cool driving by nyself. |I was kind of sorry when we pulled
into the McDonal d's parking lot. For nore reasons than one.

Usually 1'd be listening to Jake give last-nminute instructions right
now. 1'd be laughing at the jokes Marco tells right before we do
somet hi ng i nsanel y danger ous.

Tobi as woul d probably be flying overhead, giving his version of an
aerial traffic report. Rachel would be getting all macho, her bravery
bol stering m ne.

I was hit again by how alone | was. | nissed them | missed them so nuch.

| clinbed out of the car and made ny way into McDonald's. | was aware of
how the new snells and col ors and sounds interested the

107 Yeerk part of ne but | didn't allow nyself to get distracted.

| got in the line closest to the bathroons. Wen the girl behind the
regi ster asked for my order | told her I wanted a Happy Meal with extra

happy.

The girl gave a fake laugh, like she'd heard the joke a billion tines.
Whi ch | knew she had. Asking for extra happy was the password to the
Yeer k pool .

| guess Yeerks have a sense of hunor.

M. Tidwell had the drill down pat. That nmeant | did, too. |I wal ked past
t he bat hroom and opened the next door, which led into the kitchen.
went straight into the walk-in refrigerator.

VWHOOSH The back of the fridge split and slid open

| knew the G eet BioFilter was just inside. | took a deep breath and
st epped t hrough

The BioFilter didn't nmake a single Brrrr-EEEET. Al it detected was
human and Yeerk. Both authorized Iife-forns.

It had no way of sensing the Aninmorph who was al so maki ng her way
t hrough the entrance to the Yeerk pool

106

L started down the |long staircase |leading to the Yeerk pool. The air
felt noist against ny face. Alnost oily.

M. Tidwell's glasses clouded up. | pulled them off and everythi ng went
soft and blurry. | quickly wi ped themon the hemof ny shirt and stuck
them back on. | couldn't see w thout them



It was so strange to be in someone el se's human body. To have it feel so
different. Even the sound his body's footsteps nade sounded strange. Too
| oud and heavy.

I descended the stairs down to the Yeerk pool

I found nyself w shing nmy steps made even nore noise. | wanted to drown
out the sounds drifting up frombelow nme. The screans of fury.

108 The howl s of agony. And underneath themall, the | ow sobs of pure
despair.

| knew exactly who was making those horrifying, soul-slashing sounds.
Around the edge of the Yeerk pool are cages filled with the involuntary
hosts, human and Hork-Bajir.

They screamed, threatened, how ed, and sobbed because they could. For a
few hours their voices were their own again as their Yeerks swamin the
pool , soaking in Kandrona rays and other nutrients. Soaking up life.

| forced myself to continue down the stairs. The earth walls around ne
changed to rock. And the purple glow at the bottom of the staircase grew
stronger.

Down, down, down.

The cries of the hosts grew | ouder. And | began to hear the sound of the
sl udge swooshi ng agai nst the shore of the pool

The rock walls widened. | was al nost there.
Down, down, down.

I took the last few steps, and entered the huge cavern. It was like a
smal |l city. Humans, Taxxons, Hork-Bajir everywhere. Buil dings and sheds
in aring around the outside. Bright yellow Caterpillar earthnovers and
tall cranes ready to continue the underground expansi on

Expansi on. The i dea made ny stomach cranp.

109 <Go join the line at the closest pier,> M. Tid-well instructed.
<The line at the second pier is for re infestations

As | started toward the pier, | heard the nost horrifying sound yet. The
sound of laughter. | scanned the cavern, |ooking for the source.

A group of humans was watching a Full House rerun in a room al ong the
back wal I.

They were the voluntary hosts. The ones who had chosen to all ow Yeerks
to control them They were just hanging out watching TV while their
Yeerks swamin the pool. Sonmehow they managed to tune out the screans
and cries fromthe cages.

| turned away fromthem and continued to the pier. |I took ny place in
line. There were three humans and one Hork-Bajir ahead of ne.

How | ong woul d this take? | had to get Aftran out before the Visser
ret ur ned.



The first human, a boy who | ooked about five, stepped to the end of the
pier. He calmy knelt down and the two Hork-Bajir-Controllers hel ped him
lower his head into the iron-gray sludge of the Yeerk pool

| knew the nonment the Yeerk slid out of the boy's ear. Hs feet started
to kick against the netal pier. Wianm Wam Whan

The Hork-Bajir-Controllers yanked hi m up.
110 The boy opened his nmouth wi de. "Monmeeee!" he screaned.

The horrible high-pitched call nmade the hair on the back of ny - M.
Tidwell's - neck stand on end. The hair on my arms, too.

Two nore Hork-Bajir-Controllers marched down to the end of the pier
They took the boy away fromthe first two, and escorted hi mback toward
t he cages.

When they passed ne, | wanted to reach out and snatch the little boy
away fromthem He should be whooshing down the slide at the playground.
He should be |l earning the names of all the Crayola crayons in the big box.

"Mommeeee! " the boy screeched again. "Mnmneeee!"

1 struggled to keep M. Tidwell's face expressionless as | heard a cage
door clang shut behind ne, |ocking the boy inside. If a flicker of
concern crossed nmy face, we risked getting caught.

[Ilimmust go through this all the time, | realized. He had to make sure
he acted like a regular Yeerk. And that neant acting like his host's
feeling meant nothing to him

The next human in line, a tall, neatly dressed wonan, knelt at the edge
of the pier and | owered her head into the pool, She gave only the
smallest twitch to indicate that the Yeerk had slithered out of her ear

111 Then she stood up, straight and tall. Her eyes burned with hatred as
the Hork-Bajir-Controllers marched her back to the cages. But she didn't
make a sound.

The Hork-Bajir was next inline. As | watched it lower its head into the
water, | couldn't help thinking of the tiny colony of free Hork-Bajir
living in their secret valley.

The Hork-Bajir gave an angui shed bellow as it raised its head. The gray
sludge dripped into its open nouth.

I"mgetting Aftran out of here, | prom sed nyself. There was only one
person | eft ahead of ne in line. A short dark-haired man. He knelt.
Subrer ged hi s head.

Then like the worman, he stood up wi thout crying out or struggling. The
two Hork-Bajir-Controllers took himby the arms. The man wal ked two
steps, then fell to his knees.

He nust have surprised the Hork-Bajir-Controllers, because he nmanaged to
break free of them He shoved hinself to his feet and ran past me down
t he pier.

Go, go, go! | thought. But | was careful not to let the words escape ny



lips.

One of the Hork-Bajir-Controllers pulled out a Dracon beam TSEEEWNN
TSEEEWNNN

I shot a glance over ny shoulder in tine to see the man fall to the
ground, his singed clothes

112 snoking. He let out a |l ow groan of pain, and | realized his skin had
been si nged, too.

The Hork-Bajir-Controllers roughly hauled himto his feet and shoved him
toward t he cages.

"Why couldn't you kill ne?" the man shouted. "Wy couldn't you just kil
ne?"

| knew why they hadn't killed him They hadn't wanted to destroy a good
host body.

| reached into ny pocket and slid open the Ziploc bag all the way. |
guided Illimup the sleeve of nmy jacket. | would stick ny hands into the
pool when | |owered nyself down. That way he could wiggle free and be
ready to reenter M. Tidwell.

The Hork-Bajir-Controllers at the edge of the pier signaled ne forward.

It was my turn.

113 J. could feel ny knees shaking as | knelt down at the edge of the

pier. I took a deep breath and |l owered nmy head into the sl udge.
The first thing | did was release Illim Then | slithered over to M.
Tidwell's ear canal, breaking ny connections to his brain. | scrunched

nmy body down as | wiggled ny way through the tiny tunnel
Then | was free. Qut in the Yeerk pool

| was blind, alnost deaf, and nute. But here's the strange part.

didn't care. | was with my brothers and sisters, soaking in the Kandrona
rays ny body craved. If 1'd had a nouth, | would have let out a long
ahhh of satisfaction. | was hone.

114 | was honel.

| gave nyself a nental slap on both cheeks. 1'd let my Yeerk instincts
take over for a minute. This was definitely not hone.

And | had a mission to conplete. | had to find Aftran. Fast.

| used ny sonar to check out the area around me. There were Yeerks
everywhere. Above ne. Below ne. On all four sides.

I rem nded nyself that to them| was just another Yeerk. Nothing for

themto take notice of. | was conpletely safe.
A Hork-Bajir head was thrust into the water. | rode the wave it created
deeper into the pool. | did another sonar sweep. Yeerks, Yeerks, and

nor e Yeerks.



A wavel et took me in a half turn. My sonar detected the two steel piers.
Under the farthest one there was a chain with a box on the end. The box
was just about the size to hold a Yeerk

Aftran. She was in there. | knewit.

But how was | going to get over to her? I had no legs to kick with. No
arnms to paddle wth.

| wiggled ny body as hard as | could and noved about a quarter of an
inch. Aftran was only about six feet away. But at this rate it would
take me all night to get to her

And | definitely didn't have all night.

115 Use the Yeerk, | told nyself. It knows howto swm | |oosened ny
control over the Yeerk instincts.

Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust.
| contracted ny body, then shot it out. | was sw nmi ng!

Well, sort of. | wasn't exactly ready for the Aynpic team but! was
nmovi ng faster than | had been

Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust.
| finally made it over to the cage. | studied it with ny sonar. It was a
box, netal ! figured, with very small holes all over it. The holes were

way too small for even a Yeerk to squeeze through

But the latch | ooked pretty basic. It wouldn't be too hard to open. If |
had hands.

| could denmorph to ny own body. But | was right under the pier. Two
Hork-Bajir stood on the edge. And nore wal ked back and forth, escorting
the hosts. There was a pretty good chance one of them would notice ne.

PA-1 oos h

A host head was thrust into the water, My sonar picked up the wild
noverment as the host - an older nman this tine - tried to tw st

116 away fromthe Yeerk scrunch-thrusting toward his ear

The Yeerk shoved its way inside the host, and nonments later the man
stopped struggling and calmy rai sed his head.

The hosts getting reinfested upped ny chances of getting caught. A Yeerk
could slither into its host, see me in ny human nmorph, lift up its head,
and report ne.

| couldn't risk norphing so close to the pier. | had to find another way
to get Aftran out.

PA-1 oosh.
Anot her host head was shoved into the pool. A girl. My sonar picked up

her long hair flowi ng through the water. It was hard to tell, but I
didn't think she was that nuch ol der than | was.



<| amready to interrogate the prisoners

That voice. It was the voice of evil. It ripped through nme, sending
spi kes of terror though ny snmall, soft body.

Vi sser Three! He was back
And | hadn't even found a way to open Aftran's cage!
<Bring Aftran Nine Four Two to ne,> Visser Three conmmanded.

Aftran's cage i medi ately began to nove through the pool. Someone was
pul ling the chain up. Pulling Aftran away from ne.

118 And | had no hands to stop it.
But | had to do sonething. Now

<Everyone is invited to the infestation pier,> Visser Three said,
sounding jovial. <You are invited to witness the fate of traitors!>

117
No time to plan. No tine to do anything but nove.
Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust. Scrunch-thrust.

I powered over to the girl whose head was in the water. A Yeerk was just
about to enter her ear. | shoved it out of the way and slithered in nyself.

| gave a squirt of painkiller and wiggled through the ear canal.

spread mysel f out over the brain. The microvolts of electricity set ny
body tingling. And | was connect ed.

| frantically opened the girl's nenories. She was a menber of The Sharing.

This girl - she was a voluntary host. A collaborator

119 | couldn't let her get anything fromnme. No thoughts. No enptions.
Not hi ng even the tiniest bit Cassie.

| felt hands on ny shoul ders, helping ne out of the water. | stunbled to
ny feet.

Any second the girl was going to realize | wasn't her usual Yeerk. But
she woul dn't be able to do anything to betray me. Not now. | had contro
of the body.

But as soon as | left her, she would be able to tell Visser Three

everything she learned while | was in her head.

| had to act! Now! Before |l let it slip that the Visser's "Andalite
bandits" were nostly human. Before | betrayed | Hmand Tidwell. O the
Chee.

| turned around and | ocked ny eyes on Visser Three. In his Andalite

nor ph. He stood hal fway down the pier, facing away fromne. A crowd of
human- and Hork-Bajir-Controllers, and Taxxons gathered in front of him
eager to watch the torture



The Visser unlatched Aftran's cage. Pulled her out. He held her up,
digging his fingers into her defensel ess flesh.

<You will tell ne everything about the so-called peace novenent, > Visser
Three told Af-tran, blasting his thought-speak | oud enough for everyone
to hear. <Then I'll have to use ny imag-

120 ination and cone up with a nice, long, painful way for you to die.>
Wham  Wham  VWhami

My feet slanmed against the metal pier as | launched nyself at him The
only thing nmy host girl was going to get fromnme was commands |ike <Run.
Now. Fast. Co.>

I rammed into Visser Three as hard as | coul d.

He spun toward ne, tail blade raised. But he was too shocked and amazed
to react.

| snatched at Aftran.
The Visser closed his fist. But Andalite hands are weak.
I bit his wist.

Aftran dropped. | snatched her out of nmidair and ran. Ran w th nowhere
to run.

| did the only thing | could do. | dove back into the Yeerk pool.

<Cet her! Cet themboth! Bring themto ne!> Visser Three roared. <GCet
themor | will fill this cavern with your dead bodies!>

PA-1 oosh. PA-1oosh.

I took a quick glance over ny shoul der. Taxxons. Two of them You

woul dn"t think creatures that | ook |ike twelve-foot-Iong, four-foot-w de
centi pedes could swim But they can.

And they were coming after ne.

Aftran slipped out of ny fingers. | hoped she knew to stay close to ne.

121 TSEEEWNNN TSEEEWNNN  TSEEEWNNN

Spears of light streaked through the water. G eat. Soneone was shooting
Dracon beans at me fromthe pier.

| propelled nmyself deeper into the water. The beans night still be able
to reach me down here, but the shooter wouldn't be able to see ne to aim

TSEEEEEEW
| saw a dozen Yeerks twi st and burn.
The Visser was killing his own people to get at ne.

| felt a claw pinch my ankle. A Taxxon, out of nowhere! It had me with



one of its | obster hands.
Time to bail.

| pulled myself away fromthe girl's brain, squirnmed through her ear
canal, then slid into the pool

Wth nmy sonar | watched the girl being dragged to the surface. It
woul dn't take themlong to figure out that the Yeerk who had been
controlling her was no | onger in her body.

| didn't doubt Visser Three would find a way to search the pool for ne
and Aftran.

| needed to get out of here. Now. Something with wings. | wanted w ngs
in the worst kind of way.

But before |I could norph to bird, | had to de-norph into ny human body.
In the Yeerk pool

122 | dove deep. Down bel ow nost of the other Yeerks. And | began to
becorme human agai n.

My Yeerk body flattened out. Stretching, stretching, stretching. It
formed a head. Arns. Legs. But all flat. | was |like a giant paper doll.

I felt nmy bones regrow, pushing against nmy flat body. Mking it

t hr ee- di mensi onal again. My skin changed in texture, and I could no

| onger breathe through it.

Eyes, nose, |ips pushed out of my paper-doll face.

A pounding started up in nmy chest as ny heart re-formed. My veins and
arteries expanded, and bl ood began to rush through them M stonach and
i ntestines plunmped up inside ne. My lungs inflated. And started to burn

| needed air. Badly.

| paddled up to the top of the pool. | tilted ny head back and al | owed
only my nose to break through the surface.

| pulled breath after breath into my aching | ungs.

Then | heard the words that turned nmy body to stone.

<No one touch her,> Visser Three ordered. <l want the pleasure of
killing her nyself. After |I find out everything that's in her pitiful
excuse for a mnd.>

123 1 swam | swam hard. Then

<This creature has no Yeerk!> the Visser cried.

He wasn't talking to me! He was talking to the girl whose body I'd used
to attack him

Any second now he would figure it out. Any second now .

<A second traitor! Some Yeerk used this host to ... No! The Andalites!
They' re here! >



| took another |ong breath. Then pushed nyself deeper into the pool. The
Yeer ks brushed against ny arns, my legs, ny face. The feel of their
jellyfish-soft bodies repulsed ne. | flicked themaway. As fast as |

di d, new ones took their place.

124 Ignore them | ordered nyself. Now was not the tine to get
di stracted. | needed to norph.

Mor phi ng underwat er w t hout breathing was beyond risky. It was stupid.
But | had to get out of the pool and | didn't have any backup. | had to
take the chance.

An ow . It would be strong enough to carry Af-tran. And its eyes would
allow it to maneuver in the dimcavern

| concentrated on the oW DNA inside me. | felt the feathers begin to
form They clung to ny human body, wet and heavy. | woul d never be able
to lift nmyself into the air with these drenched feathers! Forget about
me and Aftran.

My lungs burned. But | couldn't risk another breath

I ran through ny other possible norphs. Which would give ne the best
chance to escape? Think, think, think! Shark. No. Dol phin. No. Squirrel
Maybe. No. My insect nmorphs were definitely out of the question

| was starting to get dizzy. | was running out of tine.

Wait. Got it! My osprey norph! Gsprey hunted fish. That meant they had
to be able to get wet and still fly!

| concentrated on the osprey DNA. | ignored the pressure building in ny
chest.

125 My legs grew thin. As thin as noodl es. They swayed in the water for
a nonent before they began to shorten

| felt my lips and nose nelt together to forma beak. | choked as a
nmout hf ul of Yeerk pool sludge sloshed down ny throat. The taste was
bitter on ny shrinking tongue.

VWhere were nmy wings? | needed w ngs!
My lungs throbbed. | couldn't hold ny breath -

A pulling sensation raced up and down ny arns as they stretched into
wi ngs. Yes!

<Aftran, get between ny talons. Now Hurry!> 1 cried though |I knew she
couldn't hear or answer.

| felt pinpricks cover nmy body as ny feathers started to pop out. Aftran
slid between ny talons. | had her. At least | hoped it was her. W were
out of there!

Red dots exploded in front of ny eyes as | struggled to the surface.
pushed ny beak through the surface and dragged in as much air as ny
 ungs woul d hol d.



<Okay, it's time for takeoff,> 1 told Aftran.

| powered nmy wings through the sludge, pushing my body up out of the
Yeerk pool. | knew they'd be waiting for me. There was no way to sneak out.

126 "Visser! A bird!"
<Shoot it, you inbecile! It rmust not flyl>
TSEEEWMWY A Dracon beamfired at ne. M ssed.

| gave another hard flap, skimmng across the surface of the pool,
tal ons draggi ng. Al nost airborne. Al nost!

Zap!

A long yell ow tentacl e snaked out of the sludge and snapped nme on the
Wi ng. The spot it hit instantly turned nunb. O f balance, | tilted.

Spl oosh! Half ny body slipped down into the pool again.

The Visser! He had nmorphed to ... to sonething that could swim
Sonet hing strong and fast.

<CGoi ng sonewhere, ny noble Andalite war-rior?> Visser Three asked.
This time he was talking to ne. Definitely.

And | was on ny own. | didn't have Marco, Jake, Tobias, Rachel, or Ax to
di stract the Visser.

H s new norph was terrifying. It was like a floating eyeball with |ong,
long tentacles for |ashes. One of those tentacles shot out and snapped
me on the wi ng again. Nunb.

Hs tentacles were filled with poison. If | got hit too many nore tines
| wouldn't be able to nove ny wing at all. I'd sink straight to the
bottom and the Visser -

127 Zap!

| took another hit. The opposite wi ng.

| had to get nyself back out of the water.

| slamed ny wi ngs through the sludge.

Zap!

My bad wing again. It was al nost half numb now.

Thi nk of Ax. Think of Jake. | thrust nmy wi ngs down agai n and agai n.
Rachel . Tobi as. Marco.

More red dots exploding. | couldn't hold ny breath nuch |l onger. | broke
t hrough the surface of the water.

Mom Dad.



| pulled up, up, up. Miuscles screamng in pain.
Yes! | was out of reach of the tentacles.
| wheel ed around and fl apped toward the staircase.

The humans in the cages cheered. The human-Controllers cursed and how ed
in fury. The Taxxons shrieked. The Hork-Bajir-Controllers bellowed.

| caught a glinpse of M. Tidwell. He punped his fist in the air. To the
others it probably |ooked Iike an angry gesture. But | knew it was triunph.

TSEEEVWNAN  TSEEEVWNNN  TSEEEVWNNN

| zigzagged as well as | could with my injured wings, Aftran stil
clutched in ny tal ons.

128 Hork-Bajir-Controllers fired at me fromthe pier.

<Wuld it be asking too much for one of you to actually hit
somet hing?!'!> | heard Visser Three roar

| reached the stairs. Up, up, up | flew Q@ulping for air. Lungs on fire.

The rock walls changed to dirt. The Dracon beans fired fromthe pier
couldn't reach nme here.

<Al nost out, Aftran!> 1 cried. | punped harder. Couldn't slow down. Not now
TSEEEWNNN

A sharp, acrid scent flooded nme. The snell of ny own feathers. The
Dracon beam had singed t hem

| made a sharp turn to the left. Now | saw what | had nmissed in ny frenzy.

It floated through the air, heading for nme. A seeningly weightless
netal lic ball.

A hunter robot.

129 | knew the hunter robot only had one weak spot. Its visual aimng
system

| flapped hard, struggling to get some altitude. | noved into position
above the hunter robot.

I only had one chance. | waited for it.

The big metal ball rotated until its canera | ens was pointed up at ne.
In one second it would fire.

BLAT!
A gray-white blob fell.

My life, Aftran's life, the life of all ny friends, the future of the
human race, hung on that falling blob

It hit the |ens.



130 The robot spun to the right. Then to the left. Then to the right again.
A bird-poop bull's-eye.

| beat wings up to the nmetal door. There was no handle on ny side. Only
snoot h, shiny netal .

| scanned the wall around the door. There had to be sone kind of trigger
nmechani sm didn't there?

Maybe it's only an entrance, | thought. Maybe it's |ike the changing
roomat the Gap. People enter the Yeerk pool there. But they go out
t hrough the novie theater.

| swooped a little closer.

Brrrr EEEEET! Brrrr EEEEET!

Oh, no! The G eet BioFilter.

I'd forgotten all about it. How could I have been so stupid?

"Unaut hori zed |ife-form detected,"” a nmechani cal voi ce announced.
Brrrr EEEEET! Brrrr EEEEET! "Unauthorized life-formdetected."”

In seconds | would be destroyed. The BioFilter elimnated all life-forns
whose DNA had not been entered in the conputer. QGspreys were definitely
not on the Yeerks' invite list.

Could I morph to Yeerk in time? Wuld nmy human norph be better?

| heard the sound of feet pounding up the stairs toward me. Really big
feet. Hork-Bajir warriors.

131 "Shut your eyes tightly to protect against retinal damage fromthe
G eet BioFilter," the mechanical voice instructed.

| was dooned.
Whoosh!

The netal door split down the mddle. A woman started through. She
spotted me.

"Andalite!" she cried. She swiped at me with her purse. | banked hard,
i gnoring the pain tearing through ny damaged wi ng.

A purse wasn't enough to stop ne. Not nearly enough.

| flewinto the cold air of the walk-in freezer. The outsi de door was
swi ngi ng shut. Could I make it?

The room expl oded in dazzling white |ight.
G ang! | bounced off one of the netal shelves.
Crash! Sonet hing that sounded like falling glass.

| didn't stop. | flew straight ahead.



Made it! Thunmp! The freezer door shut behind ne.

| lost a couple of tail feathers, but | kept flying.
"Dad, look, a bird!" | heard a little girl yell.

"What is that thing it's carrying?" someone el se cried.

Alittle of my vision was com ng back. Enough that | could just nmake out
the front door.

132 O course it was shut. You don't realize how much you need your
hands until you don't have them

But you know what's cool ? Humans. Nine out of ten humans are pretty
decent creatures.

One of those nice humans, concerned for a bird obviously panicked by
bei ng trapped, opened the door,

| bl ew t hrough.
| flew, flew, flewinto free, w de-open skies.

<As Marco would say if he were here: That was interesting. Let's never,
ever do it again.>

I was relieved. But | didn't have time to celebrate. | had to get hone.
AX needed ne.

| flewlike mad for hone. My body was trenbling with exhaustion when |
finally sailed in the hayloft wi ndow | |anded on a bale of hay and

rel eased Aftran.

<I'Il get you in sone water in a mnute,> | promn sed her.

My little bird heart was pounding like crazy. | wanted to fluff up ny
feathers and stick ny head under ny wing. Instead, | concentrated on ny
own DNA.

The feathers covering ny body flattened until they were two-di nensional
tattoos. My holl ow bones grew and solidified. | heard a sl oshing sound
as ny internal organs shifted and changed.

My bird eyes grew, and my vision becane

134 completely clear again. | watched the |ast few changes. Then |
shoved myself up with a grunt. | scooped up Aftran and headed to Ax's stall.

| couldn't stop nyself from gaspi ng when | opened the door and stepped
t hrough the hol ogram Ax was lying on his side. He never does that. And
| could hear himbreathing in short, ragged pants.

"He's in crisis,"” Erek told ne.

133

| knelt next to Ax. "I'mback," I told him "I'mright herewith you."



He didn't answer.

"He's unconscious," Erektold ne. "Has been for a little nore than hal f
an hour."

"Poor baby." | ran ny fingers over his soft blue-and-tan fur. Hi s sides
heaved with every breath he took.

"I don't think you have much tine," Erek said gently.
"You're right." | stood up and slid Aftran into the water trough

"You'll be safe there,” | told her. | knew she coul dn't understand ne. |
knew she had to be terrified. But | had to | eave her

135 | turned to Erek. "I'mworried about hurting hi mwhen we nove him
Maybe we could -"

Erek bent down and scooped Ax up in his arnms. |I'd forgotten for a mnute
how amazi ngly strong the Chee are.

| leaned over the stall door and checked to make sure the barn was stil
enpty. Then | opened the door and led the way to the operating room |
pointed to the metal table and Erek placed Ax on top

"Can you do another hol ogramto make the room | ook enmpty?" | asked.
"Just in case."”

"You got it," Erek answered.

| couldn't believe | was doing this. | couldn't believe | was actually
going to performbrain surgery. On an alien

| suddenly had this powerful urge to walk away. To go find a TV, plant
nmyself in front of it with a pint of Ben and Jerry's, crank the vol une,
and forget everything.

"Probably nothing on, anyway," | rmuttered.

"\What ?"

" Not hi ng. "

Just take it one step at a time, | coached nyself. But what should the

first step be? | closed ny eyes and tried to picture what ny dad did
bef ore an operation and what |1'd seen in the books |1'd gotten from ny
mom Got it. Step one: Get things clean. Duh.

136 Numbly | wal ked over to the sink and washed ny hands wth
anti bacterial soap. | dried them then pulled on a pair of |atex gloves.

| took a bottle of rubbing al cohol off the shelf and grabbed a jar of

cotton balls. | soaked one of the balls.
"This will feel alittle cold,” | told Ax before | started swabbing his
head. | knew he couldn't hear me. But it made ne feel a little better to

talk to him

| tossed the used cotton ball in the garbage and carefully returned the
al cohol and the rest of the cotton balls to their proper places. | was



stalling. And that could be deadly to Ax. | didn't know how nuch time he
had |eft.

| jerked open the long drawer in the mddle of nmy dad's cabinet and
pull ed out a scalpel. | took it over to Ax. My heart was thudding so

loud | could feel it all over my body. In ny ears. Even in ny fingertips.

| positioned the scal pel over Ax's head. Then | froze. How could | just
make a cut? Wiere was the Tria gl and?!

Maybe | could feel it through Ax's scal p. Maybe there would be swelling.
O a spot that felt hotter or col der.

| used ny free hand to examine Ax's head. | started with his forehead.
Not hi ng. | noved up to the space between his eye stal ks. Nothing. |

137 checked the area around each of his ears. Nothing. | ran ny fingers
over every inch of the back of his skull, tw ce. Nothing. Nothing.

"This is hopeless! It's inpossible!" | cried. "He's going to die with ne
standing right next to him™"

"You' ve al ready done one hopel ess, inpossible thing tonight," Erek
rem nded ne.

Rescuing Aftran from Visser Three had felt pretty inpossible. Pretty
hopel ess. Now Aftran was safe and sound -

Wi t.
Wi t.

My mind seened to sl ow down and speed up at the same tine.

Aftran!
"Be right back," | told Erek. | dashed out of the operating room and
over to Ax's stall. | scooped Aftran out of the trough and raced back.

| skidded to a stop at the edge of the operating roomtable. | brought
Aftran up to one of Ax's ears. Her Yeerk instincts should tell her to go
i nsi de.

Yes! Aftran slithered across ny palmand into the opening of Ax's ear
canal . | watched as her slick gray body di sappeared inside.

"Maybe she'll be able to tell us where the Tria gland is,” | told Erek.
| gripped the netal table with both hands.

"You're brilliant," Erek said. "Unl ess .
138 "Yeah. Let's wait and see if it works first," | answered.
| stared down at Ax. Witing.

Aftran shoul d be pushing herself into AxX's brain right now, | thought.
Once she's in control, she'd be able to talk. Wuldn't she?

This had to work. It had to. If it didn't -



Don't, | ordered nyself. Aftran will come through

But why wasn't she saying anything? Wiy was this taking so | ong? Was she
having trouble with the Andalite brain? Was Ax's illness making it
i npossi ble for her to connect?

<Cassi e?> Aftran said in Andalite thought-speak

"I"'mhere. W got away from Visser Three. You're inside my friend, Ax,"
| explained, talking as fast as | could. "There's a gland in his head
that's going to expl ode any second. If it does, he dies. | have to take
it out, but I don't know where it is. Can you feel it? Can you tell nme
where to cut?"

<The Tria gland. Yes, | have accessed his nenories,> she answered. <lt
is ... it is unusual to attenpt this. | have few nerve endings . . . no
way to feel what . . . wait!>

"What ?" Erek denmanded. "Wait what?"
<CGot it! But, Cassie, it feels very warm >
| grabbed a scalpel with trenbling fingers. "Just tell me where to cut."

139 < me Tria gland is in the back of the head,> Aftran explained. <lt's
even with the bottomof his ears. Dead center.>

| turned Ax's head so | could easily reach that spot. "Ckay, |'m going

to make the first incision," | told her. "Stay out of the way."

<The gland is about as big as a human thunmb. Well, Karen's thunb, at |east.>
"Thanks." | picked up the scal pel and positioned it to one side of the

spot Aftran had described. Then | made a straight cut about four inches
long. | could feel the metal blade scraping the bone of Ax's skull.

But that was good. That's how deep | needed

140 to go. | needed to peel back a flap of skin so | could work on the bone.
A line of blue-black blood appeared. My stonmach did a flip-flop. |
swal | owed hard and made a cut that was perpendicular to the first, again
about four inches |ong.

"Henmostat!" | snapped.

The instrument was in nmy hand a split second | ater

"Anot her. Ckay. Retractor. No, it's that other thing!"

| pulled back a flap of skin.

"Tape," | said.

"How much do you want?" Erek asked

"Three inches."

He passed the piece of cloth tape to me. | used it to hold the flap of
skin away fromthe bone.



<Hi s hearts are starting to beat faster. And the gland is still
throbbing. It's swelled a little, too,> Aftran announced.

"Can you control his heartbeats at all?" | asked. "Try to sl ow them down?"
<I'Il try,> she said.
"Gauze pads, Erek." | held out ny hand and Erek sl apped themin nmy hand.

| used themto nop up sone of the blood oozing out of the incision.

"Now the hole saw. It's in the sterilizer."

141 "Here."

<You need to hurry, Cassie,> Aftran said. <lIt doesn't | ook good in here.>

Aftran sounded nervous. \Wat woul d happen to her if Ax's Tria gland

burst while she was still inside his head?

"Ckay, |I'mgoing to need you to blot sone of the blood away as | go," |
told Erek.

"You got it."

Erek handed me the hole saw. | positioned the circle of saw teeth around
where | hoped the Tria gland was. | turned the saw s handle a few tinmes.

| pulled the saw back, and the circle of bone came with it. Now | was
| ooking at Ax's brain.

Sweat popped out all over ny forehead and started to run down ny cheeks
and nose. Erek dabbed it away w th another gauze pad before it could
start dripping onto Ax's brain.

| didn't have to ask Aftran for nore help finding the Tria gland. It was
easy to spot. Deep purple. Bulging.

"Retractor," | told Erek. "Scal pel."

My fingers shook when he handed themto ne. The gland | ooked ready to
blow. | was afraid if | touched it, it would start spew ng.

"Hold this. My left eye! Sweat!"
He swabbed ny eye with a cotton ball.
"Ckay. Let's do it," | whispered.

142 | slid the scal pel blade beneath the gland with trenbling care.

| cut.
The Tria gland was out. | tossed it into a nmetal pan.
"Ckay." | wrapped ny arns around nyself. My whol e body was shaki ng.

Don't lose it now, | thought.

As quickly as | could, | replaced the circle of bone. It would fuse back



in place in time. | un-taped the flap of skin and snoothed it down.
"Now we sew. "

<Hi s heart rates are slowing down. H's blood pressure is going down,
too, > Aftran reported.

"That was one of the coolest things |I've ever seen," Erek said with a

l augh. "And |'ve seen a lot."
<Cassie, he's coming to,> Aftran announced. <And he's starting to scream >
143 What's wong?" | cried. "Am | hurting hin®"

<No, > Aftran said, her voice suddenly flat. <He's scream ng because
there's a Yeerk in his head. >

"AX, listen to ne. The Yeerk is Aftran. She hel ped nme save your life,"
cried.

<He's totally freaking,> Aftran told nme. <He's saying you should have
let himdie. He would have killed hinmself with his own bl ade before he
let a Yeerk infest him>

"He doesn't understand,” | answered.

<Yes, he does, > she insisted. <l'mconi ng out.>

A nonment |l ater, Aftran slithered out of Ax's ear

144 Ax bucked on the table. Hi s eye stal ks jerked back and forth. <Were
isit?> he cried. <Don't let it touch ne!>

| grabbed his head between ny hands. "Stop it!" | ordered angrily. "You
have to stay still until | finish stitching your head!"

Ax obediently lay back on the table, but | could see trenors running

t hrough his body. My anger faded. Ax had been so sick. Then he'd cone to
and found a Yeerk in his head. One of the nonsters who had killed his

br ot her.

No wonder he went off. He probably thought he'd been captured and infested.

"You're okay," | told Ax soothingly. "You're in my dad' s operating room
| put Aftran in your head. She | ooked inside you and told nme where the
Tria gland was. She hel ped me operate. | got it out. You' re past your
crisis.”

| scooped up Aftran, filled the sink with water, and |l et her inside.
"I'"ll be back in a minute," |I prom sed her. Even though she was deaf
again. Blind, nmute. Hel pless.

| turned back to Ax. He kept rubbing his ear. | knew he was feeling
vi ol ated. Repul sed by what | had done to him

"Visser Three was planning to interrogate Aftran tonight," | said softly
as | returned to stitching up AX's incision. "He discovered she was part
of the peace novenent."

145 <Filthy Yeerk,> he spat.



| made the last stitch. "That filthy Yeerk hel ped save your life. And
she very nearly gave her life for peace between human and Yeerk. And
now, unless | can think of sone way to save her, she will die a slow
deat h of Kandrona starvation."

Ax didn't say anything. Maybe when he'd gotten sonme rest, he'd think it
over.

"Erek, would you take Ax back to the stall?" | asked. "He'll need at
| east a few days to recover. Is that too long for you to stay and keep
t he hol ogram up?"

Erek gently lifted Ax off the table. "You're talking to a guy who hel ped
build the pyram ds. A few days is nothing."

| smiled at him "Thanks. | couldn't have gotten through all this
wi t hout you."

"Yes, you could have. But you're welconme," he answered as he carried Ax

out the door.

| sat down on the little stool nmy dad keeps by the table. | wapped ny
arnms around ny knees. Al the fear |'d been pushing away suddenly hit
me. | felt Iike ny body was defl ating.

It's just a delayed reaction, | told nyself. You' re safe. Ax is safe.
Aftran's safe.

That wasn't really true. Yeah, | got Aftran away from Vi sser Three. But
in three days, she woul d be dead.

146 | pushed nyself to ny feet and | eaned agai nst the sink, staring down
at her. She had done what few have the strength to do. She had
guestioned the beliefs she had been raised with. And ultimtely, she had
chosen to go agai nst her society. To turn away from everything she had
once believed, to becone the eneny of those closest to her.

Aftran had sacrificed so much. She had experienced all the richness and
wonder of our world. But when she decided she did not have the right to
control another, she had been strong enough to give it up to save a
little girl's life.

She returned to the Yeerk pool. It nust have felt |ike the worst kind of
prison to her after being in Karen's body. But she didn't allow herself
to wallow in despair. She chose to fight. She battled to free us all.

| reached into the water and slid Aftran into ny hands. | pressed her
against my ear. It was the only way | could talk to her, and | needed to
thank her for all she'd done.

A moment later | felt her cold, slick body touch my skin. My ear cana
tingl ed as she pushed her way through.

<l knew you woul d cone for nme, Cassie,> she said as soon as she had made
her connections with nmy brain.

There was so nmuch | wanted to say to her,

147 hardly knew where to start. <Thank you for hel ping me save Ax's



life,> | answered.

She | aughed. <If you had told me when we first net that I would ever do
anything to aid an Andalite . . .>

<0r become a Yeerk freedom fighter,> | added.

<That, too,> Aftran agreed. Her tone turned sonmber then. <Cassi e,
there's something | have to ask you to do for ne.>

<Anything,> | replied instantly.

<l need you to kill me,> she said sinply.

<What?> | cried. <No!>

<W¢ both know | will be dead in three days no matter what you do. You
have wi t nessed Kan-drona starvation. | ask you to spare ne that,> Aftran

answered. <End ny life now You can make it fast and painless. >

| felt a lunp of unshed tears formin ny throat. Were they mne? O
Aftran' s?

Maybe they were both of ours.
Both of ours. That gave nme an idea.
<You coul d stay in ne!> | exclained.

<No. You woul d have to go into the Yeerk pool every three days. It's too
dangerous. |If you were sonmehow found out, Visser Three would | earn
everyt hing about your friends and the peace nmovenent. All would be

[ ost,> Aftran answered.

148 She nmust have felt the wave of despair and sorrow sweepi ng through ne.

<It's not so bad to die for what you believe in. There are nmuch worse
deat hs, > she said gently. <Many worse deaths. >

149 My nomdidn't let me eat any solid food until today," Rache
conplained. "And it's been four days since | got sick."

Al the way to the beach, Jake, Rachel, Mrco, Tobias, and Ax had been
trying to top each other with stories about who felt worse when they
wer e sick.

<That's the worst thing that happened to you while you were sick?>
Tobi as denanded as he soared overhead. <l'm not even sure Cassie's dad
is areal vet. He tried to stick a pill up ->

"Yeah, well, my dad brought ne baby aspirin fromthe store. Baby
aspirin!" Marco groused. "Like for a baby."

150 "A Yeerk was in ny head," Ax said, still amazed. He was in human
nmor ph, naturally. "In ny head. Head-duh."

| mostly ignored my friends' conplaining contest. | was enjoying the
war m sand sliding between nmy toes. And the salty snmell and soft sounds
of the ocean.



There's nothing like a trip to the Yeerk pool to nake you appreciate
life and freedom

"I's this where we're supposed to neet Af-tran?" Jake asked.

"Uh- huh. When | norphed to dol phin and visited her this norning, she
said it's time for her to nove on. But she wanted to say good-bye,"
answered. "Just |ook out there." | pointed out at the blue-green water.

"I don't see anything," Marco said.

<| do, > Tobias answered. <Turn a little to the left.>

W turned. | scanned the ocean and spotted a foany spot. The water broke
over a nassive fin.

Then a hunpback whal e | eaped. Al the way out of the water. Droplets of
water flew off her in a sparking conet.

There should be a picture of that scene in the dictionary - under
beauty. And joy.

"We nade the right decision," Jake said. "Better than the last tinme we
used the bl ue box."

151 "Wbul d have been hard to do any worse,"” Marco said. "Anyway. Visser
Three will never find Aftran now "

On Aftran's second day out of the Yeerk pool, everyone in the group was
wel | enough for a short neeting. We all agreed that we couldn't |et
Aftran die. It was Jake who thought of the way to save her

He suggested that we give her the power to norph, on the condition that
she choose one nmorph and stay in it forever. It was just safer that way.
For everyone. Like | said, the decision was unani nobus.

Aftran took another sparking flight. | felt like ny heart was | eaping
with her.

"Whoa! Good | eap!" Marco excl ai nmed

It felt good. W were all together again. Alive. Wll. And Aftran was
free. How amazi ng was that?

<Aftran's noving out. Heading for the deep ocean, > Tobi as announced.
"She must feel like she's in paradise," | said. "Can you inmagine living
in the ocean after the Yeerk pool? And in that body - fast, powerful,
able to see, hear, feel, and comunicate."

"I bet she'll miss the fight though," Rachel added.

"She's done her part," Jake said.

152 | thought back to that monent when | had first allowed Aftran into
nmy head. One decision, so many consequences.

| caught Jake watchi ng ne.

"What ?" | asked.



He shrugged. "Just wondering what you were thinking."

"Not hi ng very profound,” | said. "Just
"Just what ?"

"Just that every now and then, we actually win one."

He nodded. "Sonetinmes we do w n,
Cassie, you won."

he agreed. "This time? This tine,

153

Wth a clean face and conditioned hair | headed toward the school bus stop
And wal ked past it.

Instead, | hopped on a city bus headed downt own.

The warren of streets that is the financial and business center of our
town seermed as good a place as any to kill time. To get |ost w thout

running the risk of running into anyone who knew ne.

There were novie theaters downtown. | figured I'd | ook around till |
could catch a mati nee of something | oud and fun

Twenty mnutes |ater the bus dropped nme and thirty office-bound nmen and
wonen in the heart of blue-suit central

It was still way early but already the sun was heating up the sidewal ks,
and the exhaust fromthe cars, trucks, and buses was spread |like a

154 grubby, snelly bl anket over the concrete and steel jungle.

Ni ce choice, Marco. | should have gone to the beach. | stood on the
si dewal k and st ar ed.

Seet hing mass of humanity. |1'd heard that phrase once and now | knew
what it neant. It meant "office workers at rush hour."

What was the big hurry? Did adults really like going to work? Or was
Friday free donut day at the office?

THWACK!

I was down! My knees hit the pavenent and ny face landed in a planter
full of cigarette butts and abandoned coffee cups.

The enemy! | prepared nyself for the next blow
Not hi ng. | | ooked up
No one had noticed I'd been knocked over

| got to my feet, dazed. | rubbed the ash, dirt, and stale coffee off ny
face with the bottomof my shirt.

| was disgusted. And | was nad.



A woman had run ne over with her tank of a briefcase. Then she'd
continued on down the street |ike nothing had happened. And no one had
stopped to help ne.

"And they say ny generation has no manners,"” | nuttered.
| gave nyself a quick once-over - nothing

155 seriously damaged but ny dignity - and set out after the worman who'd
so cal l ously whacked nme. This worman had an appointnment with the dirty
paverent, courtesy of a well-placed Saucony Cross Trainer

| caught up to her about hal fway down the block and followed a few feet
behind. Waiting for nmy chance. Her briefcase was big enough to hold a
Doberman and built to maim wth steel corners and a big conbination

| ock on the side.

And what was up with that hair? The woman wore a stiff, curly blond w g.
Thi nk steel wool pad. Used. Slightly shredded. And yell ow

| saw the perfect spot to exact mny revenge.

| skirted the crowd and hid behind a big, concrete colum about a yard
ahead, just at the corner of the courthouse. When Wg Lady passed -
bi ngo, bango! BAM

She was goi ng down.

| peeked fromaround the pillar to see how cl ose she was to neeting ny
foot. And then | bit my cheek to stop from screan ng

The woman with the awful blond hair and the briefcase
WAas ny not her!

Vi sser One!

156

< MEGAMORPHS #3>!

El fangor's Secret

You mentioned a deal," Marco said.

"Yes," the Drode said. "A deal. And here it is: The six of you will be
allowed to follow the Tinme Matrix. The former Visser Four set off on his
journey two days ago. You will be translat