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For Bill Battyanyi And for M chael and Jake

My nanme is Jake.

Just Jake.

My | ast nanme doesn't matter.

Where | live and go to school don't matter, either

What matters is that we're in a war, fighting for the survival of the
human race.

You' re thinking Yeah, right. That's okay. | know | probably would have
sai d the same thing once.

No way. Not a chance. If it's true, then where are the troops storm ng
t he beaches? Where are the bonbs? Wiere's the battlefiel d? The RPVs and

crui se mssiles?

Well, it's not that kind of a war.



2 The battlefield is wherever we are, we being ny friends and I. W are
ani mal - norphers, given the ability to absorb DNA by touch and then norph
into that animal. It's an incredible weapon, the kind that both dreans
and ni ght mares are nade of.

Ask Tobias, who stayed in his red-tailed hawk norph | onger than the
two-hour limt and now spends his days catching and eating small nmnamal s.

O check in with any one of us in the small hours between ni ght and
nor ni ng, when the ni ghtmares come, the nightrmares of tw sting bodies and
mut ati ng m nds.

Like | said, this is not your standard-type war.

W're the whole arnmy, the six of us. W get sone help fromthe Chee, but
they are incapable of violence, so when it conmes to the down and dirty,
we're it. Us, alone, against an alien enpire that has already terrorized
t he gal axy.

Yeah, | know. Ni ce odds.

Most of us learned to fight the hard way in a deadly,
on-the-j ob-training-type deal

But sonme of us had a head start, |ike ny cousin Rachel, who loves it

all. And Ax, whose full nane is Aximli-Esgarrouth-Isthill,
warrior-cadet and younger brother to Elfangor, the An-dalite who gave us
the power to norph before he was nurdered by Visser Three.

3 |1 know, sounds like bull, right? Sounds |ike maybe | need to spend
sone time in a rubber room

But it's true. Every now and then the crazy becones real

And this is not a clean war, if there is such a thing. I nean a war |ike
Wrld War 11, where thousands saw the wongs being committed and stood
up to correct them Where you attacked an eneny you could see, an eneny
who wore a uni formand canme right back at you, guns bl azing.

This isn't that kind of war at all.

The Yeerks are nore subtle than that. They aren't predators, they're
parasites. They don't want to destroy humanity, they don't want to nake
big piles of bodies, they need our bodies in one piece to continue their
i nvasi on.

See, they're basically slugs. Parasites. No arnms, no |egs, no face. Blind.

That's why they need host bodi es.

They slither into your ear, seep into the crevices of your brain, open
your menori es.

And you're still inside yourself while it's happening, trapped,
hel pl ess, begging for the nightmare to end.

Only it's real. And it doesn't end.

You want to warn people and you can't make the words cone out. But the
Yeerk in your head can hear them It can hear your pitiful cries, your



4 inpotent threats. It can hear you beg, Please, please | eave ne, please
get out of ny head, please. . . . And it can feel you slowy
surrendering even the pretense of resistance.

The Yeerks are everywhere, using their involuntary human hosts to nove
freely, to recruit new nmenbers into their cover organization called The
Sharing with prom ses of good, clean, whol esone famly fun

They're the ultimte eneny.

W've identified a few of them though.

Qur assistant principal, M. Chapman.

My best friend Marco's nother.

My big brother, Tom

I know how the guys fighting in the Cvil War felt, North agai nst South,
br ot her agai nst brot her.

Living with the dark, ugly fact that if you met your brother on the
battlefield, he would kill you

Unl ess you killed himfirst.

I know the real Tomis still inside hinself sonewhere, raging against
t he Yeerk hol di ng hi m host age, begging for someone to save him

I know because | was infested once by the same Yeerk who'd first

i nfested Tom before his body had been turned over to a new Yeerk. | had
access to its nmenories, so | saw how Tom had been dragged, screaning
fighting, and finally pleading to the Yeerk pool to receive his slug.

5 1 was saved. Tom was not.

But it stays with nme, that nenory. It always wll.

So will the battles. Wn, lose, or draw, they're chaotic clashes full of
pain and rage. And when the fighting's over and the adrenaline drains

away, you're left exhausted and sick, with way too many nenories.

My grandpa G - "G' for great-grandpa - told nme sonething once, way
before | ever could have understood what he'd neant.

My famly had driven eight hours to visit himin his cabin in the woods.
He and | were sitting on the dock at the | ake, watching the fish snatch
nosqui toes off the water's glassy, mrrored surface.

And it was so quiet.

Qui et enough to make me wish I was home with the TV blasting and ny dog
Homer gnawi ng on a rawhi de chew.

| was about to | eave when Grandpa G said, "You know, | see nyself in
you, Jake. You've got an old soul."

An ol d soul ? Was that supposed to be good or bad?



He never said. Just gave ne a small, kind of sad smile, and | ooked back
out over the | ake.

| hadn't known what he'd neant then, or why he'd said it. | don't know,
maybe he saw ny fu-

6 ture, sonehow. Because now | was old. You see too nmuch pain and
destruction, you get old inside. It's one of the by-products of war.

I"'mthe unofficial |eader of the Aninmorphs. | send us into battle. When
t hi ngs go wong, when we get hurt or have to run for our lives, that's
on ne, too.

' mnot conpl aining. Has to be done. You know? Soneone has to nake the
calls. A good | eader has to nake tough, informed decisions. Recognize
his sol diers' special strengths and use them accordingly. Fight to win
with the know edge that he may die trying.

But nost inmportant, a |eader won't ask anyone to do anything he woul dn't
do himsel f.

That one came home to haunt ne.

Because in three days, ny brother Tomwas either going to kill or be killed.

And it was up to ne to decide

7 L came around the corner after school and saw a taxi parked out in
front of ny house.

My not her shot across the porch, suitcase bangi ng agai nst her knees, and
hurried down the sidewal k to the cab

What the . . . ?

My nomdidn't take cabs. Nobody around here did.
Everybody had cars.

"Mom " | yelled, jogging over. "Wat happened?"
Because sonet hing had definitely happened.

| mean, |'ve seen ny nomsniffle at Save the Children infonercials and
Hal | mar k cards, but |

8 can't renmenber the last tine | ever saw her really cry.
But she was crying now

Sonet hi ng nust have happened to Tom

O to my dad.

My knees went weak and wobbly.

Funny, how even when your whole life has shifted into a daily Twi li ght
Zone epi sode, there are still some things that can make you panic.

"I left you a note on the fridge, Jake," she said, hefting her suitcase



into the trunk and slamming it shut. "My flight |eaves in an hour and
the traffic -"

"Mom what happened?" | blurted.

My voi ce was high and shrill, not exactly the voice of a fearless
| eader, as Marco woul d have pointed out, had he been there.

"Ch." She blinked away fresh tears. "Gandpa G di ed. H s housekeeper,
Ms. Mlloy, found himthis nmorning. |'m neeting your grandparents and
we're driving out to Grandpa G s cabin to make the funeral arrangenents.”
"Grandpa G s dead?" | echoed, trying to wade through the enotions
whirling around in ny head.

Grandpa G Not Tom Not ny father.

"Yes. His poor heart just gave out," she said.
"You're going to the cabin?" | said. "Wat about us?"
"You'll be comi ng out as soon as your father

9 clears his work schedul e," she said, touching nmy shoul der, forcing a

brief smle, and sliding into the backseat. "He'll tell you about it.
Everything will be fine. Make sure your suit is clean. 1'll call when I
get to Gandma's. | gotta go, honey."

She sl anmed the door and waved.
| watched as the cab di sappeared around the corner.
Now what ?

| headed into the house. Checked the scrawl ed note stuck under an apple
magnet on the fridge.

Yeah. Grandpa G was dead.

According to Ms. Mlloy, who' d talked to the doctor, his heart had
stopped while he was putting jelly on a slice of toast. He'd never even
gotten a chance to eat it.

| shivered.

I'd cared about G andpa G and now he was gone, and ny famly was smaller.
| didn't like that.

The kitchen door burst open. Tomstormed into the room

"And I'mtelling you, Dad, | can't go!" he snapped, tossing his books
onto the table and scowing at ne. "What're you | ooking at?"

"You're hone early," | said, surprised.
My father plodded in, weary, harassed, and cl osed the door behind him

10 "So are you," | said, glancing fromhimto Tom "Did Momtell you
guys about G andpa G?"



"Yes," ny father said. "I was hoping to get here in time to take her to
the airport but the traffic was terrible. I saw Tom wal ki ng horme and
pi cked hi mup."

"Did you know we're supposed to go out to the cabin?' Tom demanded,
glaring at nme like it was sonmehow ny fault.

" Uh,
was.

" So,

to attend his great-grandfather's funeral

Tom

yeah," | said cautiously, trying to figure out what his problem
"So?"

Tom s already informed ne that he doesn't want to | eave his friends
" my father said, |ooking at
not me. "However, he doesn't have a choice. W're going. Al of us."

"When?" | said, feeling like | was missing sonething inportant. It was
there but | just couldn't grab it.

"We're driving up Saturday norning," ny father said.

"Dad, | can't," Tominsisted. "The Sharing's expecting ne to hel p out
this weekend. | gave them ny word!"

"Well, you'll just have to explain that sonething nore inportant cane
up," ny father said. "I thought The Sharing was about promoting famly
values, right? Wll, we're going to pay our respects to G andpa G as a
famly.'

11 "Dad, you don't understand!" Tom argued desperately.

Why was Tom so dead set against going out to the | ake?

kay,
| ake.

so it was boring. Grandpa G s cabin was the only house on the
Hi s cl osest nei ghbor had been Ms. Mdlloy and she |lived seven

mles away, halfway to town.

The only other house around was an ol d, abandoned hunting | odge across
the | ake.

No cable. No Taco Bell. No streetlights or crowds.

No nmovies. No mal | s.

No Sharing. No YeerKks.

" Uh,

Dad?" | said. "How | ong are we stayi ng?"

"It depends on the funeral. I'lIl wite notes so you'll be excused from

school through Tuesday of next week -

"What ?" Toml s eyes bul ged in shock. "Tuesday? Dad, no way! Four days?
can't stay away for four days!"

"You can and you will,"’

nmy father said, losing his patience. "W're

going as a fanmly and that's final."

Tom's throat worked. Hi s hands clenched into fists.

And for one brief second | had the crazy thought that he was going to
attack ny father.



12 And oh, man, even though |I couldn't morph in front of them | could
feel the surge of adrenaline that cones right before a fight.

Three, maybe four days. The maximumtine a Yeerk can last without a trip
to a Yeerk pool is three days. Four days wi thout Kandrona rays and the
Yeerk in Tom s head woul d starve

Starve, Yeerk. Starve

"It won't be that bad, Tom" | heard nyself pipe up. "The | ake's nice,
remenber ?"

It broke the stal emate.
Tom | ooked at ne. "You're an idiot, you know that ?"

He was playing his role as condescending big brother. |I was playing ny
role, too.

Starve, Yeerk. Die in agony, die screaming, Yeerk

"Shut up,"” | said. "I"'mnot the one who's being a big baby about |eaving."

| said it to annoy himand to bring us back to the rhythm we knew, the
ki nd of normal sniping | could handle.

Because the hatred in Toms eyes when he'd | ooked at ny father had
scared ne.

And the hatred that had flared up in me, the hatred of the Yeerk, the
sick thrill of anticipating its pain, had scared ne, too.

"That's because you have no life," Tom sneered.

13 "Oh, right, and you do?" | shot back

"More than you'll ever know," he said darkly, distracted now

"Enough," ny father said. "lI'mgoing to change. Wen | get back we'll
order pizza. How does that sound?"

"I"'mnot hungry,"” Tomnuttered, staring at the floor

| wasn't either but my father was |ooking at nme expectantly, so | said,
"Pizza. I"'mthere."

My father nodded, satisfied, and |left.

| gave ny brother a | ook of synpathy, naking peace. "Muybe you can get
out of it, sone way."

| had to fight to keep the sneer off ny face. O maybe, Yeerk, your
cover is falling apart, maybe you'll have to choose between keepi ng Tom
and keeping your filthy life.

"Shut up,"” Tom said absentni ndedly. The Yeerk had no use for ne, no
interest in me. | was dismssed. Irrelevant.

| turned and blasted out into the backyard, nmy mnd already buzzing wth



the possibilities.

Tom s Yeerk was trapped. Under pressure. Squeezed. It wasn't ready for
this turn of events. Didn't know howto play it out. Didn't know what to do.

An opportunity? Maybe. Yeah, maybe.

Di e, Yeerk!

14 Supper was awf ul .

Tomtried everything to get out of going.
He begged. Pl eaded. Conpl ai ned. Sul ked.
He even tried reasoning.

My father didn't budge.

| finished supper and bolted. | needed to think about what was gonna
happen and | couldn't do it with Tom around.

| hit the sidewal k, automatically heading for Marco's, but | really
didn't know where | was goi ng.

| wanted to talk to Cassie, but she and her parents, both vets, were at
some ani mal rescue seminar until |ater

15 Too bad, too, because she was the one | really wanted to talk to.

Qut of all of us, Cassie's the one who really understands the nore
conplicated things: notives, enotions, right and w ong.

Marco's ny best friend, and if | wanted to tal k about what works, about

how to get frompoint Ato point B and forget the consequences, |I'd talk
to Marco.
But Cassie sees beneath the surface. |'mno genius, but | knew | was too

close to this to see clearly.

"Yo, Jake man! | was just on nmy way over to your house." Marco. Joggi ng
toward nme. "I need your English notes."

| looked up, startled. "Ch. Unh, hi."

"What'd | do, wake you up?" he said, body-checking ne.

| shoved hi m back. "Since when did you start saying To' ?"

"I was going to yell 'Hey, handsome,' but | thought you mght prefer 'Yo."'"
" Uh- huh."

"So, yo-yo, what's up?"

"I was just thinking about sonmething," | said, shrugging. Then | deci ded
what the heck. Marco's been nmy friend since we were in the sandbox.

Plus, he'd lost his nom- conplicated

16 story - so | figured he'd know how | felt. "My Grandpa G di ed today."



"Man. Too bad," he said, falling in beside nme as we headed back to ny
house. "He was old, though, right? | nean he was in World War 111."

"World war |1, Marco. Two."

"No, duh,"” he said. "We spent a really unpleasant afternoon in the
mddl e of World War 11, you may recall. O at |east some tine-distorted
version of World War I1I."

Long story there, too.

"Yeah, he was in the war. The real war," | said as we rounded the corner
to ny house. "My nother flew out to help with the funeral arrangenents.
W' re supposed to -"

My father's car wasn't in the driveway.

Qdd.

"Wen's the funeral ?" Marco said.

"I"'mnot sure. Probably Mnday," | said, walking a little faster. The
deep, dark part of nmy brain, the part that sensed danger, was already
dunpi ng adrenaline into ny bl ood.

Sonet hi ng wasn't right.

"What ?" Marco asked, instantly catching ny nood.

"Don't know. A feeling."

A feeling like there was sonething inportant |1'd forgotten. And because
| had forgotten it...

| tried to shake it off. | wal ked faster. "I'|l| be

17 out of school Monday. Maybe Tuesday," | said absently, crossing the
front lawn. "Me, ny dad, and Tom are driving out on Saturday norning."

"That's what, four days?" Marco said, then grabbed my arm "Four days
wi t hout Kandrona rays?" he said in a low, tense voice. "Does Tom know
how | ong you' re gonna be gone?"

"Yeah, he and ny dad had a big fight about it," | said, tugging free.
"My dad said he had to go."

And then Tom had | ooked at ny father with bl ack hatred.
No, not Tom The Yeerk inside of him

Controlling him

Tom s hands, doubled into fists.

Poi sed to leap at my father.

"You |l eft them alone," Marco said. Not an accusation. No blane. Just fact.

Like | said, Marco sees the line that goes fromA to B. He'd al ready



seen Tom s dilemma. And he'd seen Tomls ruthless solution
| followed Marco's narrowed gaze

My house was still.

Too still.

| bolted, stunbled up the steps, and threw the door open with a slam
that echoed down the street.

18 Sil ence.

The enpty ki nd, when you know nobody's there but you.

"Dad?" | yelled anyway, running into the hallway. "Dad? TonP"
No answer.

Heart pounding, | took the stairs two at a tine.

" Dad?"

Looked in ny parents' bedroom In Toms. In nine

Neat - except for nmy room Enpty.

Wiich nade nme feel a little better, but not nuch.

"Jake," Marco said fromright behind ne.

19 "Yaaahh!" | yel ped, going airborne.
"Sorry."
"Don't do that!" | said harshly, pushing past himand headi ng back down

the stairs to the kitchen.

I swung around, searching the kitchen for sonething, anything that would
tell me where they'd gone.

Cabinets. Sink. Gass jars full of cookies and pasta and coffee, |ined
up on the counter. Coffee machine. Refrigerator. Toaster

Orderly. Nothing out of place.

| expl oded.

Sl ammed agai nst the side of the refrigerator
BAM

One of the magnets fell off. The apple, which had been hol di ng ny
not her's note about G andpa G

Only the second note, the one that had been tacked beneath it, was gone.
Had soneone taken it? Wiy, when it had the flight nunber and details
about what to bring when we drove out?

The gar bage.



Frantically, | grabbed the plastic can and flipped open the Iid. Knelt
and peered inside.

Lyi ng crunpl ed atop the banana skins and the coffee grounds and the
enpty yogurt container was a wad of pink paper. Crunmpled. | rose and
snmoothed it out on the counter

20 The top of the note was the one frommy nmother with the flight
information. At the bottom of that note was ny father's handwiting.

Jake: Went to a Sharing neeting with Tomto explain why he can't help
them out this weekend. Be back soon. Love, Dad.

"Ch, God," | whispered.

My father hadn't thrown away the note. Tom had. He'd been covering his
tracks.

Tom was taking ny father to The Shari ng.

But not so he could be excused from his obligations.

He was going to nake our father a Controller. He woul d watch as they
forced himto his knees and pushed his head down into the thick, sludgy
Yeerk pool. He would listen to his pleas. Listen to his cries. H's
screans of horror and disbelief and panic. Listen and |augh

No.

| started to shake.

| should have known. Should have seen it sooner. Marco had seen it, why
hadn't 17?

"We have to find them" | said, searching ny mind frantically for a way
todo it.

"How?" Marco said. "W don't even know where they are.™

21 "Marco, this is nmy father !'" | shouted, losing it. "I"'mnot letting
themtake him"

"Even if we find him you nmay not have anything to say about it," he
said quietly. "It mght already be too late."

No, it couldn't be too late. Couldn't.

No. They woul dn't have nmy father. | was going to stop them Even if it
nmeant stopping ny brother

Any way | had to.
Marco re-crunpled the note and put it back in the trash.
Pl aced the appl e nmagnet back on the fridge.

| stood there, frantic, vibrating with inpatience, wanting to go, go, GO
somewher e, anywhere, just get going and find my father



"W have to cover our tracks, Jake," he explained. "W can't let Tom
know t hat we know. "

"Right, whatever," | said, hurrying toward the door
| didn't tell Marco, but at that nonent | just didn't care about keeping

our secrets. | didn't care about saving the world. | was saving one man.
The rest of the world could take care of itself.

There were sonme losses | wasn't willing to take, no matter what. |'d
lost ny brother. That was it. | wasn't |osing anyone el se.
"The Chee," | said suddenly.

| reached for the phone. Marco pushed the re-

22 ceiver back down. "Not fromthe house, man. Look. Jake. Jake, |isten
to ne."
"What ? WHAT?"

"You're the boss, Jake. You're the fearless |eader. But not right now,
okay? You're too messed up over this. Let ne call the plays."

| knew he was right. | said nothing. | hated Marco right then. Hated him
because he woul dn't have made the m stake |'d made. He woul d have seen

Hat ed hi m because he'd already | ost his nother and he knew what the

i nside of ny head was |ike, because he knew | was scared and just wanted
to cry.

"Cone on, man," Marco said

W went down the block to a pay phone to call Erek King. He's a Chee.

The Chee are a race of androids. Pacifist by design. But definitely
anti-Yeerk. The ultimte spies. Qur friends. At |east as nmuch as a
nearly eternal machine can ever be a friend to a weak, short-lived human.
The Chee woul d know of any Sharing neetings schedul ed.

"There's nothing schedul ed,"” the human-soundi ng voi ce said.

"But there has to be," | said desperately, pacing the length of the
stupidly short phone cord.

23 "Tom s taking nmy father to it! C non, Erek, please!™

"Jake, you know | would tell you if | knew, " Erek said with calmregret.
"Perhaps Tom asked for an energency neeting to deal with this problem"

"Then how are we ever gonna find out where they are?" | said, glancing
at Marco to see if he had any suggesti ons.

He shrugged, | ooking m serable.
| turned away, wanting to cry.

Fighting to get hold of myself.



Thi nk, Jake.

If the Chee didn't know where the Yeerks were gathering, how were we
supposed to know?

"Wait," | Dblurted. "Stupid! I don't have to find the Yeerks to find ny
father. Al |1 have to do is find ny father and we'll find the neeting.
Shoul d have thought of it."

"Al'l right," Erek said cautiously.

"No, it's easy. He always carries a cell phone. 1'lIl just call and ask
him-"
"You can't," Marco and Erek both said at the sane tine.

"Why not?" | said.

"Jake, if you call and ask your dad where he is, and then the neeting

gets broken up by us, don't you think the Yeerks'll put two and two
t oget her ?"
24 "l don't care," | said, before I could stop nyself.

The synpathy on Marco's face evaporated. "You're not getting nme killed
to save your father!" he snapped.

"There may be another way," Erek said, interrupting. "G ve nme the cel
phone nunber. You hang up, dial the cell phone, and I'll tap into the
frequency. You call but don't speak. If your father picks up, 'l

anal yze the auditory data and we may be able to deternmine his location.”

| didn't ook at Marco. Couldn't. "Good. Great." | gave Erek the number,
hung up, and dialed ny father's cell phone nunber.

It rang once.
Twi ce.
My hands were shaki ng.

Marco was staring at ne, eyes narrowed. Hi s body was tense, ready to
snatch the receiver if | as nuch as opened ny nouth.

| closed nmy eyes, willing ny father to answer.
Praying it wasn't too |ate.

25 Hel | o?"

Tom

Tom had answered ny father's cell phone.

My nout h opened automatically to respond.

Marco | unged, tw sting the phone out of ny hand.

Put it to his ear.



Wat ched nme with dark, unreadable eyes.
| didn't nove. | couldn't.
Because | couldn't believe what | had al nost done.

If 1'd said one word, just one, then |I'd either have condemed ny fat her
to the Yeerk pool or | would have condemmed ny friends to death.

| couldn't stop shaking.
26 Couldn't 't get control

Marco |istened, then hung up the receiver.

"You' d better call Erek back," he said coolly, stepping away fromthe phone.

| nodded, too enbarrassed to even |look at him too worried about ny
father to say sonmething that woul d close the di stance between us.

"I"ve anal yzed the incomng data fromthe call and have narrowed it down
to four possible l|locations," Erek said when | called.

"Four!" | blurted. We didn't have tine to search four different places!
"Where are they?"

"Well, factoring in the frequency strength, the cell phone towers that
were activated, and background noi se such as the sound of jet engines
over head, car engines nmoving slowy, hunman footsteps, and various other
sounds, our analysis suggests they're in the northern section of town,
roughly between the eight thousand and the fourteen thousand bl ocks
north-south, and the six hundred and twel ve hundred bl ock east-west. An
area six blocks by six blocks."

"What's in that area that could hold a neeting, even a small one?" | was
grateful. | was also inpatient. Frantic.

"Senior Citizen Center, a small strip mall with four stores, a small
hardware store, and an auto-body shop. Plus, about seventy-five private
hores. "

27 1 let out a curse. "Hones! W can't search seventy-five honmes! Erek
| need nore."

"There was a snatch of conversation. Just two words."
"What wor ds?"

"' Normal hours.'"

"What ?"

""Normal hours.' Like the last two words of a sentence. Bl ah, blah
bl ah, 'normal hours,'" Erek said.

| had a sudden flash of himon the other end of the line. Wuld he be in
his true android form or weathed in the perfect hologramthat |et him
pass as a normal human ki d?

"Elimnate the auto-body shop," Marco said. "That'd be noisy. Rea



noisy. If they're open, that is. Sanme with the hardware. Nails dropping,

pai nt cans being shaken . . . It's the old folks' home or the mni-mall."
"Or one of seventy-five private hones," | said. "Erek? W need your best
guess. "

"l don't have-"
"Take a shot!" | yelled.
"The mni-mall. Four stores. Play the odds," Erek said.

"CGet hold of Rachel. Get her and the others up there to the other
| ocations.”

| slamed down the phone. No tinme for thank-yous. There'd be thank-yous
if we won this race

28 "Mni-mall," | told Marco.
"What about the old fol ks? They'd have a main room Stores wouldn't."
"' Normal hours.' Sounds like a store.”

"Unless it's about nealtine, or visiting tinme at the old fol ks' hone,"
Mar co sai d.

"Let's go," | said.

W jogged back to nmy house. It was the closest, safest place with no one
horre.

| stripped off nmy outer clothing - getting down to bike shorts and a
T-shirt. The kind of tight, mnimal clothing we can norph in.

| focused nmy mind on one of the double-helix strands of DNA that swmin
ny bl ood.

When | opened ny eyes, | was falling. Shrinking. And no matter how many
times it had happened before, it still nmade ny stomach [urch

Smal l er and smaller, with the floor racing up to slap me, falling Iike
I'"d junped off a skyscraper

My skin turned gray and white, nottled. Across the dead gray flesh the
Et ch- A-Sketch lines of feathers were drawn. An eerie design that
suddenly was no drawi ng but three-dinensional reality.

My eyes slid apart, around ny head. Eyes that could read a dictionary
froma bl ock away. Raptor eyes. Fal con eyes.

My | egs shrivel ed, becom ng nere sticks. MWy
29 fingers extended out, bare holl ow bone that was quickly covered by
feathers. Tail feathers erupted frommy behind, down my chest, down ny

back and st omach

Marco was undergoing a simlar nmutation. Mrphing. It's what we do. It's
our weapon.



He was becom ng an osprey, |, a peregrine falcon

Marco began to say sonething, but his words were cut short as his mouth
and nose nelted and stiffened and extended into the w cked, curved beak
of an osprey.

My tal ons sprouted, grew curved and sharp.

<I'Il meet you there,> | said.

<No, wait.>

<Marco, |I'mfaster than you are.>

He hesitated. <Yeah. Ckay. But Jake?>

<What ?! > | snapped.

| expected himto say, "Don't do anything stupid.”

<You' re not al one, man,> Marco sai d.

30 "Peregrine falcon. The fastest animal on Earth. In a dive | could hit
two hundred miles an hour

But | was a sprinter, not a marathoner. To get to the north end of town
| had to soar. Not easy in the evening when the sun has cool ed and the
concrete no |l onger steans the air to provide Iift for a raptor's wi ngs.

| flew hard, circling for altitude. Marco kept pace at first, but then
he fell behind and bel ow

When you're flying, altitude equals speed. Tobias taught ne that. Spend
the energy to gain altitude, then you can turn a long trip into a single
gl i de.

| rose and rose, nilking every breeze to give

31 lift to nmy swept-back wings. Up | went. And at last, boiling with
i npatience, | made gravity ny friend.

I could not see ny specific target but | could see the area, the
nei ghborhood. | took aim whipped ny wi ngs, and went into a power glide.

Faster, faster!

The wind tore across ny feathers. Around ny face. Blearing ny eyes.
Straining nmy muscles. One wrong nmove, one sudden flare of ny w ngs and
the speed could snap ny shoulders, cripple me, leave nme falling,
hel pl ess to Earth.

| was a race car driver. One wong twitch of the wheel and | would spin
out of control

No way to nmeasure ny speed, but | was flying faster than I'd ever flown
bef ore. The ground raced by. Porch lights and streetlights and bri ght
red taillights were long neon trails.

| was outpacing the cars on the highway below. But | was too low. 1'd
m sjudged the angle. In ny haste I'd not gone high enough, and now | was



too I ow, skinming the treetops and peaked roofs and tel ephone wires,
bl azi ng, a rocket!

My nuscl es burned, ny heart was a jackham mer, my |ungs burned.

| blew across the mni-mall before | even realized | was there. | braked
carefully, took a wide turn, and circled back

A Starbucks. No. Too public.
32 A knife shop. O osed. Dark
Conput er Renai ssance. Open. Bright. A possibility.

An antique store. Lights on. Half shades drawn up. Two men wal king in
past a sign that said cl osed

| used the last of ny speed to buzz the cars in the lot. The |lot was
full. My dad's car was there

| landed in the shadows behind the mini-mall. | began to denorph. How to
do it? How to attack and get nmy dad out? What norph, what creature?

My feet sprouted first, pink and bare and huge

My eyes straddl ed ny bul gi ng, human nose, which had split away from ny
shrinki ng beak.

I shot upward as ny | egs thickened and grew
Hair. Fingers.

My insides gurgled and sl oshed sickeningly.
An osprey | anded on an overturned crate.

| was fully human. Standing with bare feet on gravel and crunpled cans
and scruffy weeds.

| glanced at Marco. He was begi nning to denorph
| began to norph. | felt the powerful, tiger DNA stir in my pulsing bl ood.

Sharp, gleanming fangs sprouted in ny nmouth. Caws that could di sembowel
a bull grew fromny fingertips.

33 it-

<No, > Marco said. <We can't go storming in |like the marines, Jake! It's
t oo obvi ous. >

| was still more human than tiger. The yellow teeth, saber sharp, made
speech clumsy. "1'm koink in!"
<Jake, | will have to try and stop you, > Marco said.

W stared at each other for a long, tense nonent. A half tiger and a
hal f osprey.

Marco becane fully human. | stopped ny norph.



"Look," Marco said finally, quietly. "I know you're freaked but if we
make this a rescue mssion, we're all dead. Al of us. Everyone. The
Yeerks aren't idiots. They go after your dad and suddenly the Aninorphs
attack a mnor neeting? They can add two plus two, Jake. You let the
Yeer ks know who you are, Jake, how is that gonna hel p your father?"

He was right. | knew it but | didn't want to hear it.

"W have to create a distraction. Mess up the neeting but not let them

know why," Marco said, as thick, coarse hair began sprouting fromhis

bul gi ng, grow ng body. "W're gonna buy sone time and |I've got it 