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My nane is Rachel.

There's a person in the Bible named Rachel. | don't know if ny being called
Rachel has anything to do with her. | doubt it. |'ve never seen ny parents
reading the Bible. There's a Rachel on Friends. Wiat's up with this season's
stringy hair? Wird. And there are, at any given tinme, approxi-mately five
Rachels in my school. At |east two of whom are failing phys ed. Maybe your nane
is Rachel, too. It's a popular nane. Lots of girls have it. Even girls who can
manage to throw a basketball through a hoop fromthe foul I|ine.

But I'm different from every other Rachel you've ever met. And it's not just
because the dorkier kids in school think I have a seriously bad attitude. Wich
| do. So what? My being different from every other kid named Rachel is not
necessarily a good thing. O a bad thing. It just... is. Sonetinmes - very rarely
- 1 wish | were just one of the thousands of Rachels out there living an average
life. One of the mass of average kids in average m ddl e schools in average, all-
American towns. Actually, | wsh that very, very rarely. I'mnot thrilled with
average. | don't do average well. It's only when |I'm seriously exhausted that -
for about half a second - | wish | were just an ordinary Rachel. Like when |'ve
been going on no sleep for forty-eight hours. Wen |'ve been slash-ing and
shredding the eneny and |eaking blood from my own gaping wounds until | can
hardly breathe without it hurting. Wen the very thought of sleep seens totally
foreign. Sleep? Huh? | don't wish it after a typical, everyday kind of m ssion.
Just after the really annoying ones. The ones where we | ose nore than we gain.
The ones where we fail to do any serious damage to the Yeerks.

Then, | wish - for about half a second - | were nobody special. That |'d never
stunbled onto the tragic sight of a dying alien warrior prince. That he'd never
told us about the Yeerk inva-sion of Earth. That he'd never chosen us - ne, ny
cousin Jake, ny best friend Cassie, Jake's best bud Mirco, and this shy,
conpelling kid naned Tobias - to adopt the noble Andalite mssion That he'd
never given us the gift and curse of Andalite norphing technology. The ability
to touch an animal and absorb its DNA, all for the purpose of becom ng that
ani mal when necessary. To fight off the invaders. To stave off the fate that has
befal l en so many ot her worlds through-out the universe. A fate worse than death.
Total subservience to a mind-controlling mas-ter race. You know what really
infuriates me? This powerful enemnmy doesn't even stand on its own two feet. The
Yeerks are a race of parasitic slugs. No ears, eyes, nouths. No arns or |egs

Just gray, viscous flesh. And the repulsive ability - need, really - to attach
their otherw se hel pl ess bod-ies to the brains of sentient creatures. To slither
into the head through the ear canal. To flatten, |Iengthen, press thensel ves
into every crevice

and winkle of the brain. Like clay being pushed into a nold. And once there, to
possess the person like a denmon. Read all nenories. Know all secrets. Con-trol
all novenments. Basically use that host body for its own evil purpose. To capture
nore and nore host bodies for nmore and nore Yeerk parasites. Wthout us humans -
and without the Gedds and Hork-Bajir and Taxxons - the Yeerks are nothing on
this planet. Fat, wormike creatures swimmng dully in a Yeerk pool. Blind.
Deaf. Cir-cling endlessly. Problemis, they have us. Sone of us, anyway. Sone
humans. Most Hork-Bajir. Al Taxxons. One Andalite.

<Rachel ?>



Now was not one of those tinmes when | wished | were just an average, ordinary
Rachel. Now | was ticked. And being ticked is one of the stand-out things about
being me. | do anger well.

<Rachel, if | might express an opinion | sus-pect will deeply annoy you ...>
"Spit it out, Ax."

Axim i Esgarrouth-Isthill. Younger brother of Prince Elfangor Sirinial-Shantul
t he guy who dragged us into this war. Andalite. Qur friend, too.

<I would be happy to conply. However, | cannot perform the action hunans cal
"spitting" for the sinple fact that at the nonment | do not have nouthparts... .>

"What were you going to say, Ax?" Cassie, stepping in before | could do
sonething stupid like pop him one. You don't want to get into an unnecessary
fight with a guy who sports a big ole blade on the end of a very fast-noving
tail. And |I've been known to get into fights some people would call unnecessary.

<Prince Jake left no specific instructions in his tenporary absence. | am of the
opi nion he would prefer us not to act without his know - edge>

Jake was away for a few days. Visiting some relative of his, not mne. Tom
stayed at home so at least Jake didn't have to face that whole "do | kill ny
brother to save ny father" thing again. Tomis a Controller. Wich nmeans he has
a Yeerk in his head. | groaned. "Look, Ax. It's an opportunity. W need
opportunities. W don't pick and choose themlike they're - like they're bl ouses
on a rack. W take the chance. Even if it's got a few | oose threads. Or a hole."
VWhat was the problen? Wiy couldn't they see ..

<Rachel's right,> said Tobias, from his |ook-out perch in the rafters. W were
in Cassie's barn. <We know Visser Three changes feeding places regularly. W
have two, three days tops before we lose him again. It was luck | found his
current site. | say we do it. Try to take hi mdown. >

"Cotta agree with Bird-boy on this, Ax-nman," Marco said. "You feel you can't act
wi thout a di-rect order, you can sit this one out."

< will be there,> Ax said quickly.

" Cassi e?"

"Honestly, I'd rather wait for Jake. But I'min. And | know the perfect norph
for the job. The Gardens just got three cheetahs as part of their new breeding
program You know, they're al nbost extinct."

"Why cheet ahs?" | asked.

"Speed. You want to grab the visser quickly, before his guards can react,"
Cassie explained. "You want to outrun him in an open space. And pretty rmuch
not hi ng outruns a cheetah."

| grinned. This was cool. The bad missions, | hate. But |I'm never happier than

when starting out on an inmportant m ssion especially one that was going to be so
easy.



Tobias led us to the visser's new tenporary feeding pasture. The five of us flew
out, careful to keep the red-tailed hawk in sight and careful to stay enough
apart not to arouse suspicion. Me in bald eagle norph. Cassie and Marco as
osprey. Ax as northern harrier. In nature, these birds don't make a habit of
hangi ng together. The pasture was really a small valley, tucked away in the
foothills of the nountains. Charnming. Lush green grass. Bright vyellow
wi |l dfl owers. Soft breezes. The perfect place for the nost evil being in this or
any galaxy to claim as his own. That was supposed to be funny or ironic or
somet hi ng.

As planned, we |anded at various points on the perineter of the valley. Four of
us would norph to cheetah. Tobias would stay hawk and act as | ookout and gui de,
directing our assault.

<There it is,> Tobias said. <Right on schedule. At the far end of the valley.
See how the air shinmers?>

Through the eagle's incredibly keen eyes | saw the visser's Blade ship. The
cl oaking device that had kept it hidden on its journey to the valley was
lifting, revealing the grim battle-ax-shaped vehicle, its two huge scimtar
like wings flared out behind the main body. The ship fairly oozed a sense of
dark and evil.

<I'm going on record that | so do not like this> Marco said from across the
val | ey.

<Tough. Everybody, denorph!> | denmanded. <W are going to take hi mdown. >
| concentrated and felt the changes begin.
Z\WOOOP!

| shot up from the ground, a sudden, bizarrely tall eagle. Brown wings with a
conbi ned extension of six feet became ny shorter human arnms. Deadly talons
becamre harmess five-toed feet. The eagle's white feathered head grew and
sprouted | ong blond hair. Eyes w dened and vision blurred.

VWhen | was done, | took a deep breath and thought: cheetah. Quite possibly the
nost gorgeous wild cat ever to roamthe savannah. Like time-rel ease photography.
The tawny, black-spotted fur of the cheetah shot out of my fingertips and
crawed its way up ny fingers, across ny hands, up ny arns. Beautiful!
Thi ckeni ng. Now down ny |egs. And across ny broad feline chest, whiter fur with
fewer spots. | |ooked at Cassie, closest to me, and watched as bl ack tear-tracks
drew t hensel ves fromthe in-ner corners of her golden cheetah eyes to the bottom
of her top jaw. Like a thick black Magi c Marker being swept down a page. Like a
bandit's mask. A tickling - and | could feel simlar marks being drawmn on ny own
feline face. Down from eyes that saw in a wi de-angle view | dropped to ny
knees, ready.

BOO | | NNGGE

My spine elongated. Becanme amazingly flexi-ble. A spine that acted like a
spring. Coil. Stretch! Coil. Stretch! Allowing ny back legs to push harder
against the grass. My long, slender front legs to extend way out. To reach for

ny prey.



So that | could knock it down before strangling it.

POOOF!
My lungs, huge and powerful, inflated Iike a balloon. Air! Breathing had never
been so ... easy. So sat-isfying. | drew enornbus anmpbunts of air into ny |ungs.

Effortl ess. My huge heart punped oxygen to every nuscle in ny body.
POP!  POP!

The dewclaw. One on each front paw, but off the ground. Sharp. Useful for
smacki ng down fl eet-of-foot gazelles and other four-Iegged prey.

POPPOPPOPPCPPOP!

O her claws - blunt, hard, and non retractable - gripped the dirt. Nails like a
dog's. Hard, sharp toe pads - natural cleats - pushed out fromthe bottom of nmny
four paws. Surefooted. This was traction Jeff Gordon would envy. | could turn,
forty-five degrees, at full speed, fifty, sixty mles an hour, and not slide. |
was the professional athlete of felines. One hundred and forty pounds of nuscle
and grace.

WHOOOSSSHHH!
M tail!

Long, half the length of my body, and rmuscu-lar. Thick. Spots fading into
stripes at the white tip. Unique markings, distinguishing me from every other

cheetah. My tail, an amazing stabilizer, helping ny four-and-a-half-foot-Iong
body naneuver during the crucial twenty-second chase. Cut right. Cut |left.
Twist. Turn. Al wthout slowing or falling. | was built for speed. Not

endurance, maybe. But oh, yes. Definitely speed. Stunning speed. Zero to forty-
five mles per hour in tw point five seconds. From a point of rest. From

sitting perfectly still. Do you understand that kind of acceleration? | nean,
can you even really imagine it? And once the cheetah got going - top speed,
between sixty and seventy niles per hour - it could cover alnbst one hundred

feet per sec-ond.

Per second!

Ckay, try this. Just put one foot in front of the other and wal k off one hundred
feet. It won't be exact but it'll be close enough. Wile you' re walking off
those hundred steps, keep track of how long it takes you. Probably about a
m nute, give or take. Now, when you' ve wal ked off those hundred feet, turn and
| ook back to where you started.

A cheetah woul d have covered that same distance in one second.

Al most |i ke nagic.

' m here.

One second.

' mthere!



| survey my domain. | spot ny prey.

| stal k.

| dash!

Li ke |i ghtni ng!

I smack down ny victim | bite out its throat.

Vi sser Three didn't stand a chance.

This mssion would count. This mssion would matter. This tine, they would

bl eed.

<Here he cones,> Tobias warned. <Every-body in place. He's nobving toward the
door of the ship. Alnpst ... alnpst there ...>

Visser Three, in his stolen Andalite body, the only Yeerk ever to have forced an
Andalite to be his host, stepped through the doorway of the ship. He surveyed
the valley. Then he nodded to the four Hork-Bajir who flanked the ranp and
de- scended.

<Wait until he's, like, ten, fifteen yards away fromthe ship,> | said. <Then we
hit. One right after the other. First me. Then Ax. Then Marco. Then Cassie. >

<Ckay, Xena,> Marco said. <You want to run this show, fine.>
<Thi s nmorph wants to break out,> Cassie said. <l'mready.>

The four of us surrounded the visser. Crouched lowin the gently bending grasses
and wildflowers of the valley. The plan was to take him down. To attack wth
deadly speed and accuracy. Four |ean, powerfully nuscled Earth hunters agai nst
one alien prey. Ha! By the time the Hork-Bajir guards could take ten steps from
the ship, Dracon beans |eveled, the visser would be dead. Coser. Head held
hi gh, Visser Three stepped off the ranp and onto the grass. Testing its flavor
through his Andalite hooves. Finding it good. Nodding and wal king nore boldly
onto the field. Unti

<Now! > Tobi as cri ed.

| sprang.

Up and out of the protective covering of the long grass. Zero to forty-five nph

Two point five seconds. It was true. Every unbelievable fact | knew about this
cat was true! | shot toward the visser. His four eyes faced forward, but not for
long. He saw me coming, on his left. At least, he saw sonething. A blur. He
stopped. Began to turn sharply right and -

WHACK!

| hit his rear left leg with ny right front paw

He stunbled. | ducked away from his bl aded tail and reached out again

WHACK!



He was down! On his knees!
Good. | was already tiring. Just slightly.

The visser stunbled to his feet! Okay, he was tougher than a gazelle. No problem
because ...

Ax!

Unreal! My wide-angle vision caught a golden blur on ny left - and then another
on the right. And another. | raced again after the visser. W circled him Four
powerful, swift cheetahs running dizzying circles around one scranbling
Andalite, frantically kicking up clods of grass and soil, his tail blade
t hwacking only air. W were going to do it! W were going to take himdown! One
of us - just one of us - had to slip in under that Andalite tail, smack him

down, go for the throat...

<Hor k-Bajir!> Tobias call ed.

TSEEEW TSEEEW

Dracon beans whi zzed past us. W dodged themw thout really trying.
<W're too fast for their weapons!> | crowed.

<But once we slow or stop, we are vulnera-ble> Ax said, slinking closer toward
the visser, causing himto slide and stunble.

<And the cheetah's tiring,> Cassie said.

| felt it, too. The cat was alnost ready to col-lapse. Its endurance was al nost
gone.

<Only the four Hork-Bajir,> Tobias call ed.

<Then we take our chances, now > | commanded. <On the count of three we dive for
the visser and ...>

<AAAHHHH! >

One of us had been hit! Slashed by a bold Hork-Bajir guard who'd rushed us, too
suddenly for Tobias to have anticipated. Blood poured froma nasty wound on the
cheet ah' s back.

<I'mhit!> Marco.

SLASH' Another Hork-Bajir, dropping his Dracon beam throwing hinself into the
fight. W would be fatally lacerated in nonents! No way could blunt nails and a
dewcl aw do real damage to the tough, leathery skin of the Yeerk shock troops.
Before our teeth could reach their throats we'd be sliced |uncheon neat.

<Finally! You inbeciles!> the visser screaned.

No choice. | batted a Hork-Bajir. Mssed. Tried to strike again. My lungs felt
as if they were about to coll apse.



SLASH! SLASH!

<RACHEL! > Tobi as cri ed.

| slunk rapidly away from ny attacker, blood streanming into ny eyes. Saw Marco
and Ax and Cassie valiantly defending our prey - the visser - and failing.
Panting, practically dragging themselves along the torn-up ground to avoid
anot her Hork-Bajir sw pe.

We were | osing!

No.

<Once nore!> 1| shouted. <Gab ...>

WWHOOOOOOSSH!

| fell, face forward, tunbled hind legs over head. | was hit! Ht by

somet hi ng. Knocked over hard by the blast of wind that followed in its wake.
What ever it was.

VWHOOOOOOOSSH! | clinbed to nmy feet. Tried to leap after it. Were was it? There!
Only air! THUUWMPF! | fell again. WHOOOOOOSSSH!

<| can't even see it!> Cassie cried. ZZI11|| SSSSPPP!
<See what ?> asked Marco. <A-uunpfh!> In seconds - if that - it had us herded
into blind, panting, tangled cluster. Four incredibly fast, incredibly agile

hunt ers, subdued.

The thing made me think of pulled taffy. O of a cartoon depiction of speed. You
know, where the cartoon character's skin stretches as he strides faster and
faster - until his skeleton runs right out of its skin suit. That's where this
thing belonged. In a cartoon. Were the inpossible is possible.

An inpression. A flash. A blur.

A smal |l whirlw nd or tornado.

And then it stopped. Suddenly.

Cane to a dead clean halt. No slow ng down. Just - stopped.
<What the ...>

It was a creature. Now | could see that clearly. Not a machine but flesh and
bl ood. A bizarre creature able to zip across the grass |like a high-speed insect.
Like a bullet fired froma thirty-thirty. A hunting rifle. Only about as tall as
a gazelle. Four lanky, skinny legs. A thin but strong-looking tail, as long as
its body, that flicked and twitched even when the creature's legs weren't
noving. A pigeon chest, high and rounded. A head shaped like a custom made
aerody-nam ¢ bike racing helnet. Tight curved face, like half a snooth ball.
Skull that swept back fromthe rimof this ball into a pointy triangle. Like an
ice cream cone on its side. Except the cone was flattened. But what really



caught and held nmy attention was the fact that this thing was covered in blue
fur. And had no nouth. And sported two thin, weak-looking arns. Like an
Andal ite. Like Ax.

<Bail! Just go!> Tobias called frantically. <I'Il distract it.>

But Tobias didn't have to distract it. The creature suddenly left us and
appeared at the be-draggled visser's side. In the tinme it took to blink

<Now! > | cri ed.

W ran, fear and the dregs of adrenaline help-ing the exhausted cheetahs to
rel ative safety, scattered throughout the thick woods surrounding the valley. we
got away only because the creature had let us. | knewthat. And | didn't like it
one bit. It nmade nme angry. More annoying, it made nme nervous. Wiy had it let us
get away? We denorphed, on our way to our usual bird norphs for the trip hone.
And we |listened to the creature speak with Visser Three. Thought-speak

Super f ast .

The words becane clear a beat after the creature had stopped speaking. A tine
del ay between sound and neaning. Kind of |ike when you talk on the phone to
someone in Europe. Or any other continent, | guess.

<Apat het i cdi spl ay, Vi sser Thr ee. Youar echaseddownonapl anet youshoul dl ongagohaveconqu
er ed. Thi swi | | goi nnynot esyoucanbesure. >

<You, too, failed to capture the Andalite bandits, Inspector> the visser
sneered. Loudly.

<Depri veyouof what i syour dut yandr esponsi bi | i t y?Andnyenj oynent i nwat chi ngyouf ai | ?Fi n
ally, youw || addressneasCounci |l or Thirteen, Vi sser. >

<You're not a menber of the council, yet. Not until you have received fina
approval s> the visser stated flatly.

The inspector made a sound that could have been a laugh. High and trilling. A
sound that sent chills up ny tenporarily human spine.

<l havebeengi venaspeci menof our newest andnost capabl ehost speci es. TheGaratron. I wi || no
tfailtobepronoted. >

Kneeling on the dark soil, ny back bent, hair hanging down over ny face, a twg
i mbedding it-self into the skin of my right palm A human palm Still feeling,
strangely, some of the cheetah's exhaustion

But it was too dangerous to delay. | took a deep breath and rushed right into
the next norph. In what seermed like seconds, | had brown-and-white feathers,
massi ve wi ngs, a hard, cruel beak. | was a bald eagle.

<Everyone?> | called privately. <Take off, one at a tine. |I'll go last. Tobias

first, Ax, Marco, and Cassie. Meet back at the barn.>

<Rachel ?> It was Tobias. <I'Il wait for you.>



<Councilor,> Ax said, his voice tight. <The inspector is a candi date nenber of
the Council of Thirteen.>

"What's this guy doing here?" | said angrily. "He screwed up our plan."

Marco turned to look at Ax. "Did you know about these Garatrons?" he asked. "
mean, | know I'mnot the only one who saw the simlarities. Blue fur. Four | egs.
Arns. "

Ax stiffened.

"Physical simlarities don't necessarily mean there's a genetic relationship,”
Cassie pointed out. "Mammalian shrews and marsupial shrews. A lot alike, but not
related. Could be the same thing with Andalites and Garatrons."

<The Yeerks have taken only one Andalite host body,> Ax said. <The inspector
called the Garatrons the newest host species, inmplying the Yeerks have infested
far nmore than one creature. Something the Andalites will never allow to happen>

| paced before a cage full of chittering baby squirrels. Their nother had been
killed. "This is bad. The inspector outran one of the fastest, nbst agile
animals on Earth. If we can't catch the Garatrons, we can't kill them"™

<W're missing something here,> Tobias said. <l don't know about other
Garatrons, but the inspector, the Yeerk, is very intelligent. That nuch was
obvious. And he and the visser were antagonistic. That was clear, too. The
i nspector nentioned notes. |'m betting he's here to observe Visser Three. Mke
and subnmit a progress report on the invasion of Earth.>

| thought about what Tobias had said. It nade sense. But what did it nmean for
us? And how could we exploit the visser's being under a mcroscope? Later on we
could deal with the inplications of yet another gifted Yeerk host species. Maybe
when Jake came back. And then | grinned. "This is so perfect. This is another
opportunity."”

Cassie | ooked up from the droppers of mlk or sonething she was preparing for
the squirrel babies. "To do ... ?"

"To discredit Visser Three. Enbarrass himin front of the inspector. Show the
i nspector what an incredibly lousy job the visser's doing. Get him kicked off
the job."

Marco raised his hand. "Wiit up. And what happens when Visser Three is gone?
Assumi ng, of course, we succeed. What if the council replaces himw th soneone
far nore dangerous?"

<Better the evil you know than the evil you don't know, > Tobias said quietly.
Cassi e nodded. "Maybe. But | want to hear what Rachel has in mind."

"Sinmple," | said. "A kind of snear canpaign. W strike hard and fast. Continuous
pressure. Make it look like there's five hundred Andalite bandits fighting this
war. We hit every known Controller in town. Every one in a position of power,
anyway. And we hit in public places, wherever there's a Controller in charge. W
want coverage. W want the inspector to know what's going on. And we do it now.
We don't know how | ong the inspector is going to be here. W start today!"



"I say we wait," Marco said abruptly. "Wen's Jake getting back? Two, three
days? W wait. | like the idea, Rachel, but this mssion is potentially too
dangerous to do without him™

"What's so dangerous?" | argued. "Boom boom boom W hit, we get out. W hit
again."

"Yeah, in totally open, public places.” Marco shook his head. "You amaze nme. How
can you not see the risk in that? The chance that one of us wll get left
behi nd? That one of us will have to denorph in the mddl e of a supernarket bread
aisle with a Yeerk-infested stock boy peeking around the hanburger roll display,
waiting to drag us off to Visser Three?"

<O not be able to denorph,> Tobias said, his voice forcedly arch and bright.
<Or nmaybe be captured and tortured. >

| shot hima look. It pained ne when he talked |like that. He didn't do it often

but ... Tobias had been caught in nmorph, way back in the beginning. Mre
recently, he'd been voluntarily captured, for the sake of the nission. Tortured,
too. He'd sacrificed nore than any of us for this stupid war. He had a right to
deal with it all whatever way he could. Still, it hurt ne to see himreveal the
damage that had been done to him | have strong feelings for Tobias. The kind
you can't help. The kind that seeminevitable. Like they were always there, even
bef ore you knew t he person

"I agree with Marco and Tobi as," Cassie said, opening the door of the squirrels’
cage. "It's a good idea. But for a fast series of relentless attacks we need
someone calling the shots. And Jake does that better than anyone."

"Jake's not here," | grunbl ed.

"And | ook what's happening,"” Cassie went on, over her shoulder. "W're wasting
time arguing. Wthout a | eader, nothing gets done."

"My point exactly," | said. "So let's choose a tenmporary |eader. Look, we're
agreed we can't go into a mssion arguing over who's in charge and when. So ..."

<But are we agreed we shoul d go ahead? If soneone acts as | eader?> Tobi as sai d.
<AX?>

<l must decline to contribute ny opinion. And |I rnust decline to participate in
the choosing of a |leader to substitute for ny prince. This is a matter for you
humans to deci de. >

<I'm not denying the danger,> Tobias said slowy. <But |ike Rachel said, we've
got a solid opportunity. The risks are big. But I'mnot sure we're free to say
no. >

"And Rachel's also saying she wants to be in charge, right?" Mrco. "I nean,
that's what this is really all about, right?"

| bit back an angry response. If | wanted to lead, | had to control nmnyself
first. "No. That's not what |'msaying." | turned to Cassie. "I don't care who's
in charge. Cassie can be in charge."



Cassie fitted a dropper into a little squirrel nmouth. "No thanks. Brain surgery?
Ckay. Secret rescue mssions to the Yeerk pool? Wien | have to. But not this
kind of thing. Not rapid-fire attacks."

"Tobi as?" | said. "How about you?"
<No. |'mno one's |eader. >
"Much as | hate to admit anyone is superior to ne," Marco sighed, "l'd have to

say that in ternms of intelligence, Ax is our nman."

Ax tilted his head back alnpbst as if he were posing for a photo shoot.

"But," Marco went on, "and no offense, Ax-man, this job is going to require
pretty intimate contact with humans. Wth, uh, society. And let's face it, you
still don't accept Earth hours as your own hours. And your favorite TV shows are

These Messages.' Not good."

Ax | ooked offended. <I will abide by whatever decision the - >

"So who's left?" I challenged. "You?"
"Possibly.™"
"Not likely. I'mthe one who does hard and fast. And relentless."

"And reckl ess,"” Marco shot back.

"While you want to sit around and think every stupid little step to death,”
spat. "You've got a Hanlet conplex, Mrco."

"Yeah and there's a nethod to nmy nmadness. Wiich is nore than | can say about
your finer nonents."

<Who or what is this Ham et conplex?> Ax asked.

“I"ll explain later," Cassie said quickly. "Look, if we're going to have a
| eader until Jake gets back, we're going to have to choose that |eader in the
denocratic way. W are a team right?"

<A vote,> Tobias said. <It's the only way. >

Marco snorted. "Beautiful. Let's see. W've got Rachel's best friend and her
bird-friend and Ax isn't voting ... forget it, man. |I'mout."

Marco turned to nme and bowed. "Congratul ations, your highness. Your wish is ny
command. "



| threw nyself onto ny back and folded ny arns across ny chest. Sleep was just
not going to happen. My mind was too busy whirling, racing. Thinking about the
strangest things. Not about the first attack we'd planned, on the local Yeerk
controlled TV station. But about how last nonth in English class we studied a
few Geek tragedies. Like QCedipus Rex. Witten by a guy with an equally
unpronounceabl e nane. That's where | first heard the word "hubris." Hubris is
like a disease. It means excessive pride. Over-the-top self-confidence. The
belief that you can do anything you want, better than anyone el se. Because you
know best. Because you're special. Because you're you. The problemis, hubris
usually results in sonme extrenely nasty payback. Like being so horrified when
you learn that sonething you did was really, really wong that you pluck out
your own eyes. It kind of scared nme, readi ng about those heroes and warriors and
kings. It also kind of reassured me. Made ne feel like | was part of a special
club, one that's been around for a long tine. An exclusive club. A club for
people like ne who know they can do great things and do them And then get
puni shed for doing them

" Ugh. "

| sat up and shoved the pillows behind nmy back. If | couldn't sleep | wasn't
going to just lie there staring at the ceiling. Maybe | would read. O listen to
the radio. Wiy was | thinking about this stuff now anyway? Because suddenly, |
was the | eader of our lit-tle band of soldiers. That's why. And Jake had told ne
often enough that the |eader can be as scared or full of doubt as any of his
followers. He just isn't allowed to show it. Under any circunstances.

No matter how horrible things get. That's the deal. People want their |eaders to
be larger than life. Perfect. Not subject to human frailty and weaknesses. Gods.
"Peopl e want their |eaders to act the way they wi sh they could act thenselves,"
Jake always said. Totally confident. Conpletely brave. Not afraid. Never
confused. Never worried. Trouble was, | was confused. And nmajorly worried. Being
the | eader is nostly about other people. Being the kind of hero | was born to be
- the kind of hero I'd discovered nyself to be since this war started - was a
ot about nme. | was smart enough to have figured that out. So |I was worried

Suddenly and out of the blue. Wrried I'd do sonmething on this mssion that
woul d seriously backfire on one of ny friends. Wirried |1'd be responsible for

doi ng sonmething so wong |I'd want to pluck out ny own eyes, like that poor old
Greek fromthe story. It bothered ne. Made me nmad. | couldn't af-ford to worry.
And | definitely couldn't afford to show it. |I was the hero, the warrior, the

ki ng! The doer of great deeds! Right? And in order to do the great things, in
order to win wars and build cities, or whatever, you' ve got to have pride and
confidence. You've got to be just a little bit arrogant. Sonetinmes a |ot
arrogant. Pride and confidence and arrogance equal courage. At least it was that
way for me. If we - we heroes and warriors and kings didn't do the grisly but
necessary stuff, the in sanely brave stuff, who woul d?

"Nobody, that's who," | said to the sliver of npon peeping through the open
curtains. So it's a trap. An inevitability. You are who you are. Character is
pl ot. Character is destiny.

TAP TAP TAP.

I swung out of bed and went to the w ndow.

"Hey," | said, raising it to let Tobias walk into perch on ny desk. "Wat took
you so | ong?"



<Sorry. Ax waylaid me. There was a dessert special on his favorite cooking show
L >

"Tobias?" | interrupted. "Do you think we're doing the right thing? Rapid
strikes | nmean? Make the inspector think we're all over the visser's butt? That
we're stronger than we really are? It's a good strategy, right?"

Tobias fixed nme with his intense hawk stare. <Stealth wouldn't get us anywhere
right now. We don't know exactly how long the inspector will be here. So if
we're going to act, this seens the way to do it.>

"So, you think I'mright,” | pressed. "That |I'm the one for the job. I'm the
one, right?"

Not hi ng.

It mattered very, very nmuch what Tobias thought. | knew he was ny friend. |
knew he loved me. | knew that much. But tonight, nmore than usual, it mattered

that he believed in ne.

"I mean, you were going to vote for ne, right?" | said quickly. "And Cassie ..

<I think we'd better get noving if we're going to neet the others before the
nor ni ng news. >

For a mnute | didn't say anything. Then | vyanked ny favorite old ratty
ni ghtgown off over ny head and stood in the center of the noonlit room
shivering in nmy norphing suit.

"Fine. Let's do it."



"You know, before | started hanging with you people, | didn't even know there
was such a thing as sunrise. No, | nmean it. | knew the sun set. And when | woke
up each norning it was back in the sky. But the actual rising part "

"Marco. "

"I"mshutting up,"” he said, yawni ng and crouchi ng.

W were in the alley behind the WKVT TV studio. First stop on our planned
ranpage. On our mssion to convince the inspector that the Andalite bandits were
all over the visser's butt, Iike white on rice.

Anot her m ssion that had us meddling in Yeerk politics.

| fought off a dark flash of doubt. Shot a | ook at Tobias. Did he not trust nme?
Shoul dn't matter. Maybe that's what he was telling ne: It shouldn't matter what
he t hought.

"Battl e norphs," | said.

Marco stood. "Hold up, General Patton. How about step one, first?"

| scowed. "Am| the | eader here?"

<Let's hear what Marco has to say, > Tobias said neutrally.

"Infiltration. None of us has ever been inside this place, right? W check it
out in some small norph, get the layout, then if it |ooks safe, we do battle

nor phs. "

I shook nmy head. "No. Not a good idea. That neans we'd have to go hunan ins