17 - The Under ground

K. A. Appl egate

My nanme is Rachel.

You want to know ny |ast name? Too bad. | don't give out ny |ast nane.
No offense. I'"'mnot trying to be difficult or "too cool." |I'mjust being
car ef ul

Here's the situation. Earth, our little blue and green planet, the one
with the fluffy white clouds and all, is under attack.

It's not under attack like in sone World War Il docunentary or
sonething. O like in Star Wars. It's nore subtle than that. Not a | ot
of explosions and ray guns or whatever. In nbst wars, | guess what
people are after is control of land or territory. O at |east they want
to ram sone i dea down sone other person's throat.

In this war, our enemes don't care about |and. They don't care about
i deol ogy. They don't want to take over our capital city and raise sone
flag or whatever. They want us. They want our physical bodies.

They are called Yeerks. They are a race of parasitic slugs. Like

t apewor ns or sonet hing. They need to live in the bodies of other
creatures. Otherwi se they're just these gray slugs who sl osh around
hel pl essly in a Yeerk pool

But unlike a tapeworm or sonething, Yeerks don't live in your
intestines. They don't infest your stomach. It's your brain they infest.

They enter through your ear. They can squeeze and flatten thensel ves out
to fit into very small spaces. They enter your ear and then your brain
They squeeze and ooze down into all the little gullies and ridges and
folds of your brain. And then they interface with your brain. They
control you. Totally, absolutely.

They can open your nenories anytine they want. You have no privacy.
None. No secrets. None. No escape. None. They are inside your dreans and
t hought s and whi ns and wi shes and desires.

Your brain beconmes theirs. They own it. They lift your arms and bend
your wai st. They ai myour eyes and focus on what they want to see. They
eat for you. They go to the bathroomfor you

And because they have total access to your every single thought, they
can pass for you. Flaw essly. They can be you, while al ways remaini ng

t hensel ves. Your friends will never know Your nother and father wll
never know. You will be al one, trapped, helpless, paralyzed in your own
body. Unable to nake the sinplest decision for yourself. Unable to stop
yoursel f when you betray the ones you | ove. Unable to warn those whom
the Yeerks target next.

A Controller. That's what we call a person who has been taken over by a
Yeerk. A human-Controller. Al though other species around the gal axy have



already fallen to the Yeerks.

The Hork-Bajir are enslaved. The Gedds. The Taxxons, although those
vile, evil wornms did it voluntarily. And we've |earned the Yeerks are
nmovi ng agai nst a race called the Leerans.

And they are noving agai nst Earth, where people live their normal |ives
never knowing. | guess it's |ike having cancer or sonething. You never
know the tunor is growing inside you till it's too |ate.

So now you know why |'m cautious. Wiy we hide our true identities.

And who are we? W are Ani norphs. Five kids given the power to norph
into any animal we can touch. Five kids who just had the bad |uck to be
there when the Andalite prince Elfangor |anded

hi s damaged ship. Five of us and Elfangor's little brother, the
Andalite Axim li-Esgarrouth-Isthill.

We call him Ax.

<Who is this Schwarzenegger?> Ax denmanded. <l have heard Marco use his
name before. >

"Ah- nul d?" NMarco demanded. "Who i ss Ah-nul d? Ah-nuld iss der nman, zat's
who Ah-nuld iss.”

<What nman?>
"The man," Marco expl ai ned, expl ai ni ng not hi ng.

We were wal ki ng through the woods. It was a nice afternoon and schoo

was out for the day. W'd had a half day due to some teacher conference.
| don't know what the teachers were conferring about, but it was fine by
ne. The sun was out. The clouds were fluffy and light, with big sweeps
of blue in between. The breeze was warm but not hot. Sitting in schoo

on a day like that woul d have been a crine.

And since we didn't have anything inmportant to deal with, we were
conspiring together to do the thing we were never supposed to do: use
our powers for personal, selfish reasons.

But it was tricky, see, because we knew Jake, ny cousin and our sort-of
| eader, might get all tense and righteous on us. Not that he's that way

at all. He isn't. But he's very responsible. Soneone has to be, and it
sure isn't ne.

Still, if he decided to go along with this basically silly idea, we'd do
it. If he decided to be against it, we mght not doit. O else Marco
and | would do it and not tell Jake.

The trick was to present it the right way.
"See, Jake?" Marco said. "You see how totally, pathetically ignorant Ax

is when it conmes to really inportant human cul tural stuff? Good grief!
It makes you want to cry! He knows nothing. Nothing! He's been on Earth



for nmonths and yet, has he experienced any really inportant human
culture? No. And it's a travesty. Acrime. A pity. A shane. It's a -

"Ch, shu-u-ut up already," Jake interrupted in exasperation. "Let ne get
this straight. There's a new Pl anet Hol | ywood opening in town. And you
and Rachel have decided you want to go, but you can't get tickets. So
you want to fly there in norph. You want to use our powers for a totally
selfish purpose. Is that it, basically?"

| shook ny head. "No. Absolutely not. W want to do this for Ax. He
needs to be exposed to culture. Me, | don't care." | grinned, unable to
lie all that well.

“"It's an entertai nnent event!" Marco cried. "A najor, major event.
Stars! Fanmous people! MIlionaires! Babes! A once-in-a-lifetinme
opportunity for the Ax-nan to see Bruce and Dem ."

Cassi e giggled out loud, then tried to | ook serious. Tobias, the
remai ni ng menber of our group, was about a hundred feet above us,
floating on a nice warmcurrent of air. He was watching out for any
i ntruders who m ght get close enough to notice that we were wal ki ng
around with an An-dalite.

In case you' ve never seen an Andalite, and of course you haven't, they
look like a strong blue deer with a nouth less face, with two extra eyes
nount ed on stal ks, weak, hunman-|ooking arns, and a vicious scorpionlike
tail

So you can see why we'd want Tobias aloft to keep an eye open. A hawk's
eye, no | ess, which nmeant no one was going to be sneaking up on us.

Jake nodded at Marco, totally uninpressed. He cocked a skeptical eyebrow
at ne. "And you figure the human culture Ax needs to be exposed to is
Bruce WIlis playing a harnoni ca? Cone on, spill it. Wiy are you into
this, Rachel ?"

"The whole cultural thing. . . . Okay, look, as part of the deal they're
havi ng a fashi on show. Ral ph Lauren. You know how | feel about Ral ph
Lauren.”

"“Ch, man."

"Plus . . ." Marco said, letting the word hang in the air

"Pl us what?" Jake denmanded.

| sighed. "Ckay, Lucy Lawless is going to be there, too. But that's not
why | want to go."

Jake | ooked puzzl ed.
"Lucy Lawl ess," Marco said. "She's the actress who plays Xena: Warrior
Princess. Rachel's role nodel."

Okay, Xena is not ny role nodel. That's just sone stupid thing Marco
nmade up. He calls nme "Xena" to grind nmy nerves. Marco is good at
grinding people's nerves. It's his specialty. If you could get paid for



bei ng annoyi ng, Marco would be a mllionaire.
But this wasn't the tinme to sl am Marco.
Jake ki nd of made a face.

"And oh, by the way," Marco said with silky significance, "not that you

care, Jake, but a M. O Neal is going to be there. A M. Shaquille O Neal

" Shaq?"
" Shag. "
"Well, then we're there," Jake said.

W had what shoul d have been the worst tickets at the whole event. W
were at |east a thousand feet fromthe nmain stage. A thousand feet, the
length of three football fields plus alittle nore.

But we coul d see everything.

| could see flecks of spit when Bruce WIlis played his harnonica.
could see Arnold' s nose hair. | could see Shaq's shoel aces. | could see
the individual buttons on the Ral ph Lauren outfits. | could see Naom
Canpbel I ' s pores.

And yet she still | ooked great.

| had the eyes of a bald eagle. And to a bald eagle, a thousand feet is
not hi ng.

| spread ny wings six feet wide, stretched out
ny wing tips like feathered fingers, and felt the updraft of warmair
[ift me up and up.

In the air around nme, at different altitudes, at various distances,
there were a pair of ospreys, a peregrine falcon, a northern harrier
and a red-tail ed hawk.

<\ | ook like a raptor convention® Tobias nuttered. <l nean, why not
throw in a golden eagle and a few kestrels? |f there are any
bi rdwat chers down there, they must be freaking.>

<No one is watching us,> | said. <They're watching Shaq jamw th Bruce
WIllis and John Goodman. >

Tobias is trapped in red-tailed nmorph. He lives as a red-tail, hunting
and killing like a hawk. He has regai ned his power to norph, even his

power to norph into his old human body. But his human body is |ike any
other norph: If he stays in it nore than two hours, he'll be trapped in

it forever. He'd no longer be able to norph

The show bel ow us was on a huge outdoor stage. A nassive crowd pressed
up agai nst the stage, surging and seething and sweating. And not | ooking
all that great, either. | nean, fromthe air, nostly what you see of
humans is their heads. You see little ovals of hair. And let nme tell you
sonet hing: There are a | ot of bad haircuts out there.



Pl anet Hol | ywood was on the waterfront

where the river cuts through downtown. Tall buildings | oomed over it.
Skyscrapers fifty and sixty stories tall. | could look right in the

wi ndows and see that an awful | ot of people had stayed |late after work
and were gazing down at the stage through binocul ars and tel escopes.

<There she is!> 1 yelled in sudden surprise. <l nmean ... oh, that's her
Lucy what's- her-nane. >

<Xena! It's Xena!> Marco cried, delighted. <Okay, Rachel, the tinme has
cone. Fly down there, norph back to human, and you and Xena have it out.
See who can ki ck whose butt.>

<Marco, Marco, Marco,> | sighed. <You do like to cling to your pathetic
little dreans, don't you?>

<Yes. | absolutely do. And Rachel ? Don't forget the |eather outfit.>

For a nmonent | considered teaching Marco a | esson. He was in osprey
norph. Ospreys are big birds. But they might as well be chickens

al ongside a bald eagle. It would be so easy to go into a stoop, shoot
past him flare up beneath him and nake himtunbl e.

Nah. It wouldn't be right.

| wheeled around in a huge circle that carried nme close to the Kenny
Bui | di ng. The Kenny Building is one of those glass towers, all snmooth
and inmposing. It sits al nost al ongside the river,

11 separated fromthe water by a four-lane road and a strip of grass.
The glass is slightly mirrored so nornmal eyes can't see inside all that
wel | . But bal d-eagl e eyes are adapted for hunting fish. They see through
water very well, and glass is a lot |ike water

| saw a man in an otherw se enpty office on the next to highest floor
Sixty floors up. | don't know why he caught ny eye, but he did. | banked
to go back toward him

And that's when he picked up the netal-framed chair and threw it into
t he wi ndow.

Crash! d ass expl oded outward and fell spinning and sparkling to the
ground. Big shards sliced through the tops of parked cars.

<Wiat the . . . > 1| said. <Hey! Guys! Back here! Back here! To the Kenny
Bui | di ng, fast!>

<Is it Arnold?> Marco asked, like that was the only possible reason
coul d demand his attention.

But Cassie had spotted the crash of the wi ndow, too. <Oh, man! That guy
is going to junp!>

<l believe he would be injured if he junped, > Ax observed. <So | doubt
he woul d - Ahh!>



The man had backed up and was running straight for the shattered w ndow.
<There's six of us,>1 yelled. <Come on!>
<Not enough, > Tobi as sai d. <But maybe we coul d nmake the river.>

| raced for the window. The others cane flapping up from bel ow, or
pl ungi ng from above, or wheeling around fromthe sanme altitude.

The man ran. He stuck his hands out to push away the |ast shards of
gl ass. Then he launched hinself, feet first, into space.

The wind ripped across ny face. | used every |ast ounce of the
eagle's flying instincts to gain speed. Was it enough?

| was practically face-to-face with the nman as he cleared the buil di ng.
There was a frozen sort of Road Runner-W/le E. Coyote nonment when he
seenmed to hang suspended in air. Then, he plummeted.

| opened ny talons, stretched themforward, and caught a shred of collar
as he dropped. Instantly his speed dragged ne down and | sank a second
talon in. Right around his collarbone. | think |I managed to nick him
pretty good, but that was the |least of this guy's problens.

| opened ny wings, but | mght as well have been opening an unbrella.
Maybe | shaved one nmile an hour off his speed. Not nuch.

Then Tobias swept in like a guided mssile. He grabbed the man's |eft
arm Jake was next, in his insanely fast peregrine falcon norph. He
snagged the back of the man's coll ar

He was sl owi ng. But not nearly enough

<d@ide toward the water!> Tobias yelled. <No, don't flap, you idiots,
glide!>

| forgave Tobias for calling us idiots. Wen it comes to flying, he is
the expert. And it was a slightly tense situation

" Aaaaahhhhhhh!" the man screaned so suddenly | nearly lost ny grip. He
was staring right at ne, his left eye maybe an inch fromny right eye

He seened |ike a nornal -1 ooking, mddle-aged guy. Aside fromthe fact

that he was screanming in terror

Cassie and Ax arrived. Both grabbed tal on-holds. Marco was | ast and he
went for all that was |left, grabbing the back of the man's suit jacket.

<line up your wings on ny angle,> Tobias yelled. <Like you're aimng for
a level glide, but stay focused on the river!>

Six birds of prey clutched that man. He screanmed. But he was falling slower.

He was definitely falling slower. Still too fast to survive a concrete
I andi ng. But sl ower.

And he was noving forward. Foot by foot, he was noving toward the
wat er' s edge.



Down we dropped.
Forward we edged.

| wanted to giggle. It was |like sonme bizarre geonetry problem The sum
of the squares of the angles . . . would we make it?

The ground rushed up at us. Cars zipped by at sixty mles an hour bel ow
Then a strip of grass. Way too close! W were no nore than fifty feet up

Water' s edgel!

<Rel ease! > Tobi as cried. <Rel ease, but watch out for the snapback!>

W rel eased. The nman dropped. Freed of the weight, | went tunbling,
wildly out of control, through the air. |I flapped, | spun, | flapped
sone nore, and by a mracle, | righted nyself.

Oh. That's what Tobias had neant by "snap-back."

ZOOOOOM | bl ew across the surface of the water, so | ow ny breastbone
surfed the tops of the swells.

Wngs full again, | caught enough headwi nd to soar up. <Ah-HAH Yow Oh,
that was SO cool !> | exulted. Then | felt guilty. <Everyone okay?>

| wheel ed around and | ooked for the man. He was not on the surface of
the water. | peered down through the nurky, salty river water

The man was ten feet down, waving his arnms madly,

t hrashi ng and bl owi ng bubbl es and | ooking terrified.

<You have GOT to be kidding,> | nmpaned. <He's stuck in the nud on the
river bottom Cassie and Marco! Conme on, we're supposed to be

wat er bi rds, right?>

| dove straight down into the water

What a cool feeling. One mnute warmair, the next second, cold water.
Then not so cool. The water didn't soak into ny feathers, but it did
nake it inpossible to flap ny wings. | guess |'d assunmed | would sort of
fly underwater. Wong. Eagles may dive and snag fish swi ming near the
surface, but that does not make them ducks.

<Cassie! Marco! Don't do it!> 1 yelled in thought-speak

<No duh, > Marco said. <Just because you're a lunatic, doesn't nean we are.>
<Rachel! You have to norph!> Cassie said. <He's struggling!>

| was already changing. Any tinme you norph, you have to pass through
your true body on the way to another form So there | was, a very wet
bird, already feeling nmy |lungs burn, underwater and being swept away by
the current.

| nmorphed as fast as | could. Being terrified al ways hel ps.



As soon as | felt ny human arns and | egs begi nning to appear,

fought my way toward the surface. | saw that shinmering, silvery barrier
between air and water above ne and | used ny mutating linbs - feathery,
hal f-bird, half-human stunps - to swimup and up toward air.

| stuck ny face up out of the water.

"Aaarrrgghhh!!'" soneone screaned.

"Ch, nmy lord, what is it?"

Sone people in alittle notorboat. | guess they'd been listening to the
nusi ¢ fromthe Planet Hol | ywood.

| sucked air and went down again
“I think it was a dead body!"
Thanks, | thought. Hope that's not a prophecy.

| focused on norphing a dolphin. | had the DNA inside nme, and |'d
nor phed dol phi n before.

Now | was an eerie mx of human and dol phin. Gray rubber skin and | egs
nelted together to nake a tail and hands that were turning into flippers.

| powered back toward the poor suicide guy. Al though by now | wasn't
feeling sorry for him so nuch as really annoyed. | nmean, what is it
with people killing thensel ves? How big a noron do you have to be not to
figure out that at least if you stay alive you have sonme hope, as
opposed to being dead and having zero?

Besi des, | was missing the fashion show.

He was a weird apparition as he loonmed up in front of nmy dol phin snout.
He had sunk up to his thighs in the nud. He'd fought his way partly out,
but was still in the goo up to his knees.

And now he was |inp, notionless. But | knew he sure wasn't going to die
if I could help it, the stupid, inconsiderate jerk.

| buried ny snout in the small of his back, bent himbackward till he
was practically lying on nme, and kicked like mad with nmy dol phin tail

He came up with a shl oooonp sound and a cloud of disturbed nud. | pushed
himup to the surface and nosed himto the riverbank

Strong human arns reached for himand yanked himup onto dry | and.

Very strong human arns.

Well, that's just classic," | conplained the next day as we all hooked
up at the mall food court after school. | had USA Today. | had our |oca

newspaper and a bunch of others. Every one of them showed the sane
picture. And they all had basically the same headli ne:



Schwar zenegger Real -Life Hero: G ves Muth-to-Muth to Drowni ng Man
One paper said:
Ter mi nat or Becones Resuscitator

"This society is way too celebrity-obsessed,” | said. "It is so
superficial."

“Yeah, | hate that," Cassie said. She gave ne a nocking | ook. Cassie
thinks 1'mtoo concerned with | ooks and clothes. Cassie is ny best
friend and | would give ny life for her, but you should see what she
wears. For Cassie, dressing up is putting on clean jeans and socks that
actual |y match.

"W were lucky," Jake said. "No one happened to snap any pictures of a
pack of raptors carrying the guy to the water. And no one happened to
wonder why a dol phin would be so far upstreamfromthe ocean."

"The man was |ucky, too," Cassie said.
Marco shook his head. "No way. Lucky woul d have been getting
nout h-t o- mout h from Naomi Canpbel | .'

"Where are the cinnanon buns?" Ax asked. "Tobias said he woul d get sone.
G nnanon buns. Bun-zuh."

Ax was there in his human norph, of course, since the sight of an
Andal i t e hangi ng around the food court woul d have attracted just a
little attention. But the real Ax did not have a nouth. Did not have the
ability to nake spoken sounds. And worst of all, did not have a sense of
taste.

So when he norphed to human, he tended to becone fixated on taste and
sounds. Especially taste.
And especially, for some strange reason, on cinnanon buns.

"I wonder what happens to George Edel man now?" Cassi e asked.
"WWho?"

She rolled her eyes at ne. "The guy. The man. The nman whose life you
saved, Rachel ."

"Ch. Is that his nanme?"

"Yes, it was in all the newspaper articles," she said, exasperated with ne.

| shrugged. "Ckay, okay. So his nanme is George Edel man. Big deal ."

Cassi e | eaned across the table. "Rachel, you saved this man's life.
Wthout you the rest of us wouldn't have seen himin time. Wthout you
he' d have been a splat on the concrete. You are a hero. A human life was
saved. He may go on to cure cancer or sonething. And you don't renenber
hi s nane?"

Now t hat she mentioned it, | did feel |ike maybe | should know the man's



nane. On the other hand .... "Hey, wait a minute. This guy isn't

anything to ne," | said. "lIt's not like I"mresponsible for him"

Marco nmade a back and forth gesture with his hand. "I don't know. Isn't
it the Chinese who say if you save a man he becones your responsibility?
O nmaybe it's the Japanese. The G eeks? Soneone. | sawit in a novie."

| shrugged again. Now | was feeling defensive. "It was nostly just a
goof, you know? | just wanted to see if we could do it. It was ..." |
searched ny mind for the right word. "It was a challenge. That's it, a
chal | enge. "

Tobi as arrived, carrying a C nnabon ci nnanon bun. One of the |arge ones.
Dripping with icing and snmelling of cinnanbn. Lots of cinnanmon

Ax's human eyes went wi de. Hs nmouth hung open slightly. It was weird,
because Ax's human norph is nade up of DNA from Cassie, Jake, Marco, and
ne. So you're always seeing something famliar in him you know? Like
maybe it's your own nouth hangi ng open, or Marco's eyes.

Tobi as set the paper plate down on the table. "I figured we could al
have a bite and then |l eave the rest for -" He stopped and stared at Ax
with an expression of amuserment m xed wth awe.

Ax had snagged the bun. He'd snagged the plate and the plastic fork
t0o. He was busy shoving theminto his mouth. Bun and plate and fork
Great big huge bun and little paper plate

| reached over and grabbed the end of the plastic fork. Half of it was
already in AX's nmouth. | yanked it out. It was too late to save the plate.

The five of us just sat there for a few mnutes and watched as Ax chewed
and sl obbered and gul ped and shoved with his fingertips.

It was alittle like watching a python try to swallow a small pig.
"Ceorge Edel man, huh?" | said, breaking the spell

"Yeah," Jake said. "But everyone keep an eye on TV and newspapers for a

whil e, okay? If sonmeone noticed our. . . activities ... we want to know
about it. Mstly, we have to hope CGeorge Edel man keeps his nouth shut."

"People will figure he's nuts," Marco pointed out. "No one is gonna
listen to a guy who tried to kill hinself."

Three days later. My house. My still-not-conpletely-fixed house.
"Jordan! JORDAN "

That would be ne, yelling. | was in the kitchen. | had opened the
refrigerator and di scovered that nmy white paper container of |eftover
Chi nese food was gone.

"Jor-DAN!' You little thief."

"\What ?"

| turned away fromthe refrigerator and sl amed straight into the



kitchen island. We didn't used to have a kitchen island. But our Kkitchen
had been anni hil ated when ny bedroom had col | apsed down into it.

The construction had been pretty shoddy, | guess. And it hadn't
hel ped at all that | had norphed into an African el ephant in nmy bedroom
Fortunately, no one in ny famly knew that but ne.

Anyway, we were in the process of getting a much cool er kitchen now. M
nomis a | awyer and she got the insurance conpany to pay up right away.
Pl us the builder of the house was so scared that sonething el se would
happen, he was doing all the |abor free.

| felt bad about the builder getting blaned. But what was | supposed to
say? "Mom it was ne. See, | was allergic to this crocodile norph, and

it made ne norph out of control so that | ..." You get the idea. Wasn't
goi ng to happen.

Anyway, | slammed into the new kitchen island and fought down the urge
to say sonething | shouldn't repeat. But | was mad, and now | was nad
with a bruise on ny hip, so i stuck ny finger inny little sister's face
and said, "You! You ate ny Szechuan shrinp! | was saving it. | want it.

| want it right now"

A coupl e years ago that woul d have scared Jordan. But she's getting
ol der now, and nore independent. Plus nore of a smart-nouth.

"Rachel, | took your stupid shrinp yesterday. And | threwit out."

"What! You threw out nmy Szechuan shrinp? You are al ways doi ng
sonething with nmy leftovers."

She shook her head slowly, pityingly. "It was already a week ol d, duh
It was too old, duh. It would have made you barf up your kidneys, duh
Shrinp doesn't exactly stay good forever, duh. And oh, by the way, did
nention, duh?"

"You shoul d have asked ne!" | cried, in no nopod to be reasonabl e.

"Ckay, Rachel," Jordan said placidly. "Should | have thrown out your
rancid, bacteria-crawling, noldy |eftovers |ike Momasked nme to, or
should | have left themfor you to eat so you'd end up having to get
your stonmach punped?"

Well. Wien she put it that way. Boy, | hate when soneone gets the better
of nme. But | could not think of a single really crushing coneback. So
said, "I'lIl let it gothis tine."

Jordan rolled her eyes. "Thank you, thank you, Queen Rachel. I'mso gl ad
you'll let me live."

My nom wal ked in, carrying two | eather briefcases. One was nornal size
The other was one of those big, kind of square ones. She hefted them
both up onto the counter.

She | ooked tired, |ike she usually does when she gets honme from work.
She's not all that high up in the firm so she works constantly. But she
grinned.



"Hey! Congratulate me. I'ma celebrity. Did you girls eat?

How was school ? Where's Sarah? And don't tell nme she's at Tisha's house
again. Every tinme she comes hone fromthere | end up buying her another
Bar bie."

"School was fine," | said. "W haven't had di nner. You want ne to make
sonet hi ng?"

“"Or we could order out," Jordan said snugly. "Rachel would |ike sone
pus-oozing, rotten shrinp."

"Moml Moml " Sarah yelled, tearing in through the door fromthe backyard.
"Ti sha says they have a | awer Barbie! A lawer Barbie. Just like you!"

"So what's this about being a celebrity?" | asked.

"Ch, well, | was nostly kidding. You know that guy in the papers a few
days ago? The one who was rescued by Arnold Schwarzman? He was on TV and
CNN. "

" Schwar zenegger ?"

"No, the man he rescued. Anyway, guess what? |'mhis lawer. Hs fanmly
says he's inconpetent. They want to -"

"I nconpetent? Is that where you have to wear those adult diapers?"
Jordan asked.

"No, honey, not incontinent. They are alleging he's inconpetent. Not
able to I ook after his own affairs. That's what they allege."

"Nuts," | translated. "Wacko. Allegedly wacko."

"Don't say wacko," ny nother said, |ooking pained. "Mentally unbal anced
will do fine. Hs family want to have himinstitutionalized permanently."

"So what are you supposed to do?" | asked. "Prove he's not wacko?
nean, he is, right? He junped off a building."

"Lawyer Barbie could save him" Sarah said

“Actually, it's alittle worse than that," ny nom sai d, gathering Sarah
up into her arnms. "Apparently this poor nan clains he has an alien
living in his head."

My heart beat three times real fast. Then stopped

"He calls them Yerks or Yorks or sonething."

"Ch that's the nuthouse," Marco said with satisfaction as we all gazed

up the hill at the pleasant-looking but weirdly quiet two-story
structure. "l always suspected |'d end up here."
He gave ne a wink. | had to | augh. See, | was about to nake that sane

j oke about him He beat ne to it.

Cassie sighed. "I don't think the patients probably like to be called



nuts,"” she said.
"OF course not," | agreed. "They'd have to be nuts to want to be called
nuts."

Marco gave ne a discreet |ow five behind ny back.

<Cassie's right. It's not politically correct to call nuts nuts,> Tobi as
sai d.

Cassi e | ooked at nme. "You know, | could swear | heard that bird
tal king. | must be nuts."
We all |aughed. Even Jake, who was trying, with the usual total |ack of

success, to get us all to behave seriously.

We were gathered near the Rupert J. Kirk State Mental Health Facility.

It was two floors of red brick. There was a little fountain just outside
the front door, and lots of shade trees and |lawn chairs sitting out on
the grass. It could have been an old fol ks' hone, or a slightly aged
apartrment building. Except for the fact that it was encircled by a high
chain-link fence. And there were three strands of barbed wire atop that
fence. And there was heavy wire nmesh on the wi ndows. But aside from al
that, it |ooked perfectly nice.

"Who el se has the willies?" Cassie wondered. | held up ny hand.
"What are willies?" Ax asked. He was in human norph

<A vague, creepy feeling, > Tobias explained. <The subtle, unsettling
sense that sonething you can't quite see is desperately wong. >

"The feeling | get when | reach the school door every day," Jake nuttered.

"School , nut house, what's the difference when you get right down to it?"
Marco asked phil osophically. "Dunb rules and bad food in both places."

Jake jerked his head to indicate we should nove al ong.

We were on the sidewal k across the street, lurking al ong

a row of parked cars. And what's weird is, | swear the sun went behind a
cloud the nonment we reached the facility.

We wal ked along, with Tobias flitting fromtree to tree overhead.

"Easy enough to bust in," Jake observed. "A fence, a door, big deal. Not
i ke the Fenestre mansion or the Yeerk pool. Easy."

“Yeah," | agreed. "So we get in, we find this George Edelman and try to
figure out if he knows sonething about the Yeerks. Then we | eave Marco
behi nd and get out."

Jake raised an eyebrow. "Okay, | think we nay have to put a limt on the
nunber of nut jokes. This is serious."

Marco nmade a deprecating noise. "Nan. This isn't serious."”

"Every time we start to take sonething for granted we end up getting



hanmrered, " Jake warned. He grinned in anticipation. "W'd have to be
nuts to get careless.™

No one | aughed.
"I say, we'd have to be nuts. . . oh, fine. Don't laugh. | don't care."

"W need an open wi ndow or sonething," | said. | |ooked over the
bui | ding. No open wi ndows that | could see. It was thick glass and heavy
wire nesh all the way.
"W can't hurt anyone," Jake pointed out. "No fighting. Those are

i nnocent people in there. W can't take the risk of hurting anyone. It's
too far to travel in fly or cockroach norph. Hmm Maybe not that easy,
after all."

Just then, like an answer to our prayers, a truck drove up the driveway
and around to the far side of the facility.

"Was that a food truck?" Jake asked. "Tobias? Can you go take a | ook?"

Tobi as fl apped away and cane back in less than a mnute. <It's a food
delivery. The truck | ooks pretty big, and it's dark in the back.>

Jake nodded. "Ckay, | don't think nore than three of us should go. Ve
norph to bird, fly into the truck, norph to human, then to cockroach. W
hide in some of the food and they carry us right in. Rachel, this is
your guy. | nean, you saved him So you're in. |I'Il go. Tobias doesn't
have a useful norph, and Ax is too obvi ous when he passes through his
Andal ite phase. So it's Marco or Cassie."

We flipped a coin. Marco won. Then we explained to Ax what it meant to
flip a coin.

It took twenty minutes for us to find a place to norph into seagulls.
Seagul | s were | ess noticeable than birds of prey. Unfortunately, the
pl ace we found was a Dunpster. It was an enpty Dunpster, but stil

As soon as | had ny snowy white wings, | was up and out of there. W
zooned around, gaining altitude, and watched as Ax and Cassie retrieved
our shoes and outer clothes. W still can't norph regular clothing, just

what ever is alnost skintight. In ny case a | eotard.
Tobi as stayed up at a higher altitude, |ooking for trouble of any kind.

The three of us waited and watched the back of the grocery truck. There
were two guys unloading it. One |ooked like the driver. The other was
wearing a white apron. Probably a cook or sonething fromthe facility
itself.

<W need to tine this right,> Jake said. <l don't want to be a seagul
trapped inside a truck.>

<One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand . . .> Marco
counted off the seconds between trips by the truck driver or white apron

guy.



<How about right now?> 1 said. | spilled air fromny w ngs and dove
toward the back of the truck just as the driver went into the building,
pushing a dolly | ocaded with tomato crates.

Jake and Marco fell in beside ne and we swooped, swift and neat, into

the dark of the truck. | opened nmy wings and tilted ny tail down to kil

ny speed. Then | took a quick glance around and used ny remaini ng

nomentumto zip over the top of a wall of cardboard boxes and land in a cranped
area

behi nd.

| felt pretty pleased with nmyself. Marco and Jake | anded besi de ne.
Marco landed a little clunsily and sort of rolled and fluttered into the
wal | of the truck.

<That was dunmb, Rachel, > Jake sai d. <You should have waited. >

<I knew it would work,> | said. | seethed a little at Jake calling ne
dunb. He wasn't always so careful. O course, he is our unofficia

| eader, so | guess he feels responsible. Athough as far as |I'm
concerned, |'mresponsible for ne.

<Ckay, let's denorph, > Jake said. <But this space |ooks pretty tight
back here. So everyone watch your el bows. >

“I'mtelling you, | saw sone birds fly in here," an irate voice said.

"You see birds? | don't see any birds. Let's get this unloaded. |'mon
overtine here, and ny conpany don't pay overtine."

| heard some grunting and the sound of nore boxes being lifted. | began
to denorph as fast as | coul d.

Jake was right. It was crowded. W went from being three birds, each
smal | er than a chicken, to being three kids. W were jamed toget her
and it wasn't pretty. Marco's hand and fingers were just energing from
his feathers when his arm bones sprouted and forced the fingers into ny
eyes.

| twisted nmy head aside as well as | could. But ny head was the size of
a grapefruit, with ny eyes still stuck on the sides and a beak janmed
tight into the space between two boxes, so it was hard to nove.

There was a pain in my back and | had this jolt of fear. Was | feeling
the nmorphing itsel f? The Andalite norphing technol ogy keeps that from
happeni ng, but was it failing sonehow? The pain was pretty severe,
like the pressure of a ... well, of a knee being driven into ny back

<Jake, do you have your knee in -> But just then, thought-speak stopped
working as we crossed the line fromnostly seagull to nostly human

In another few seconds we were packed together like sardines in a can.
literally could not nove. W were one big nmess of knees and el bows and
tw sted heads.

"This is ridiculous," | muttered.



"Morph to cockroach,” Jake managed to whi sper.

|'ve never been crazy about norphing bugs. But this was one case where
was relieved. For once | wanted to get small

| focused ny thoughts on the cockroach. And sonehow - | have no idea how
- that triggered the cockroach DNA in ny systemto begin refornulating
all the cells in nmy body.

O course, a cockroach is mnuscule conpared to a human being. So | was
about to becone half as big as ny own thunb. According to Ax, all the
excess nass gets pushed into Zero-space, where it sort of hangs like a
bi g wad of guts and hair and stuff.

As | norphed the cockroach, as | becane snaller and snaller and snaller
nore and nore of me was being deposited in sonme bl ank, white nonspace.

It's not sonmething | like to think about.

In any case, the norphing itself was so disgusting, it distracted nme
fromany such worries.

See, although we were shrinking, we were all still pretty |arge when the
cockroach features began to appear. The extra |legs, for exanple.

Two extra legs sprouted fromny chest. They just poked out, like they
bel onged there. They cane out |ooking |like sticks a few inches |ong. But
they just grew and grew and becane hairy and articul ated. It happened to
all of us at alnobst the sane instant.

SPLOOOT!
SPLOOOT!
SPLOOOT!

Unfortunately, we hadn't shrunk to roach size yet. Mrphing is never
totally logical. Things happen in weird, unpredictable ways. The three
of us were each about the size of cocker spaniels when the |egs
appeared. Followed by insanely |ong antennae that shot from our

f oreheads and waved around madly |ike sensitive bullwhips.

My regul ar | egs were changing. My arns were changing. My face was
changing, and that's never good. But it's even worse when you're

wat ching this mrror image of yourself. Marco's smrky face was just six
i nches from m ne when big bug eyes popped out and his |ower face split
into the creepy, grasping nouthparts of a cockroach

I've norphed a bunch of tinmes. It is still a freak show ni ght mare.

The box was getting big beneath me. Now there was so nuch room| could

no | onger see Jake at all. Marco was a vague, |ow slung shape off across
a snooth, light brown cardboard plain
| tried out ny thought-speak. <You guys still there?>

<Yeah, > Jake replied. <Let's take cover inside this box.>



| hadn't really | ooked at the box to notice what was inside. But | could
see an open seamthat looked as if it was six feet wide. In reality it
was probably an inch. But an inch to a roach is way nore space than
necessary. A roach can squeeze through a space no wi der than the

t hi ckness of a nickel

The final changes were taking place. The hard, fingernail naterial that
nmade up ny outer body replaced the |ast vestiges of human flesh. The
tiny remaining shreds of ny liver and heart and lungs all disappeared to
be replaced by the utterly primtive organs of the cockroach

My dim blurry, distorted roach vision wasn't great, but | was used to
it and could nore or | ess make sense out of things as long as they were

close. And in addition, | had ny antennae. They were tingling with
information that seened |ike sone weird m x of touch and snell. | felt
the air currents around ne. | felt the vibrations as the cook lifted a
heavy | oad and trudged away. | sensed Marco and Jake, two fell ow

roaches, although their presence didn't nmatter much to the roach brain
But nostly, | snelled food.

Lots and lots of food. Very close by. Sweet. An overpowering
snel | -touch. Right beneath ne.

| powered ny six legs and went jerking forward.

ZooMm

It's gross being a roach, but being a running roach is amazi ng. Your
face is about a millineter fromthe ground. And you feel like you're
going two hundred nmiles an hour. It's as if soneone strapped rockets on
your back and shot you off across the ground, with your nose practically
skinning on the dirt.

| zooned over to the big seamin the box. Now | could see Marco and Jake
fairly clearly. W were all standing next to the edge. W couldn't see
down inside and it looked |like a big, rectangular well or sonething.
<What do you think is down there?> Marco wonder ed.

<| don't know,> | said. <But it's some kind of food, and it snells sweet.>

Suddenl y, vibrations. The nen were comng back, and | felt a massive,
jarring thud as they stuck the edge of the dolly beneath our stack of boxes.

<Let's do it!>1 yelled. | powered straight out into the darkness and
fell through the perfuned air

<| hate when she says that,> Marco groaned. <Anytinme Rachel says "let's
do it" in that insane, suicidal, rock-and-roll way of hers, disaster
can't be far away.>

| fell

Down and down and down. Probably at |east three inches.



| hit bottom only bottomwasn't flat. It was curved and pitched. |
grabbed with the tiny claws at the ends of ny |legs, but I slipped
farther before | could latch on

Jake and Marco dropped not far away.

| | ooked around as well as | could in the gloom | was standing on

sonet hing al nost cylindrical, except that it was also curved. And
pressed in right beside this curved cylinder was anot her, each nmaybe ten
times ny own body length. And wait! Others, all around. In addition

to being cylindrical and curved, now | could see that they tapered

down to a blunt tip.

Sone of these curved things were gathered together at one end, like a
bunch of ...

<Bananas, > Marco said. <W're in a crate of bananas.>

<0h. That nust be what we were snelling. The sweet snell,> Jake said.
<Good. This should be easy. They're nmoving us now. In a few seconds
we' Il be inside.>

<& oss. Roaches on bananas,> | said, nmaking conversation while we
wai ted. <Maybe that's why Cassi e al ways washes her bananas before she
peel s them >

<No, > Jake said. <lt's because of pesticides. You know, poisons.>

<Poi son?> Marco said nervously. <l don't feel sick. At least, | don't
think | feel sick.>

<It would just be trace anounts,> Jake said. <But | suppose they spray
poi son on the bananas down in wherever. Ecuador or wherever.>

<Ecuador ? That just popped into your head? Ecuador?> Marco demanded.
<Besi des, Cassie's probably wong. What's going to eat through banana
skin? This skin is like foot-thick |eather.>

<| think it's for the spiders,> | said. <Haven't you ever heard how
sonetines there are tarantulas crawl i ng around bananas? Happens all the
tinme. They cone up in the holds of ships and ->

<Excuse nme? Tarantul as?> Marco squeaked

<0h, conme on. What are the odds that there's a tarantula in this
particul ar crate of bananas?>

Unfortunately, right at that nonent | got the answer. The crate was out
of the truck and a bright beam of sunlight shone down through the
opening in the box. Abrilliant shaft illum nated the bananas. It was a
bi zarre | andscape. Curves everywhere. Like sonmeone with a protractor had
drawn an endl ess junble of arcs.

It was about eight inches away. Sitting confortably atop a bunch of
bananas. It was, no exaggeration, as big as an el ephant to ne.

<Um guys? Don't anyone nmake any sudden novenents, okay?>



<Oh, puh-1|eeze,> Marco said. <How | ame do you think we are, Rachel ? Now
you're going to pretend there's a tarantula in here? So |I'm supposed to
go screaming around like a nitwit while you | augh yoursel f sick?>
<Marco. Jake. Just | ook behind you.>

| guess they | ooked.

<Aaaaahhhh! >

<Aaaaahhhh! >

They ran. The spider noved.

Roaches are fast. Tarantulas are faster

I woul d have never believed sonmething that big could nove that fast.

But | guess it had been a long, hungry boat ride up from Ecuador for the
t arant ul a.

<Rachel! Were are you?> Jake yelled

Ei ght hairy legs were a blur. Al | could focus on was a huge, ripping
beak |ike a hawk's, and eight eerie eyes all in a cluster in that huge
hairy face.

It was after ne!

| nmotored. | |eaped as well as my roach legs could leap. In sonme tiny
corner of ny tiny roach brain | heard the cockroach instincts scream ng

Flyl Fly!

| fluttered open the hard shell that covered ny gossaner roach w ngs and
| flew | flew nowhere! Maybe two inches! Roaches can't fly worth a -

It was on nme! Loom ng over nme! The sunlight streamed down and then a
shadow. Not the shadow of the spider, sonething bigger, farther away.

| was | ooking up at nostril! A pair of huge, hairy, human nostrils. And
beyond them weirdly bright human eyes.

| tried to run, but the spider reared up, flailing its front legs like a
frightened horse. It jammed one of those | egs down so fast | didn't

see it nmove. A claw grabbed ny left mddle leg. | fought and tw sted,

but there was no escape.

Huge fangs were descendi ng on ne.

Then, "Oh! Onh! Aaaarrrggghh! A spider!"”

Everything went nuts. The bananas went flying. W were falling, me and
the tarantula, which still refused to et ne go. Monstrous bananas, each
as big as a piece of concrete sewer pipe, fell toward us. But the spider
and | were falling, too.

VWHAM



Bananas all over nme. Brilliant sunlight everywhere!

In panic, the cook had knocked the pile of boxes off his dolly. The
banana crate had smashed down onto the floor just inside the |oading dock

"What are you doing with my bananas?" the truck driver yelled. Then
"Ch, jeez! Kill it!"

I'd been battered and beaten by falling bananas, but that spider stil

had ne. And now, in addition to the sheer, screamng panic | felt, the
roach brain was adding the terror of sudden, bright |ight.

Run! the roach brain yamrered.

Run! nmy brain agreed.

"Stonp it!" soneone yelled in a voice that vibrated down through nmy body.

A huge, sl ow noving shadow cane down and down and down.

SQUI SH A banana expl oded under the inmpact of the giant shoe. It gushed
banana goo, sweet and sticky, all over us.

And still that tarantula held nme. Eight huge, expressionless black eyes
gl ared down. The gnashi ng, hungry beak strained for the chance to rip ne
open.

<Is that one of you?> Tobias cried fromfar away.

Thanks be to a mllion years of evolution that has given the hanwk its
magni fi cent eyes. Ch, yes, oh, yes, love those eyes.

<It's ne!> 1 yelled.

| didn't see Tobias cone falling fromthe sky. Al | saw was a bl ur of
bi g, craggy talons snatch the spider up, up and away.

| kept my grip on a banana. My leg was ri pped away by the spider, which
flatly refused to let go. It hurt in a sort of vague, distant kind of
way. But roaches are pretty tough.

<Let's nove! > Jake said. <Head toward t he shade. That shoul d be the
i nside of the building.>

We noved out. | noved a little nmore slowy, and with a tendency to drift
toward the side with the mssing |eg.

And from hi gh above | heard Tobias say, <Hmm Not bad. Not bad at all.>
<See, this is what happens whenever Rachel starts in with her "let's

do it" attitude,> Marco conpl ained as we scurried across a filthy floor
<W end up being eaten by spiders or sonething.>

<Hey, | don't see where you suffered, Marco,> | said. <I'mthe one who
can only count to five on her |egs.>

<Stick close to the base of the wall,> Jake said. <l don't want to get



stonped. | got swatted in fly norph, and that's enough for nme. | am not
getting stonped on, too.>

W were a little shaky, obviously.
<You think Tobias actually ate that spider?> Marco asked.
<Wth banana relish,> 1 said.

We | aughed a nervous kind of |augh and conti nued zoom ng al ong the
rubber baseboard in the facility's kitchen. Then, an opening in the wal
and we were in. | was grateful to be out of the harsh light. And away
from so many shoes.

<|'ve spotted the guy.> It was Cassie's thought-speak voi ce.
| was puzzled. <What are you doi ng?>

<Ax and | norphed to harrier and osprey. W' ve been | ooking in the

wi ndows, trying to spot M. Edelman. | have him Second floor. Above the
ki tchen, then maybe twenty feet along the building. He's in a roomwth
three other patients. They're wearing hospital gowns and slippers.

They' re wat ching TV. >

<It's the show called Glligan's |Island,> Ax added hel pfully.

<Now, how does Ax know about G lligan's |Island?> Marco wondered. No one
answered him

<Ckay, straight up,> Jake said.

The inside of the wall was a natural hone to cockroaches. In fact, |
not ed several scattered areas of roach poop

It's the kind of thing a roach brain notices.

The inside of the wall was otherwi se a pretty clean place. | was
standing on a wi de expanse of wood. The grain was |ike ripples under ny
roach feet. A nail head protruded in front of me and | ooked about as tal
as a tall woman. To ny left and right were the backsi des of Sheetrock -
featurel ess, blank, gray.

We tried our feet out on the Sheetrock. They tended to slip. So we
scuttl ed down to an upright beam and clinbed the wood i nstead.

Ei ght feet straight up, and it was weirdly like flying. | felt the
"ground" recede way, way below ne. Dozens of tines ny own height. | knew
| wouldn't be hurt if | fell. But still, hanging sideways, crawing
strai ght up against gravity, seenmed dangerous.

We reached the top of the beamand | was grateful to haul nyself up and
over into a space between the upright and a cross beam W were just
beneath the floor. But now things were conplicated. The space between
the second floor and the ceiling beneath it was nostly bl ocked by a wal
of wood. But eventually we found a way in, wal king sideways and scrapi ng
bet ween rough- sawed wood- ends.



My antennae waved wildly, trying to conprehend the |ong, square tunne
before ne. It was alnost pitch-dark. Only a tiny hint of light filtered
down fromthe floor above. And after the run-in with the spider, | was
very junmpy. Who knew what m ght be in that vast, dark space?

<That |ight must be from sone kind of crack,> Jake said.
<| guess we go toward that. Unl ess anyone el se has any ideas?>

<| have an idea,> Marco said. <W get out of here, go back to the nall
and see how many G nnabons Ax can eat before he expl odes. >

<Ch, cone on, you babies,> 1 said, trying to sound braver than | felt.
<Let's go.> | scuttled forward. | was wal ki ng on Sheetrock that forned
the ceiling below The wooden walls on either side of ne were insanely
tall - ten, twenty tines ny height.

But we soon reached the light. |I felt better. My roach brain felt worse.
Across our path lay a huge tube. It seened to be netal and | ooked as big
as a felled redwood. Fromthe |arge tube, two snaller tubes went
straight up toward a brighter |ight.

<Pl unbi ng, > Jake renarked.

Sudden noverment in the darkness!

<Aaahhh!> | yelled, but even as | was yelling, | realized what it was.
<A brother roach,> Marco said. <Or sister.>

<Come on, let's get this over with,> | said. | scanpered straight up the
nearest vertical pipe. And within seconds | was poking ny bullwhip
antennae out into the light beneath a sink

<It's a bathroom > | reported. <Cone on.>

We piled out through the hole, and down onto cold, white ceramc tile.
<Are we in the right place?> Marco wonder ed.

<| don't know. | forgot to bring my map of the inside of the walls of

t he nut house,> | said. <W need to have Cassie or one of the guys
confirmwhere we are. There's a w ndow up there.>

| took off, scurrying across the tile, up the wall and onto the wire
nesh of the window. | could see Iight, of course, but could not see

t hrough the gl ass.

<Hey, Cassie, Ax, Tobias. Do you see a roach sitting on a w ndow?>

Ax answered. <Yes. | see you. You are in a snmall roomjust alongside the
room where the human naned Edel nan is. >

<Thanks.> | rejoined the others. <So. Now what ?>

<Now we talk to M. Edel man, > Jake said. <W need to get himto cone in
here. W'll have sone privacy in here.>



<And then what, he talks to a cockroach?>
<No. One of us needs to denorph and talk to him> Jake said.

<Wait a mnute,> Marco objected. <lIsn't he going to think it's alittle
weird, sone kid appearing magically in his bathroon>

<It's a facility for people with mental illnesses, Marco, > Jake pointed
out. <Who's going to believe hin®>

<I'Il do the talking,> 1 said. <M. Edelnman is
ny responsibility. |I rescued him And |'mstarting to think I'"msorry
| did. You guys stay out of the way. 1'd hate to accidentally step on you.>

| began to denorph

The squares of ceramc tile grewrapidly snmaller. | shot up and up, like
Jack's magi ¢ bean sprout or sonething.

| was about two feet tall, with skin Iike burnt sugar, nonstrously |ong
antennae sprouting fromny forehead, hunan eyes, sem hunan | egs that
bristled with dagger-sharp hairs, blond hair, and a wi de, throbbing

yel | owi sh- brown abdonen, when the bat hroom door opened.

A man shuffled in, wearing slippers. He headed for the toilet. He
hesitated. Slowy, very slowy, he turned.

My human nout h was just appearing. My lips grew fromnelted roach
nout hparts.

"H . Could you get George Edel man for ne?"

The man nodded. "Sure." He started to go. Then he turned back. "Are you
real ?"

“"Nah. Just a figment of your inagination."
“"Ah. |I'Il get Ceorge."

| was human by the tine M. Edel man poked his head cautiously into
the room

"Hi ," | said cheerfully. | stuck out my hand. "I'm... |'m hel ping your
| awyer with your court case."

He was startled. Who wouldn't be? He swept his eyes around the room as

t hough maybe, just maybe, there was sonething weird about neeting nme in
a bathroom He didn't notice the two cockroaches huddl ed toget her under
t he si nk.

"Who are you? What are you doi ng here?" Then he | ooked down. "You're not
weari ng shoes."

“"Yes, | apologize for ny slightly ..." | was |ooking for a sophisticated
word |ike "unconventional," but | couldn't think of it. ". . . nmy slightly weird
appear ance here."



"Yes. Wird." He glared at ne for a while, uncertain what to make of ny
utterly bizarre appearance in his bathroom Then he shook ny
outstretched hand. "I guess |I'mnot one to be tal king about '"weird.""

"Whuld you like to have a seat?" | said, indicating the toilet.

"No. Thanks." Again the |ook that said, "Wait a mnute, | may be nuts,
but there's sonething strange about this." Then he said, "You're awfully
young. "

"Thank you," | said. "Actually I"'mtwenty-five, but | work out, | eat
the right foods, and | al ways wear sunscreen. M. Edelnman," | said
bluntly, before he could ask nme any nore questions, "why did you try to
kill yoursel f?"

He sat down on the edge of the tub. | |eaned against the sink and tried
to look like a very youthful twenty-five-year-old with no shoes. M.
Edel mran | ooked at nme with confused, but kind, gray eyes. He nade an
effort to snooth his runpled hair.

And he said, "I had no choice. It's this thing in ny head."

| nodded. "Ckay. Yes. What thing in your head?" ,. "The Yeerk." He nade
a weak smle, like he was expecting me to | augh and denounce himas a | unatic.

My heart beat faster and | missed a breath. | sucked in a lungful and
kept my expression fixed.

"What exactly is a Yeerk, sir?"

He hesitated again. He was tired of telling stories no one believed.
Maybe he was on prescription drugs. They do that in psychiatric
hospitals. He was probably | oaded up on tran-quilizers or sonething. A
of a sudden, | felt sorry for him

“"M. Edelman, | promise you ! won't laugh. And I won't make you take any
pills. And | won't say you're crazy. Can you tell nme what you nean when
you say ' Yeerk'?"

He nodded. "Yes. Yeerks are parasitic aliens. They enter the brain
through the ear canal. They take over every function of your conscious
mnd. They . . ." Suddenly he went into a spasm |t wacked his body. He
jerked wildly, wapped his arns tight together, and tried to control it.
H s nouth snapped open and shut |ike sone mad ventriloquist's dunmy.

| grabbed himby the shoulders, trying to do sonething to help. But then
he started raving. He was speaking in a strange, nmanic voi ce.

“I'll what? Farumyeft kal ash sip! Sip! Sip! The pool
Gacastp AAAAHHH! Hel p! Coranch! Coranch!"

Suddenly, he fell silent and al nost col | apsed. | propped hi mback up
"“"Are you okay?"

“No," he whispered. "It happens sonetines. It's the Yeerk. You see, he's
nmad. Insane. He's in nmy head and he won't get out. But he is insane!



| nsane! "

"Ckay, okay, try and chill, okay, M. Edel man?"
"Yes. Yes."
"Look, | can't stay much longer. But you have to tell ne: Howis the

Yeerk staying alive without Kandrona rays? You've been in here for nore
t han three days."

| cannot possibly describe the way he | ooked at ne then. Hope. Dread.
Amazenent. All three.

| grabbed himagain by the shoulders. "I knowit's weird, but you have
to trust ne. How does it happen? Wiy is the Yeerk insane? How does it
survive w thout the Kandrona?"

"Andal ite?" M. Edel man whi spered wonder-ingly.
"Yes," | lied. "Andalite."

“"It's the food," he said, gushing the information. "The food! During the
fam ne after... after you Andalites destroyed the one Kandrona, we found
out, they found out that a certain food could help themget by. For a
while. But there were problens with it - AAHHH Yeft, hiyiyarg fel orkal!
Ghafrash fit Visser!"

M. Edel man jerked and sl avered and yelled for a few m nutes and
wai ted and worried that someone mght cone. Some attendant or doctor or
sonet hing. But no one did.

| wished | could help the man. | had spent enough tine close to
Controllers of various types - human, Hork-Bajir, and Taxxon - to guess
that some of what he was saying was in the basic Yeerk | anguage. And

ot her words were Hork-Bajir. Yeerks seemto adopt sonme of the |anguage
of their hosts. The Yeerk who was in Edel man's head nust have been a
Hork-Bajir-Controller at one point.

M . Edel man cal ned down and got control of hinself again. "Sorry. The
Yeer k breaks through sonetinmes. What you hear is the raving of a crazy
Yeerk. "

“"It's okay," | said. "What's this food? The food that allows Yeerks to
survive w thout the Kandrona?"

"They discovered it quite by accident. No one guessed what it could do.
No one realized it would prove addictive. But it did. Terribly
addictive. And over tine, the continued ingestion of it began to
elimnate the Yeerks' need for Kandrona rays. At the same tinme, it drove
them crazy. You see, it seens to literally replace sone of a Yeerk's
brain stem™

| nodded. | could barely contain ny excitenent.
A food that could destroy Yeerks! "What is the food, M. Edel man?"

"Catnmeal ," he said. "But only the instant kind. And then, only the maple
and ginger flavor." He shook his head. "Yeerks cannot resist the



addi ction, once exposed. And they slowy, but surely, drive thenselves
mad. There are dozens of men and wonen like ne. In places like this. On
the streets. O worse.”

"Thanks for telling me," | said. "Un . . . Listen, is there anything
can do for you?"

He shook his head a little sadly. "The Yeerks will |eave ne al one. After
all, who is going to believe a madnman? | ... | amsorry | tried to
destroy nyself. It all just got to be too much. This . . . this alien

lunatic in ny head. My famly wanting to keep nme | ocked up in here."
"Isn't there sone way to get the Yeerk out of your head?"
“"No. No. He will'live as long as | do."

I've never seen sadder eyes. | hope | never see eyes that sad again.
| ooked away.

“I just wish . . . the times when | amnyself, when | amin control,
wish | didn't have to spend themin here."

He | ooked out through the dirty bathroomw ndow with its heavy wire nesh.

We have our ultinmate weapon," Marco reported to the others when we were
all safely assenbled back in Cassie's barn. "Mple and gi nger oatneal."

"I nstant mapl e and gi nger oatneal ," | corrected.

"I nstant," Marco agreed.

Cassie, Ax, and Tobias all just stared. Tobias was his hawk self, and he
can really stare. AXx was in his own Andalite body, and he could stare
with four eyes at once.

"Catneal ," Cassie said.

“"Cat nmeal ," Jake confirnmed. "But only the instant nmaple and gi nger.
guess they don't know why."

<Maybe it's the mapl e, > Tobi as suggest ed.

"Maybe it's the ginger. O naybe it's the "instant.' Watever that is,
| said. "Who cares? Suddenly we have a weapon to use on

human- Control l ers. A human-Controller who eats this stuff gets hooked
and the Yeerk in his head goes nuts. Wiat we have to do is find sone way
to get alot of this stuff into a lot of Controllers."

| took a sidelong glance at Cassie. Something told nme she was not going
to approve of this. But Cassie was bending over a cage, poking her
fingers through the wire to check a bandage on an injured badger

To nmy surprise, it was Tobias who said, <You know, sonething about this
doesn't feel totally okay. You know?>

Mar co, who had been | ounging on a bale of hay, junped up. "Wat? Wat?
We have green kryptonite here! W have sonething that can nake Yeerks go



nuts. Wiy is that not a good thing?"
<It sounds to ne like they get addicted to it. Like a drug,> Tobi as said.
| winced. "It's oatneal, okay? Not anything illegal."

<A drug is in the eye of the behol der,> Tobias argued. <If you get
addicted to the illegal stuff and it nesses you up, that's a drug to
you. If you get addicted to oatneal and it nesses you up ->

"It's still just oatneal," | said. "Qatneal is oatneal. Jeez! | can't
believe we're having this conversation."

"Look," Marco said, "the bigger question here is WHO CARES?! They're
Yeerks. They're the eneny. They attacked us, not the other way around."

<What about the hosts? The humans?> Ax asked. <The Yeerks are made

i nvul nerable to their normal hunger for Kandrona rays. They can live
i nside their human hosts forever, even if the oatneal is |ater taken
away. These hosts would | ose all hope. >

“"I'f we lose this war we're all going to be w thout hope," | said. "Ax, |
can't believe you, of all people, would even hesitate."

Ax swiveled his stalk eyes toward me. <We Andal ites have been at war
| onger than you. We understand the tenptation to sink to the |evel of
your eneny. >

"Sink to the level of -" | started to yell

Ax cut nme off. <We also know that you can't win if you are not prepared
to be alittle ruthless. It's a question of balance. How far into
savagery do you go to defeat the savage?>

| | ooked around the barn. Marco and | had drawn cl oser, al nost
unconsci ously. Tobias was up in the rafters, using his hawk senses to
listen and | ook for anyone approachi ng the barn. Ax

was shifting on his four legs and stretching his scorpionlike tail

Jake and Cassie were the only ones not to say nuch. Jake | ooked
troubled. He was staring, but not at anything real. | could guess his
t houghts. His brother, Tom is a Controller

But it was Cassie who surprised ne. Usually she's the one getting all noral
"Cassie?" i asked. "Wat do you think?"

She hesitated. Like she just wanted to keep tending to the badger. She

si ghed and stood up. Wen she turned around, | was shocked. She had a
stricken | ook.

“I ... | don't know anynore, okay?" she said

| was confused for a moment. Then it hit me. We'd had a bad run-in with

a human-Control | er whose Yeerk was Visser Three's twin brother. This

Yeerk had found another way around the Kan-drona. He cannibalized fell ow
Yeerks. Sonetines human hosts got in the way.



In the heat of the nonent, hearing that evil creature speak, Cassie had
demanded his destruction. She'd asked Jake to do it. Jake had refused.

| don't know why, but it frightened me to think of Cassie not know ng
what was right and wong. O at |east thinking she didn't know Cassie
was ny best friend. | counted on her to bal ance ne. She was supposed to
be sensi bl e when | was reckl ess. She was supposed to be noral when | was
ruthl ess.

But things had gotten nore and nore confused for all of us, | guess.
"Look," | said, "okay, maybe this oatrmeal is a drug to the Yeerks. But
you know what? This is a war. Sooner or later, if we are successful, if

the Andalites send help, if the human race rises up, we're going to try
and destroy every Yeerk on planet Earth. R ght? That's our goal. This
isn't like some nornmal war where you hope you can make peace and
conpronmi se. W can't conpronise. The Yeerks are parasites. How do we
conpromi se? Let themhave a few mllion humans as hosts?"

<They wi Il never conprom se, anyway,> Ax said. <They nust be forced back
to their own home world. >

<So we try and feed them addi ctive drugs, > Tobi as said wi th obvious
di staste.

"It's OAT-freaking- MEAL!" Marco expl oded.

Cassi e suddenly laughed. It was a cynical laugh. | didn't know she was
capabl e of a cynical laugh. "And all the rights and wongs, and all the
i nes between good and evil, just go wafting and waving and swirling

around, don't they?"

Jake shook off his funk and stepped to the center of our little group
"I have to ask nyself: If it were Tom and it may be Tomin the end, would

| do this to hin? On the one hand, life as a slave of a Yeerk. No
free will at all. On the other hand, as we saw with M. Edel man, sone
free will, sone ability to comunicate, but with this insane Yeerk in
your brain."

<So0?> Tobi as asked him <Wat's your answer? >

Jake shrugged. "In the Cvil War, they were ending slavery. Mst of the
Sout hern soldiers who were killed weren't slave owners. They were just

guys trying to be brave. Maybe they could have worked out a conproni se.
Maybe they coul d have ended the war earlier if the North had agreed to

| eave sone people as slaves. But would that have been right? No. So the
war had to go on till everyone was free."

<O dead, > Tobi as added grinmy. <But okay, that's a pretty good exanpl e.

You're right. | hate it, but you're right. W have to win.>
| laughed wi thout any hunor at all. I'mpretty gung ho. Unlike Cassie,
unl i ke Tobias perhaps, |I'mruthless at tinmes. But even | have enough

sense to know the words "we have to win" are the first four steps on the
road to hell.



And | noticed that Jake never answered hinsel f about his brother. Wuld
Tom be getting the nagic oatneal slipped into his breakfast?

Not a chance. Jake still hoped to rescue Tom sone day. And from what
Edel man had said, there was no rescue from an oatneal -altered Yeerk

"Where do we find a bunch of human-Controllers sitting down to eat?"
Mar co wonder ed.

| sighed. "The Yeerk pool, Marco. The Yeerk pool."
The Yeerk pool. | dreaned about it that night.

| didn't use to dream much. O at least, | seldomrecalled ny dreans. |
dreama |l ot now Terrible dreans where |I'mtrapped in sone hideous
shape, hal f-human, hal f-insect. | dream about that awful battle in the
ant tunnels. | dream about the scream ng, slashing nmassacre when we took
the Kandrona at the top of the EGS Tower.

But | dream nbst about the Yeerk pool. | hear the screams and curses of
human hosts held in cages while their Yeerks swmin the | eaden water of
the pool. | hate that sound. | hate the sound of despair. It nakes ne

mad. In ny dream|'mnmad at those poor people and | want to yell
"Way don't you fight? Wiy don't you fight?"

But then it's me. It's nme being led out onto that steel pier by a pair
of Hork-Bajir warriors. It's me kicking and screan ng and beggi ng,
"Pl ease, please, soneone help ne!" Knowi ng there is no help.

Knowi ng | am dooned, and feeling the despair, and hating that feeling
i nsi de of nme.

| feel the Hork-Bajir kick my legs fromunder ne. And |'m facedown on
the steel pier. And they shove ne forward till my face is just an inch
above the gray sludge of the Yeerk pool

It seethes and boils with the swift novenents of the Yeerk sl ugs.

And then ny head goes down. Down into the liquid. And the Yeerk that
will owmn ne is there. | see him a gray slug, a vague, indistinct shape
in the liquid.

| struggle, but what can | do against two Hork-Bajir? | struggle, but ny
head is held there as | scream bubbl es.

The Yeerk touches ny ear. Like a large snail. That's how it feels. Then
the pain ... it forces its way into ny ear! It's inside ny ear! The pain
is incredible, but so much worse is sinply knowing it has ne.

It surges into ny brain.

And | am yanked, gasping, up fromthe pool

| try to grab nmy ear. But nmy armno | onger works.

| try to yell. But my nmouth is not mine anynore



So | scream in some dark, lonely corner of my own brain, | scream

And the Yeerk chuckles as it opens nmy nmenories and reads ny life. And
give way to the despair.

When | woke up | had soaked the pillowwith ny sweat. | stared at the
cl ock. Three-twenty-seven. a.m

The Yeerk pool. W were going back to the Yeerk pool. And |, Rachel
m ghty Xena, fearless, pulled the covers up over ny head and shook

At dawn | got up and put on a robe. It was cloudy out, so the dawn was
just gray. But | went to nmy wi ndow and opened it, just as | do every
nor ni ng.

Tobi as arrived, alnobst silent. He swept inside and | anded easily on ny
dresser.

<How you doi ng?> he asked.
"Fine," | whispered. "How about you?"

| have to whi sper when Tobi as cones over. My sisters are right in the
next room | keep my door | ocked.

<I had a nice breakfast,> Tobias said. <A |ucky hunt.>

I went to nmy desk and opened ny book. It was ny homework. "Can you
stand mat h?"

<|'ve gotten so | kind of |like nmath,> Tobias said. <lIt's sonething
that's the sane for all hunmans or whatever.>

| opened ny book.

| guess it was a weird scene. Mg, with this big red-tailed hawk perched

on the edge of ny desk. Sitting there in the glow of a single |anp,

while the rest of nmy famly still slept. But we did it lots of nornings.

Whenever Tobi as managed to find an early breakfast and it wasn't raining.
<You worried about going back to the Yeerk pool ?>

| laughed nonchalantly. "If |I'mever not worried about going to the
Yeerk pool, you can lock nme up with M. Edel man."

<Yeah. Look, I'mgoing with you guys this tinme. Wat norph do you think
we'll use?>

| sighed. "You don't have to do this, you know "
<Yes | do. Wat norph?>
"l don't know. Probably fly or cockroach. Do you have an entrance for us?"

Part of what Tobias did with his |Iong days, while the rest of us were in
school, was nonitor the novenents of known Controllers. He kept



track of the ever-shifting entrances to the Yeerk pool. It was fairly
easy for him

<Yeah, | have an entrance,> he said. If he'd had a nmouth, he woul d have
grinned. <You guys are going to love this one.>

| gave hima sidelong look. "If it leads to the Yeerk pool, | don't
think 1'lIl ever love it."

<This was not easy to figure out,> Tobias said proudly. <Hours and hours
of follow ng known Controllers. Then | had to keep stealing peeks in

t hrough the wi ndows. | even norphed to human to check out the inside.
That's how | found out about the Happy Meal. >

W were flies. The six of us. W were inside a McDonald's, zipping nmadly
around. It was crazy. The scent of food was everywhere. Pickles. Mat.
Ket chup. Grease. Special sauce

My fly body thought it had died and gone to heaven. Qutside of a good
trash dunp, there's no place a fly likes nore than a fast-food restaurant.

<What about the Happy Meal ?> Cassi e asked.
<Why is the meal happy?> Ax asked.

Tobi as decided to answer Cassie's question. <That's how you si gnal
That's the code. You go up to the counter and say "I'd |ike a Happy
Meal . Wth extra happy." That's the signal.>

| flew upside down along the ceiling, |ooking for a place to I and and
rest. | buzzed to a nice greasy patch near the deep fryer, turned a back
flip, and set down. My nouth - actually, it was nore |ike some insanely
long straw that could curl up - extended down and began spitting

di gestive juices onto the grease, then sucking up the resulting goo.

Hey, | knowit's gross. But it was either that or keep resisting the
fly's desperate cries for food! food! food!

<After you place the Happy Meal order, you go around |ike you're going
to the bathroom But instead, you take the other door. The one that goes
to the kitchen. You go in - and here's the cool part - you go into the
wal k-in refrigerators

<Then what ?> Jake asked.

<Then | don't know. | could never see all the way inside.>
<Ckay. So here's the plan,> Jake said. <We watch till sonmeone orders the
Happy Meal with . . . what was it?>

<Extra happy, > Tobi as sai d.

<Is it just my imagination, or did the Yeerks devel op a sense of hunor?>
Marco asked.

<Once we have our Controller, we follow himin. No problem> Jake
said. Then he added grimy, <Ch yeah, no problem A little picnic in the



Yeerk pool. I'msure they'Il all buy that.>

<Um Jake?> Marco said. <You said that |ast part out loud. W heard it.>
<Ch. Sorry.>

<M. Inspiration> | said with a |augh. <Cone on. Let's ->

<Uh-uh-uh! Don't say "let's do it," Rachel,> Marco yell ed.

We took turns hangi ng out above the counter. But we didn't have too |ong
await till a woman cane in and ordered a Happy Meal with "extra happy."

We buzzed easily al ong behind her as she went through the door and into
the kitchen. Then into the walk-in refrigerator

<Cotta get out of here, man,> | said. <This cold is slow ng nme down. >

<Yes, this body has no ability to regul ate body tenperature, > Ax
observed. <What a strange idea. You humans do nmany unusual things.>

<Ax, | don't think we're exactly responsible for ->
<Yes, | know. | was attenpting to nake a joke. A human-style joke.>
<G eat,> Marco nuttered. <Funny Yeerks and now a wannabe-funny Andalite.>

The Controller wonman waited patiently and after a few seconds, the
back of the walk-in refrigerator split and opened w de.

She stepped and we flew through the opening. It really was going to be
easy this tine.

Brrrr EEEEET! Brrrr EEEEET! "Unaut horized |ife-formdetected." BrrrrEEEEET
Brrrr EEEEET! "Unaut hori zed |ife-form detected."”

The Controll er wonan | ooked around. | saw her bl ue eyes, each the size
of a swinmng pool, turn and | ook. Through the shattered, splintered fly
vision, | could see her focus.

Then she nuttered under her breath, "Security fanatics. It's just a
coupl e of lousy flies."

But the nechani cal voice was giving instructions now.

"Shut your eyes tightly to protect against retinal damage fromthe G eet
BioFilter."

<The what ?> | asked.

<CGet out of here!> Ax yell ed.
<What ?>

<Qut! Qut! Qut!> he yelled.

Ax never yells. So if he does yell, you have to figure it's a good idea



to pay attention

| spun around in mdair the way only a fly can do, and | haul ed wing for
the still-open crack that led to the refrigerator

Suddenly, the whole world blew up in a dazzling explosion of light. |
felt ny conpound eyes nelt. | flew on, blinded, blew through the

rapidly narrowi ng crack and hit the cold air

<I'mblind!> | cried.

<| think we all are,> Ax said calmy. <W're lucky to be just blinded. A
G eet BioFilter destroys all life-fornms whose DNA is not entered into
the conputer controls. Andalite technol ogy, of course. The Yeerks nust
have stol en the specifications>

<Ax, are you telling nme that filter thing will w pe out any life-form
except the one they programit for?> Jake asked.

<Yes, Prince Jake. I'msorry to say, yes. Everything but the particular
human- Control | er. >

<Then we're shut off fromthe Yeerk pool, > Tobias said. <They nust have
this same technology at all the entrances now. >

It was hard to get too upset by the idea of being | ocked out of the
Yeerk pool. But it was frustrating. And it kind of made me nmad. | didn't
like the idea of being outsmarted by the Yeerks.

<There nust be sone other way in,> 1 said

<I'd like to know what it would be,> Marco sai d.

For a nmonent no one said anything. Then Cassie said, <Well . . . there
is one way. >

<| take it back!> Marco said. <| take it back! | can tell by your tone,
Cassie, | really don't want to know. >

Back at Cassie's barn we gathered around and stared at a small cage.
"What is that, a rat?" Marco asked.

<It's a nol e, > Tobi as sai d.

"Count on Tobias to know his rodents," Marco said. He | ooked up at the
rafters where Tobias was preening - cleaning his feathers with his beak
"How do they taste?"

<l've never caught one. They don't conme up to the surface very often.>
"That is one ugly creature,"” | said. "And it | ooks way too much like a
shrew." | had norphed a shrew once. It wasn't a good tinme. The shrew was

way too hyped. Way too excitable. And way, way too hungry.

“"It's a lot calnmer than a shrew," Cassie said. "And |i ke Tobi as said,
nol es spend al nost all their tinme underground. They dig tunnels. See how



big the front feet are? They're well-adapted for digging tunnels.”

Marco sighed. "Ml eman. You can't even picture a superhero named
Mol eman. What woul d t he superpowers be? Diggi ng?"

<Many of your Earth aninals are similar to this in shape, > Ax observed.

"Yeah," Cassie agreed. "It's a very successful shape: rats, mce, voles,
shrews, even squirrels and raccoons to a certain extent. Your basic
| ow sl ung, four-Ilegged rodent shape."”

| sighed. "So let nme get this straight. You' re suggesting we norph this
nol e and dig our way down to the Yeerk pool ?"

Cassi e shrugged. Then she wi nked at nme. "Just trying to be hel pful."

“"It's probably, what, fifty feet down through the dirt to the top of the
Yeer k pool ?"

<At | east, > Tobi as sai d.

"That's a lot of dirt," Jake said. "But | don't know of another way. If
we're going to do this, we need to get back to the Yeerk pool."

"Has anyone figured out how we're supposed to get a whole | ot of oatneal
down there after we dig these nole tunnel s?" Tasked.

Jake nodded |i ke he was going to say "sure."

I nstead he said, "Nope. But we need to start stocking up. Everyone
start buggi ng your parents to buy instant napl e-and-gi nger flavor
oatneal . Lots of it. W'Ill start with that. Then we'll spend our

al |l onances for nore."

Marco shook his head. "No need. | do the food shopping at nmy house. My
dad drops ne off, hits Target for all that kind of stuff, then picks e
up. | can supply the oatneal ."

"Ckay, then," Jake said. "Nothing left to do but acquire this nole here.

I made a face. | was nearest the cage. "Does it bite?"
“I wouldn't think so," Cassie said. "It usually just eats ... | nean, |
don't think it'll bite you."

| turned on her. "Wat does it usually eat, Cassie?"

"Well, it eats what you'd expect an underground aninmal to eat. It eats
worms. Mostly worns. "

"Ch, great," | npaned.

| stretched out ny hand and Cassie opened the cage. | touched the nole
and kept nmy hand there while | felt the nole DNA becone a part of ne. |
suppose the nol e becane quiet and still, the way nost aninmals do when
you acquire them but who could tell? It was already pretty quiet.



VWhen it canme to Tobias's turn, the nole got a bit nore excited. You
have to be in your own body when you acquire new DNA. And now t he hawk
body was Tobias's own true body. So to acquire the nole, he had to flap
down to the cage and grab the poor creature with his tal ons.

Just as Cassie's father arrived, we left the barn and went toward the
school .

The Yeerk pool is a vast, underground conplex. It's |like one of those
covered football stadiuns or whatever. In the center is the pool itself,
but there is an open area all around the pool, so all together it's
probably a thousand or fifteen hundred feet across. |'m guessing. W
never exactly measured it.

It's big, for being a hole in the ground. It stretches beneath the
school and clear over to the nall. At |east the entrances do. The
entrances are conceal ed stairways that cone in fromangles all around
the pool. W've found entrances in the janitor's closet at school (the
Yeerks elimnated that one later) and in the dressing roons at The Gap
in the mall

<Based on the entrances we've found over tine, | think the center of the
Yeerk pool is right at this intersection® Tobias said.

W were all at the intersection between the school and the nall
"Well, we can't dig here," | said.

"W wouldn't want to," Marco pointed out. "W don't want to be right
over the pool when we dig through." He nade a falling notion with his
hands then said, "Splash!"

"Good point," | agreed. The idea of falling into the Yeerk pool itself
was nauseati ng.

Jake said, "However, we want to be close to the pool itself so we can
tell exactly where it is when we dig through. That way we can dig a
hori zontal side tunnel out over the pool and use it to drop the oatneal."

Marco nodded. "I have the strange feeling this will involve sone kind of
geonetry | should have paid attention to in class."

“You are asking for a lot of precision, Prince Jake," Ax said. "W have
no instruments. Stru-nments. Not even prinmtive human instrunents.
Struuu-nents. Mnts? In-stru-mnts?"

"W have to make an educated guess, Ax. And don't call ne 'prince.
"Yes, Prince Jake."

Tobi as had cone to rest on a high | anppost. Hawks have amazi ngly good
hearing, so he could still hear us talking.

| | ooked up at him "Tobias? You' re the one who keeps track of entrances
and stuff. What's your best estimate?"

"And don't forget, we could use sone privacy for norphing," Jake said.



Tobi as opened his wings and flew up and up. He inscribed a swft,
irregular circle in the sky, then cane back to roost. <l think I have a
pl ace. >

It turned out to be a toolshed. It was in the backyard of a house that
was enpty and had a decrepit "For Sale" sign in the weeds of the
overgrown front yard

The house was on the nmain road, sandwi ched between a conveni ence store
and a place that sold hot tubs. There was a | ot of noisy traffic going
by all the tinme. Sone distance behind the house there was a forlorn
little park. Just a few trees, sone picnic tables, and a |lunpy sort of
hill with rocks jutting out of the soil. It didn't |ook |Iike anyone had
lived in the house in a long tine.

The tool shed was rusted tin with a dirt floor. It was enpty, except for
sone bags of potting soil and a rake.

"Perfect," Jake declared. "A little cranped, but perfect. But once

we're all in nole norph, it'll be roony enough."

Cassie cleared her throat. "Dm. . . maybe | should have nmentioned this
earlier. But it's not about all of us being noles at once. Not at first,
anyway. | nean, only one nole can dig at a tine."

W all stared at her as we let that bit of information sink in. Somehow
I'd had i nages of us all down underground di ggi ng away together. Now
was getting a very different picture.

"We're gonna be down there al one?" Marco yel ped. "Underground? Dirt
pressing in all around us? No air?"

Cassi e shrugged. "Well, you'll be a nole."

"Well, thenit's all right," Marco said with shrill sarcasm "W'Il| be
noles, so it's okay to be under twenty feet of dirt with no air."

"Ch, you big baby," | said. "No problem"
| say these things. | don't know why. They just pop out of my stupid nouth.

"Ladi es and gentlenen," Marco said, placing his hand on ny shoul der,
have a vol unteer."

we

What could | say? | had to tough it through. "Okay. Fine, Weenie-boy.
"Il go first."

It was hot in the little shed with all of us cramed in there. Hot and
airless. And already | was feeling a little claustrophobic.
You know, the fear of tight spaces.

| focused nmy mind on the inmage of the nole. And by whatever weird neans
t he nor phi ng technol ogy works, | began to change.

The first thing | noticed was that there was nore roomin the shed. The
bodi es that had been pressed close were getting farther anway. | was



shri nki ng.

But | wasn't shrinking at the same rate all over. My legs and arnms were
shrinking much, nuch faster

FLUMP
My butt hit the floor
"Whoa! " Jake yelled. "Catch her!"

Jake and Cassie grabbed ne. Just in tine to keep ne fromfalling over.
Too late to save ny dignity.

Marco started giggling. "Heh heh, ha ha ha ha!"
Cassi e was snorting desperately, trying not to |augh

My | egs had shrivel ed away, |eaving nothing but feet. My arms were
not hi ng but hands. | was still a hunman being, but with feet al one where
ny | egs shoul d have been

Jake and Cassie held ny shoul ders and bal anced nme upright. | was |ike
one of those blowip clowns you punch and it rolls back. | was

sitting down, waving ny toes and fingers and wishing | could strangle
Mar co.

"Wait till it's your tuuuuurn, nyarco!" | yelled. But ny face chose that
nonment to start pushing out and out and out.

They laid ne down on ny face finally, since | was now about two feet
I ong. Thick bl ack-brown fur began to sweep across nme, transformng ne
fromnostly human to nostly nole in appearance.

My face just kept bulging outward, formng a fantastically long, ratlike
snout .

But while nost of nme seened to be shrinking, my hands seemed to be
growing. Relative to the rest of nme, anyway. | was grow ng hands |ike
clawtipped shovels. Big, flat, hairless, hard, with stubby claws on the
ends of each "finger." My hands tw sted as | watched, turning outward.

My eyes went dark. | thought | was totally blind. Then | realized, no, |
could still see. But all | could see were vague |ines between dark and
light. | was practically blind, but not conpletely.

Al nmost blind. Wth hearing that was dimand distant, like |istening

t hrough a door. Even scent was nothi ng speci al

However, a new sense reared up to fill ny brain. Touch! My nose was
insanely alive and so sensitive to touch | could feel the air currents
around ne.

Deprived of vision and nuch of ny hearing, | felt panic. | was
supposed to go digging down in the ground |like this? Blind? Hal f-deaf?

And yet ... | felt the earth beneath ny shovel hands and ny ratlike back



| egs, and scraping under ny belly. My nose poked at the dirt and felt
its texture, noistness, hardness.

It was certainly better underground. Safer. Ch yes, far safer underground.

Besi des, | was hungry.
| began to dig.
Fromfar away | heard a voice say, "WlIl, she's getting right down to

busi ness, huh?"
"It still looks like arat to me."

| dug nmy claws into the dirt and shoved it back with ny "hands." Then
again. More. And now the desire to dig was very nmuch stronger. | had to
dig! | was surrounded by big, |unbering shapes of gray on gray. Wen
they noved | could see the shifts in the light pattern

Dig! | could feel the warnth of the earth calling to nme. In sonme dim
part of ny mind | could alnost forma picture of a cozy little hole,
deep down, filled with confortable grasses and tw gs and scraps of garbage.

| could curl up there when | wasn't waddling through ny tunnels. The
tunnel s where beetles mght dig through and lay their eggs for nme to
eat. Wiere, in the absolute darkness, ny sensitive nose would
encounter the squirm ng squishi-ness of a plunp, juicy earthworm

Oh, yes, dig!

“You know, it occurs to nme, maybe she's not in total control of this norph."

“Nah. Come on. You think a noble has strong enough instincts to take over
Rachel ' s brain?"

"Look at the way she's digging."

"Hmm Rachel ? Hey, Rachel ? How you doi ng down t here?"

Dig and dig and dig. Now nmy upper body was down in the warm darkness of
earth. Dig harder! Get all the way under. Darkness was safety. The
safety of warm noist earth pressing in all around.

"She's not answering. She's totally gone nmole on us. | wouldn't have

t hought nol es had that powerful a set of instincts. Okay, better grab
her before she gets al! the way under."

Suddenly, | felt sonething grab nme! It grabbed ny tail. It was pulling
ne backward. | dug furiously with my shovel hands. | scrabbled at the
dirt, but it was too powerful.

Up, up, up through the air! Exposed! Nothing around ne but air, air
air! Enptiness!

"Hey, Rachel. It's ne, Jake. Snap out of it. The nole brain has you."

| snapped out of it. It was a sensation like ... well, like energing



froma tunnel into daylight. I was back! | was me. Me, staring through
those utterly usel ess nol e eyes.

<Did not!> 1 said.
“Yeah, right," | heard Marco say.

<| was just trying to get on with it. Hey, I'"'mhere to dig, right? So
was digging, jerk.>

Jake put ne back down by the shallow hole |I'd nade.

"(Qoookay, Rachel. You were not having trouble. Everything was fine."

| went back to work. But now the earth didn't seemso inviting or warm
Down and down | dug.

Till ny entire body was in the dirt. And now | was no | onger hiding
beneath the nole's mind. | was a human being, digging blindly into the dirt.

Why should it have been terrifying? Wy?

Was it the way the dirt pressed in all around me? The fact that | could
not possibly turn around? | couldn't breathe! Only | could breathe. Yes,
| was breathing. But that panic, that terror of suffocating in a dark

pl ace, kept rearing up. | could push it down, | could reason with
nysel f, but that fear of suffocation was too strong.

| was buried alive.
Correction: | was burying nyself alive.
Down | went, down and down. | knew | shoul d

be digging a vertical hole, but it was inpossible. The nole coul dn't
dig that way. The best it could do was sl ope downward.

| dug. How long, | don't know It seened like a very long tine.
And then, quite suddenly, | couldn't stand it anynore. | needed air! |
tried to back up, but no! | couldn't nove that way.

<Come on, Rachel. Get a grip, kid. Get a grip!>1 said to nyself. <Just
dig a turnaround. That's it. Alittle nore off the sides. Yeah. Hang in
there. >

No air! Ch, lord, I"'mburied alive!

<No! No! Hold on. Keep digging out a turnaround.>

| scraped madly with ny "hands," shoving the dirt back beneath nmy body
to be shoved back by ny hind | egs.

And slowy a chanber began to appear. A hole a few inches wi de on either
side of me. | tried turning. Not yet. Dig some nore. Dig in blind darkness.

Finally . . . yes! | could turn around. My sensitive nose felt the



enpty, open tunnel ahead of nme. It was crunbly and far from perfect, but
it was a tunnel

I raced down it, squeezing through the tight spaces, desperate,
desperate for air!

My nose energed into light. It seemed blindi ng now

"She's back," Cassie said. "Rachel, are you okay?"

<Yeah. Yeah. Fine,> | Iied.

"How far did you get? You were down there for twenty mnutes."

Twenty mnutes? No. It had been an hour at |east.

<l . . . urn, | don't know.> | tried to visualize the tunnel |'d never
actually seen but only felt. Howlong was it? <1 guess it was, | don't
know, probably only three feet.>

"Three feet straight down?" Jake said with a whistle. "That's pretty
good. The top of the Yeerk pool done is probably what, fifty feet down

maybe?"

<Not straight down,> | said. <The noble can't dig straight down. It's
just barely downhill. Maybe a foot deep.>

<0h, man, > Tobi as groaned. <This is going to take us forever.>

We took one-hour shifts. Between shifts those of us who weren't digging
or standi ng guard wal ked down to the Mckey D's and bought fries and Cokes.

Six hours of digging till we had each done our shift. The day was over.
We couldn't stay any longer. W had to head hone.

"Soneone should carry a string dowmn in to see how far we got," Marco
suggest ed.

No one vol unteered. No one even noved. W were a haggard,
unhappy- | ooki ng bunch of kids. Sweating and pale fromthe stress of fear
and the constant norphing.

“I'Il doit," I said. "It's my turn."
| nmorphed and Cassie tied the end of a string around ny tail

Down into the tunnels again. W'd each gone as far as we could, then dug
a turnaround. Six turnarounds. | counted themas | passed each one by.

| would have been sweating if | were human. It was hot and cl ose. Very
close. Like being in a coffin. That image kept com ng up. Like being in
a coffin. Like being buried alive. Like you wanted to kick and screamto
get out, only no one woul d hear you because you were underground. Buried
alive.

Then ny nose touched a wall. The end. | had reached the end of the
tunnel. You'd think |I'd have been relieved. But now the pressure to get



out out QUT drove me to the edge of panic.
I could barely control nyself. Barely keep from screani ng

| raced back along that tunnel as if sonething were chasing ne. Was that
light up ahead? No, 1'd only passed three turnarounds. Or was it four?

Finally, | poked my snout up out of the
ground, crawl ed free of the hole, and began to denorph instantly.

Ax was in his own body, having been in hunman norph too | ong. He neasured
out the string I'd carried down the hole. <Wuld you |like the
neasurenent in feet or in nmeters?>

| was human enough to be able to see Marco roll his eyes. "Whatever."

<The total length of the tunnel is approximately forty-one feet |ong. |
believe the slope ratio is about six to one. One foot down for every six
feet of tunnel. That would nmean we tunnel ed down approxi mately six point
ei ght feet.>

| was energing into ny hunman body now and still trying to shake off the
unholy willies. "Six |lousy feet!"

<Cl oser to seven |ousy feet,> Ax corrected.
<0h, man, > Tobi as noaned. <If we're right and we have to dig down fifty

feet, that would take us a week. You' ve got to be kidding! I'ma bird.
have no business being in a tunnel.>

| alnost agreed. In fact, | alnpbst said, "Forget it! I'"'moutta here."
But | didn't. In fact, | was the strongest voice for going forward. See,
I wasn't going to let the claustrophobia scare nme. | wasn't going to | et

fear dictate what | did.
O maybe | was just a fool

We got better at digging as we becane nore experienced. But then we
found ourselves running into rocky |evels no nole was designed to dig
through. W had to figure out ways around the rocks. Long,

ti me-consum ng ways around boul ders.

And we could only dig after school. W'd bring our homework and sit in
that stifling shed and quiz each other on history or science. Ax woul d
stand there, listening gravely to the history, and |laughing at the
primtive nature of our science.

One by one we'd go down that hole. W timed it out so the next person
was always in norph and ready to go. Four nore days we dug. Til
Cassi e canme back up and said, <l think we're blocked. It's solid rock.>

"We are not blocked," |I said. "W have not been doing all this just to
end up bl ocked. There has to be a way."

So down | went. Like an idiot. Like | was all excited about digging the
stupid tunnel



Ax had cal cul ated we were twenty-five feet down. Down through | oose
topsoil and clay and gravel. Down and down | scurried, pushing ahead
with ny little back feet, always clearing the tunnel of fallen dirt with
ny spade feet.

| reached the end. The darkness was so absolute that no eye could see.
Let al one a nole's eye.

M/ nose touched the end of the tunnel. |I began to dig. Rock. | noved
left. Rock. | started thinking, hoping al nost, that Cassie had been
right. No nore digging. No nore tunnel. No nore being buried alive.

But then | found it. The seam between rocks. My nose felt it. | dug away
sone dirt and the seamgrew. Yes, there was an opening.

| hesitated. Did | really have to tell the others? They would take ny
word for it if | said Cassie was right. No one el se was going to cone
down here to check. No one liked this any nore than | did.

| dug sone nore. And then .

<What ?>

Air! A breeze.

<No way. >

But it was a breeze. Faint, and snelling heavy and danp and nasty. But a
definite breeze. Air was flowi ng up between the rocks.

<Hey, guys?> 1| called up in thought-speak. But they were out of range.
No answer cane.

| dug away nore dirt and now the breeze was stronger still. There was
enough space for nme to push ny body through. But | sensed enptiness beyond.

| turned around and raced back to the surface.

<I think | hit a cave or sonething,> | said. <Cassie was right, it's
rocky. But there's a breeze conming up between the rocks. >

Jake checked his watch. "Too late for today. W'll hit it tomorrow. It's
Saturday. W'll have nore tine."

So on Saturday we were back. Rested and refreshed. O as rested and
refreshed as you can be after a night of nightmares where you're trapped
inacoffin screamng, "Let ne out, |'mnot dead!"

This time we all went down together. W dug out a larger area around the
fissure in the rock. W nmade it |large enough for all of us to fit. And
sonehow, as creepy as it still was, it was nore or

| ess conforting to know t hat everyone was down there with ne.

Until it occurred to nme that now there was no one on the surface to
rescue us. The tunnel could collapse, we could be trapped . . . what
could I do, norph to human? Under twenty-five feet of dirt?



Everyone took turns digging away the last of the dirt. Qur noses told us
we were standing around a crack that went down and down into the rock

<This just gets to be nore and nore fun, doesn't it?> Marco said
sarcastically. <Nowit's solid rock.>

<Better than digging through dirt,> | said.

<0h, yeah? Guess again. We're noles. If a dirt tunnel collapses on us we
can dig our way out. What do we do if rocks collapse in on us?>

He was right. | had to force nyself to stay very still and not start
running. If | started running, |'d never stop
<If you're scared, I'll go in,> 1 said.

<I'm scared,> Marco confirned. <Help yourself, >

There nust be sonething kind of l|iberating, just being able to say "I'm
scared" like it's no big deal. | can't do that. | don't know why. | just
can't.

| pushed ny sleek nole body down into the

rock. It was rough, unworn rock. Rock that had been split open by
pressure. | shoved forward. The path twi sted and turned, but not too nuch.
If | denorphed in here, ny human body woul d be a hundred tinmes too big.
What woul d happen? Would | becone a part of the rock? Wuld | be able to
scream and screamw th no one hearing nme, no one able to hel p?

<CGet a grip!'> 1 ordered nyself. <Stop torturing yourself. It's going to
be okay. >

Suddenly .

<Aaaahhhh! >

I was falling! Falling blind.

Trailing!

<Aaaahhhh! >

<Rachel ! >

WHUMPF!

<Rachel! What's the matter?> Cassie's thought-speak voice.

| Ianded on ny back. | |landed on sonething al nbst soft. Something that
reeked in nmy nol e nose.

i was still in total, absolute darkness. | couldn't see anything. But I
knew | was in a vast, open space. The Yeerk pool ? No, of course not.
There woul d be |ight there.



But definitely an open space. Large. Qite |arge.
And then | realized | was not al one.

| didn't know what they were, but | felt their presence above ne. Many,
many of them

<Rachel !> It was Jake now. <Answer if you can.>

<I'mokay,> 1| said. <!...! guess | fell into sone kind of a cave.>

<Do you see a guy in a cape and a really cool car?> Marco asked.

<What ?> | was too preoccupied to care about his dunb jokes.

<The Batcave, > he said. <I'mthinking you fell into the Batcave.>

It wasn't until that noment that | realized whose presence | felt above ne.

<Actually, Marco, | think maybe it is a bat cave. Conme on down. You can
jump. It's a nice, soft landing on a bat-poop mattress. >

One by one they cane, dropping down beside ne. And soon we were siXx
blind noles wallowing in nostly dried bat guano.

Now that | was out of the tunnel, out of the confined space, | wanted to
laugh. <Well, this is pretty glorious, huh? W have tunnel ed our way
into a maj or bat-poop deposit. A whole week, and we have reached a bat
cave. You know what | think? | think this whole thing has been cursed.
And | think it's all ny fault. | should have |l et that Edel man guy j ust
splat on the concrete. >

<W can't back out now,> Marco said. <l have thirty-six boxes of

nmapl e- and- gi nger i nstant oatneal at home. In easy-open single serving
pouches. >

<We shoul d denor ph, > Cassi e sai d.

<Why?> Tobi as asked. <So we can really enjoy the |ovely anbi ence?>

<| was thinking since we're in a bat cave, naybe we should go into our
own bat norphs, > Cassie said.

<Ch. | don't have a bat norph,> Tobi as said.

<Easily fixed in here,> Cassie said with a laugh. <I'I|l bet there are a

few hundred thousand bats hanging fromthe roof of this cave. Just

hangi ng around and waiting for soneone to cone along and acquire their DNA >

<You're awfully cheerful,> Jake grunbled. <W're in a cave way
underground with no way out except a nole tunnel we can't reach anynore”

<No, no, no,> Cassie said. <Wong. Don't you realize? The bats fly out
of here at dusk. Qut. As in out? As in exitl>

<Hey! She's right!> 1 yelled. <W won't be buried alive in here. Not
that | was worried or anything.>



<No, we'll just be buried in bat poop,> Marco nuttered. <Let's norph to
bat |ike Cassie said.>

Yes, bat was a good idea. If you're going to be

in a bat cave, best to be a bat. But first we had to pass through

our own natural bodies.

And oh, was that not fun

You think it's grimbeing a nole in a bat cave? Try being a human. For
one thing, the cave was | ess high than we'd thought. For another thing,
we all passed through the sane hel pl ess stage where we had big, swollen
human bodies with tiny little feet and arns.

“Ah, MAN'" Marco mpaned. "Buried in bat -"

"Quano," Cassie said, supplying the word.

"Yeah, guano. That's what | was gonna say. Guano."

"Thi si ssoguh-ROSS!'" | yel | ed.

My arnms and | egs reappeared and | had to stick ny palns down in the
stuff to raise up. The only good thing was that the awful ness of the
grossness conpletely distracted me fromthe cl austrophobi a.

<What are you whi ni ng about, Rachel ?> Tobi as snapped grunpily. <Try
having feathers in this stuff.>

| raised nyself up. | stood up. | raised ny head. And that's when | nade
t he di scovery about the cave not being as high as we'd thought.

You see, ny head was entirely surrounded by soft, warm fuzzy bats.
There was really only one thing to do.

“Marco," | said. "Be sure and stretch out. Up on your tiptoes now. "
"Aaaahhhh!" he yel ped. "Onh, really funny, Rachel. That was so mature!"
"What, | should suffer and you shouldn't, just because you're short?"
And then, weird as it seens, we all burst out giggling. Thirty feet

underground in a bat cave so dark you mght as well be blind, |ost,
scared, and sneared with bat guano, we got the giggles.

Here. Have a bat," | said. | held one for Tobias. | wasn't afraid of
bats. |1'd been one.
<Thanks. >

"Watch out, he'll eat it," Marco said.
"You know," Jake said in a conversational tone as we waited for Tobias
to acquire the bat, "fromthe point where Edel nan said ' nmapl e and gi nger
oatneal ,' | should have known this was going to end stupidly."



"I nstant maple and gi nger oatneal ," Cassie said.

"Battl es that involve oatneal are just never going to end up being
historic, you know?" Jake went on. "Gettysburg? No major oatneal involve-
nent. The Battle of Mdway? Neither side used oatneal. Desert Stornf

No oatneal . "

<Excuse me, but what is oatneal ?> Ax asked.

"It's a kind of food," Cassie explained.

<Is it tasty?>

"You can think about food here? Here?" Marco said. "In bat-poop | and?"

"Battle of Bunker HiIl? No oatneal used by the British, no oatneal used
by the Anericans," Jake went on. "D-Day? No nention of oatneal."

<Ckay, |'mready,> Tobias said.
"Let's do it, and then let's get out of this place," | said.

| focused nmy nmind on the bat. The bat DNA had cone froma comon brown
bat. Not a very big animal. Mre |like a nobuse with wings.

It was a strange sensation. | was shrinking. Probably. But | couldn't
see anything. So | couldn't see nyself getting smaller. Couldn't see any
of the changes.

In the absolute darkness | was left with just nmy sense of hearing.
heard things | seldomnoticed. | heard ny thick, human bones grindi ng
and suddenly squi shing as they went liquid. | heard a sound |like ny
stomach runbling fromhunger. Only it was the sound of nmy stomach and
all my internal organs shifting and noving. Sone organs shrank. Sone
basi cal | y di sappeared. Al

of it was happening inside ne at a point when | didn't even know if

| was five feet tall or five inches.

| reached with nmy hands to touch ny face and "see" how nuch |'d norphed.
But ny hands were restricted. They were weirdly jointed. And when |
noved them | heard a faint sound |ike |eather being fol ded.

| flapped nmy arnms. Yes, | had wi ngs. The paper-thin | eather of bat w ngs.
And then, | felt that nost vital of bat powers: | felt the echol ocation

| fired an ultrasonic blast. Sound waves pitched hi gher than any human
ear would ever hear. But | heard them They cane bouncing back to ne and
| heard every distorted, tw sted, shattered echo.

<Ch!> | said in amazenent. |'d been a bat only once before, and only for
a short tine. I'd forgotten the stunning array of infornmation that cones
from echol ocati ng.

It was as if |1'd been blind and all owed to see.

Not "see" the way hunmans see. But to see shapes, edges, openness, and



narrowness. | fired another burst and | "saw' the edges of a thousand
bats clustered above us. | saw their tiny, doglike faces and their big
feathery ears as they hung down with wi ngs fol ded denurely.

It was as if all the world were drawn with pen and i nk. Edges and
outlines, no hint of color. And

each picture was only a flash, only there as long as the echoes | asted.
Now t he others all began echol ocating, and | redoubled ny own efforts.

Yes! | could see the cave. A com c book drawing of a cave, thin lines
and thick ones.

| flapped my wings and lifted off heavily, rising fromthe floor of the
cave. | took a quick turn around, absolutely confident of where | was

flying.

<It's not quite |like seeing, but it beats being blind, > Cassie said,
sighing with relief.

| realized the others had been as stressed as | was by the utter darkness.
<To the Batnobile, Robin,> Marco said.

<How about if we just get out of this place?> Tobi as suggest ed.

<I'mwth that,> Jake said.

We flew. Through the cave, which wound and twi sted, always beneath
hangi ng bat stal actites, and above a carpet of bat-guano stal agnmtes.

| could feel the way out. | could feel the slight changes of air
pressure, the changes of tenperature that showed the way out. But then

<You guys feel that?> | asked.

<It's comng fromour left,> Ax said. <My echolocation is showi ng an
openi ng. But not an opening to the outside.>

<Ch, man,> | noaned. | could feel the near-
ness of the cave opening. But | could also feel this other exit. |
had a pretty good sense of where that second exit mght |ead.

<We could just go honme,> Jake said. He was offering us all a way out. Go
horme, forget about it for now He didn't want to "order" us to go on if
we weren't up for it.

Everyone in a group has a role to play. At least that's how it always
works out. My role was to say, "Let's do it. Let's go. That's what we
canme here for."

But | was tired. And 1'd had a really, really bad few days diggi ng down
to this stupid cave.

So | said, <Let's do it. That's what we canme here for.>

Sonetines it's hard to get out of a role once you' ve started playing the



part.

It was a vertical crack in solid rock. In places it was no nore than
ei ght inches wide. At its best it was a foot wi de.

Wth wing tips scraping the rock wall, we flew Through a world seen
only in echol ocating sketches, we flew.

<Cool! This is so Star Wars!> | said, genuinely enjoying it. <Remenber
when they're attacking the Death Star and ->

Suddenl y, the crack plunged downward. Down ten feet and then -
<Whoa ho! >

We blew out into a world of light! | could see again. People think bats
are. blind, but they're not. | could see a vast, open area
it with stadiumlights down bel ow us.

We fluttered in a circle at the top of a dome. The crack we'd entered
t hrough was high up, alnost at the very peak of the done. And down bel ow
us was the Yeerk pool

<Well,> Jake said, <we found our way into the Yeerk pool.>
<Yeah. Great,> Cassie said darkly. <Now what ?>

<Now we figure out howto get that oatneal in here and feed it to a
bunch of human-Controllers,> Tobias said.

<You know . . . maybe we don't have to give it to human-Controllers, >
Cassie said. <l don't know why it didn't occur to ne before. But it's
the Yeerk that can't resist the stuff, right? So why don't we dump it
right in the Yeerk poo! itself?>

<Wul d it work?> Tobi as wondered. <I thought all Yeerks ate was Kandrona
rays. Do they even have nout hs?>

<Yes, > Ax said. <Yeerks have mouths. O what hunmans woul d think of as
nout hs. Actually, if | remenber ny exo-biology classes, and sadly, |
soneti nes ->

<Fel | asleep,> 1 said. <Yeah, we know. You didn't |ike exo-biology class.>

<| didn't fall asleep,> Ax said, sounding injured. <i nerely let nmy mnd
wander, and becane very cal mand restful and not conpletely alert.>

<Did you snore when you got all calmand restful and not conpletely alert?>

<The point is, on occasion | would pay sone attention in class. And
bel i eve that Yeerks have sonething called osnbsis nodes. It's what they
use to absorb Kandrona rays, but they absorb other nutrients as well.
They absorb fromthe liquid of the Yeerk pool.>

<So if we dunp enough instant naple and ginger oatneal in this Yeerk
pool , they should absorb it, right?> Jake asked.



<Yes, Prince Jake. At least, | think so. Maybe.>

<Oh, good, | just love risking ny life for a "naybe, "> Marco said.
<Hey, > Tobi as said. <l| think we have company. Over there.>

| | ooked around. | saw two shiny steel balls. Each was about the size of
a beach ball. My echol ocation confirnmed their size. And they were noving
toward us through the air.

<Hunt er robots!> Ax yelled. <W shoul d | eave! >

<Why?> | asked

But at that very nonent, | had ny answer.

TSEEEEEWNWN TSEEEEEWNN TSEEEEEWAN

Three narrow Dracon beans fired fromthe

balls. |I felt a sharp pain in my right wing. | snelled sonething
burning. And when | |ooked, | saw a neat, round hole the size of a

quarter burned through the | eather of nmy w ng.

<Ckay, let's leave,> | said. | turned and headed for the crack, with al
t he others al ongsi de ne.

TSEEEEEWNN TSEEEEEWNN TSEEEEEVWNNY

<Aaar r gghh! >

Tobi as! He was hit. He was falling, tunbling downward, down to the Yeerk
pool below us. | had a weird flash of poor M. Edelnman falling, and then
down | went after Tobias.

Bats aren't all that fast in flight. Fortunately, Tobias had a | ot of
experience flying. He nanaged to use his one good wing to slow his fall

| caught himand grabbed with my tiny but strong little bat feet. Ax and
Jake were there in a flash and we fl apped nmadly, hauling hi m upward.

But the hunter robots were closing in on us.

TSEEEEEWNN TSEEEEEWNWN TSEEEEEVWNN

<Aaahhh! |'ve been hit!> Ax yelled. H's flying weakened. It was no
| onger even possible to get Tobias back up to the crack

<W're bats,> Tobias gasped. <l can hang. >

| realized what he was telling nme. If we could get himto the rocks, any
rocks, he could latch on and hang. Not exactly a solution, but the only
thing we could do.

Down swooped Jake, just in tinme. He slamed into us deliberately,
pushing us toward the sloping rock ceiling. Tobias scrabbled nmadly and
nmanaged to grab sonme rock with his feet.

The hunter robots canme on, alnost |eisurely. Mybe they had enough



intelligence to realize that they had us col d.
<Ax! Do those things have any weak points?> Marco yell ed.

Cassie and Marco had flown off through all this. | couldn't blanme them
But | had wondered

<Vi sual aimng system > Ax groaned. <A lens. Like a human canera |ens. >
<| see it,> Cassie yelled.

BONK!

BONK!

My echol ocation "saw' the tiny rocks go flying. They were |i ke bonbs

dr opped from di ve-bonbers. Cassie and Marco had each grabbed snal

rocks, dived toward the robots, and rel eased them

One nust have hit. One of the robots began to veer away like it was |ost.

But the other was just twenty feet away when it fired. | swept ny good
wi ng over Tobias, trying to shield him

TSEEEEEWNN TSEEEEEWNN

The Dracon beam burned the wing off. Clear off. | had a stunp of a
bat arm And | fell like a stone.

Down, down, down through the danp air

Down to the Yeerk pool

| fell

| saw Jake and Cassie cone for nme. But | knew. | knew they couldn't make it.
<Back off, you idiots!> 1 screaned. And then | hit.

SPUH- LOOSH!

| Ianded on ny back. It knocked the wind out of ne. | gasped for air
But | was under the surface.

| was in liquid the color of lead. But living, seething water. The
Yeer ks were everywhere! Al around ne.

| bobbed to the surface. | tried to fire ny echolocation, but the Iiquid
kept rolling over me in sluggish little swells.

I was in the Yeerk pool

That awful fact was |like an explosion in ny brain. They were
everywhere! Al around ne! They would get ne now. | couldn't escape.
fl apped nmy single sodden wing, but all | managed to do was churn the
water a little.



| started to call out to ny friends. But no. No. They would kil
t hensel ves trying to rescue nme. No.

Only . . . what if the Yeerks nmade ne a Controller? | would betray al
nmy friends. | wouldn't be able not to.

They can only nake you a Controller if you de-norph, | told nyself. They
can't do anything to a bat. Too small a brain for a Yeerk slug. Stay in
nor ph.

But then | began to notice sonmething. The Yeerks didn't seemto be
paying any attention to ne. It was |like they didn't even notice the
presence of a floundering bat.

Maybe they didn't.

Those hunter robots weren't there specifically to kill us. They mnust
have been progranmmed to attack any ani mal. The Yeerks were being
careful. They knew we'd infiltrated the Yeerk pool before. So they had
brought the Bio-scans to the entrances. And they had activated the
hunter robots. But a |ot of innocent aninmals nust have been fried over
tinme. Qther bats had probably wandered in

So | was probably not the first aninal to end up in the Yeerk poo
with a Dracon beam wound.

THUD.

A Yeerk bunped into ne.

| froze. Nothing

SLOOCP.

A Yeerk brushed agai nst nme. Not hi ng.

It hit me then. <Ch, nman. They're blind. They can't see when they're in
the pool. They can't see without using sone host's eyes. >

So how did they find their way back to their host when it was tine?
Smel | ? Sound? Sone ot her sense?

| | ooked up and saw the donmed rock roof so high up above. | |ooked for
ny friends, but | couldn't see them Maybe they were safe. Maybe not.

I f they had been taken prisoner | had to save them But | couldn't

t hought - speak. They'd probably assunme |I'd been badly injured. O worse.
If I called them they might be destroyed trying to save ne.

What should | do?

If the Yeerks couldn't see a bat, could they see a human? | coul d norph
to shark and go ranpagi ng through the pool, eating the vile slugs till
one of the Controllers on shore saw ny dorsal fin and burned ne.

There was a vaguely circular current in the pool



| was drifting around in a lazy semcircle. Coming closer and cl oser
to that evil steel pier where they dragged the hosts and thrust their
heads under the water to allow the Yeerks to re-enter

Under the pier! If | was going to denorph, that was the place.

Closer, closer | drifted. Closer, and | could hear the shouts. The
cries. The screans. The utter despair

“No! No! Let me go, you have no right! Let ne go, | have children who -

The voice was cut off. The wonman's head had been shoved brutally down
under the surface. And seconds |ater, she stood up, perfectly calm A
Controll er once nore.

| could see the pier clearly, although froma very |ow angle. Bored
Hork-Bajir-Controllers dragged unwi |l ling humans and unwilling Hork-Bajir
to the end of the pier, kicked their |legs out fromunder them and
thrust their heads into the pool

It was just a day's work for the Hork-Bajir. The threats and pl eadi ng
neant nothing. They'd heard it all before. Hundreds of tinmes. Thousands
and thousands of tinmes.

The idea of nmorphing to a shark and | ayi ng waste through the Yeerk poo
was starting to seembetter and better. How | hated the foul slugs that
surged and frolicked around ne.

But that would be a suicide mssion. Maybe there was still some way
to stay alive

The pier was comng closer. It was very |low, just inches above the water
surf ace.

What should | do?

Wel |, Rachel, | thought, you sure don't want to end your life as a
one-w nged bat.

| began to denorph
There, floating am dst the eneny, i began to energe back into human form
| was under the pier!

| reached, hoping | had sonething |like a hand. Rough, stubby fingers
scraped al ong the steel underside of the pier

| thrust a face that was hal f-human and hal f-bat up into the three
i nches of air space.

| could see up through the gaps in the steel planks. | saw Hork-Bajir
feet and the short Hork-Bajir tail go by overhead.

| saw human feet being dragged.

"Pl ease, no. Please, no. Please, no," the man whi npered.



| was larger now, a lot larger, so nore and nore Yeerk slugs were
bangi ng into ne or brushing past ne.

Ch, for ny hammerhead shark's razor teeth.

But that wasn't the way to survive

They human, | began to norph again.
| needed to be right at the end of the pier for it to work. | was going
to get very, very small. The distances had to be small, too.

| was going to do the one norph I'd sworn never to do again

| shrank. As | shrank | pulled nyself closer to the end of the pier
When ny arns becane usel ess, | paddl ed.

| shrank and shrank till the I ow roof of the pier over nmy head seened
mles away.

An extra set of legs extruded frommy mdriff.
Ant ennae shot from ny forehead.

My body was severely squeezed into three segnents. | was an hourgl ass
with a head.

My skin grew hard as fingernails. Just |ike a cockroach's

exoskel eton. But | was not norphing a roach. ! was going much, nuch
smal l er. A cockroach woul d be visible. A cockroach would be an el ephant
conpared to the aninmal | was becon ng

I was |l ess than an inch long and still shrinking. Becom ng the nost
terrifying animal | had ever becone.

| was becom ng an ant.

| fought ny way continually to the surface. | couldn't afford to be
trapped under the water. And soon, ny natural buoyancy and small size
kept me riding easily atop the swells.

| took a last | ook around with nmy fading eyes. | knew what was coni ng.
knew |'d be alnost blind. | needed to pick a direction and know where | was.

A huge pillar, fifty times as big as a redwood, |oonmed up in front of
ne. Right in front of ne.

My eyes went off |ike soneone had thrown a switch. | was nearly blind
More blind than a nmole. All | could see were vague, distorted |ines
bet ween dark and |ight. Shadows. But | knew where | was.

My six ant |egs splayed out. They pressed down on a rubbery surface -
the water. It was like trying to walk on a tranpoline. And ny |egs kept
poki ng t hrough the surface.

But nostly | could do it. | could walk on the water. O at | east



stand. Forward novenent was very difficult.

Fortunately, the water did that for ne. A swell canme along. | felt it
wel | up beneath ne, a vast, powerful wave that set me rocketing up and
up on its crest.

I was surfing the Yeerk pool

SPLUSH!
The wave crashed against the pylon. A steel wall |oonmed up before ne,
not hi ng but darkness to ny ant eyes. | grabbed. | set ny tiny claws

grabbing wildly, grabbing at anything solid.

And then the water fell away.beneath ne. | had grabbed the steel pylon
Tiny surface irregularities, the very grain of the netal itself, were
all | needed.

Up | raced. Up to escape the next swell.

It splashed. | felt the vibrations as the water hit the pylon. Felt the
air nove as it was displaced by the tiny, but huge-to-ne, upward surge.

The top of the water swept my back feet, but | had four nore legs firmy
attached, and | powered themwth all ny human wll.

| felt the ant's mndless, machine instincts. They woul dn't be any
trouble. | had norphed the ant before. | was prepared. Besides, the ant was
far fromanything famliar. Far fromthe world of snmell it inhabited

Up | went, clinbing and clinbing. A ways upward.

Ahead of ne | sensed warnth. Body warnth and the smells of a living
t hing. Sone poor creature, human or Hork-Bajir, or sone foul, vile
Taxxon, was bei ng reinfested.

| raced forward, hanging upside down as | ran. Grabbing the
encrustations and irregularities of the underside of the pier

Upsi de down, inches fromthe water, | ran and ran and didn't even sl ow
down when | found nyself no | onger on steel but on fabric.

Then, up and up! | felt nyself flying upward at an i nsane speed. But
still | clung to the ropes that were threads in a cotton shirt.
The host had been reinfested. | was on a Controller. | was on his shirt,

scuttling for cover beneath a danp coll ar
<Hah! Let's see the hunter robots find me here,> | said triunphantly.
I was alive. | had escaped fromthe Yeerk pool itself!

But | couldn't be elated. | didn't know what had happened to ny friends.
For all | knew, they had not nade it.

I was riding safe and secure, clutching to twisted cotton threads the
size of bridge cables.



<Cheap shirt,> 1 nuttered to no one. | could feel the roughness of the
fabric.

Eventually, | was going to have to junp. Hopefully, the person | was on
woul d go into one of the buildings. Hopefully, he was not going to head
strai ght back out of the Yeerk pool to the outside world.

| didn't want to | eave the place. Not yet. | had to find out what
had happened to the others.

| felt a breeze blowing across ne. | felt the fabric ripple. W were
wal ki ng. How fast, how far? No way to know.

Had the quality of the light changed? |npossible to say. | had to take a
shot in the dark. Had to guess.

| raced out fromunder the collar and headed uphill. | clinbed up onto
what | assuned was a shoul der.

Could I do this? Could ants junp? Only one way to find out. | ran out to
the end of the shoulder. | carefully released the grip of each of ny six
| egs. One by one. Then | crouched and pushed off.

| guess the novenent of the person who'd been carrying nme was enough to
nmake it work. | didn't so much junp as | rolled off the edge.

| fell! Forever. | swear it took ne ten seconds to hit the ground, and
inthat time | tunbled, totally out of control, nostly blind. | had no
way of knowi ng when | would hit. And even though | knew an ani mal as
small as an ant wouldn't be hurt by the fall, it was frightening.

POOVPF!

I hit. | rolled onto ny legs. Wiere was I? | felt around with ny
ant ennae. A snooth surface.

Okay. Fine. | was on a floor. Were | could easily be stepped on
Geat. Nowto find sonmeplace dark where | coul d denorph w t hout being seen

| raced across the floor, totally unaware of where | m ght be. Then
darkness. But what did it nean? Was it a different roon? O had | just
crawl ed under a cupboard or sonething?

| ran on for a while, making sure that the space | was in was |arge
enough. Then | began to denorph

It's a long, long way up fromthe ground going fromant to hunan. But ny
eyes didn't return till | was hal fway denorphed. | |ooked around. Dark
but not the dark of the cave. There was dim gray light here. It
outlined sharp edges and right angl es.

A storeroom There were boxes piled all around nme. They seened to be
nade of blue plastic. | |eaned against one as | finished returning to ny
own body.

Humman again! | | ooked around. My eyes had had plenty of time to adjust



to the gloom There was witing on sone of the boxes. But not any
al phabet I'd ever seen.

There was a square pad outlined in red, just an inch on each side.

"Well, why not?" | nmuttered. | pressed the pad. Instantly the top of the
box came | oose with a sound |ike a vacuum sea

breaki ng. It sounded |i ke when sonmeone opens a can of coffee.

| |ooked inside. Then | smled. | reached in and lifted out a hand-size
Dr acon beam

" Cool . "

The grip was weird. Designed for Hork-Bajir hands. But that was okay.
Right by nmy thunb there was a slide. It went up and down. "Power
settings," | decided. | had to use nmy mddle finger to reach the trigger
Sudden |ight!

A door opened. A Hork-Bajir warrior was framed there. He blinked once in
t he darkness.

| raised ny hand and squeezed the trigger
TSEEEWNNY
The Hork-Bajir dropped |like a sack of dirty |aundry.

| stepped over to him He was still breathing. | was breathing, too, in
ragged gasps.

"So, that was the | ow power setting," | said.
Then, "Wat's keepi ng you?"
A human voi ce! Fenmale. | ducked back into the darkness.

She stopped when she saw the Hork-Bajir stretched out on the floor. She
was just about to yell when .

TSEEEVWNANY

Down she went, sprawling right across the Hork-Bajir. She groaned once,
t hen passed out.

| |1 ooked at the Dracon beamin nmy hand. "Cool. Phasers on stun,
Captain."”

| took the wonan's shoes. As always, you can't norph shoes or bul ky
clothing. |I took her blazer, too. It wasn't a bad blazer. | checked the
| abel . "DKNY. Excellent. Alittle big for me, but okay."

| pulled ny hair back into a ponytail. The bl azer was | arge, the shoes
were half a size too small, and the glasses | took fromher face nade
the world seema little distorted around the edges. But all in all, it

wasn't a bad look. And | wanted to | ook good for ny first trip around
the Yeerk pool as a hunan



| stepped out of the storeroominto the office outside. No one there. A
second of fice outside that one. A man sat there. He was wearing a cotton
shirt with a collar. He'd been ny ride. Before he could turn around,
fired.

TSEEEEWNNNY

He crunpled in his chair and | ooked Iike he was asl eep. Wi ch, of
course, he was.

| slid the Dracon beaminto the pocket of the blazer. And then | stepped
out into the world of the Yeerk pool

I was slightly tense

I was wal ki ng around the Yeerk pool conplex, wearing sonmeone el se's coat
and shoes and gl asses. | was carrying a Dracon beam The snmart thing to
do woul d be to head for the nearest exit.

But | had to see if the others were okay. Wich neant searching the
entire conpl ex.

The Yeerk pool itself is a sort of pond. But all around it is a base,
wi th war ehouses, arnories, admnistration buildings, a notor pool, and a
cafeteria for each of the major species of Controllers.

It was al ways being enlarged. Around the edges were human construction
equi prent :

Caterpillar earthnmovers and backhoes and dunp trucks.

But the evil heart of the conplex was the Yeerk pool itself, and the
cages where hosts - human and Hork-Bajir - were kept. Some of them
shouted threats and obscenities. Qthers just sat wearily on the ground.
They were the creatures whose Yeerks were in the pool at the nonent.

There was a nicer area, alnost |ike a beach club, where "voluntary"
hosts hung out. Sorme humans. A | ot of Taxxons. Both areas were |arger
and busier than when |'d | ast been there. There had to be fifty or even
a hundred hosts in those cages.

Wait a minute, | thought. There are a lot nmore than a hundred Yeerks in
t he pool .

O course. Obviously, a lot of themwere Yeerks awaiting fresh hosts.

| considered. What woul d happen if | ainmed the Dracon beamright at the
pool and fired at maxi mum power ?

You' d never get the others back, that's what woul d happen.

A pair of Hork-Bajir marched by ne. | stiffened, but they had no
interest in ne. | was just another human-Controller as far as they were
concer ned.

Then anot her pair of Hork-Bajir cane by at a



run. | followed themw th ny eyes. There were other Hork-Bajir, al
rushing toward the edge of the Yeerk pool nearest the steel pier where
t hey unl oaded the Yeerks.

| drifted after them | had to |ook cool, calm No nmatter what. |
couldn't | ook out of place.

But what | saw, there in the center of a circle of Hork-Bajir, made ne
want to cry out.

Ax!

He was denorphed. Fully Andalite. And there were no less than thirty
Hork-Bajir warriors around him all with Dracon beans |evel ed.

An Andalite can al nost al ways beat one Hork-Bajir. Usually two. But not
thirty. Ax was trapped.

He seened calm O maybe just resigned.

| | ooked around for the others. |I didn't see them | rem nded nyself
they could be in any nunber of bodies. Probably they were okay. Probably.

| hoped he woul d notice ne. It mght encourage him But Ax was facing a
sea of angry, triunphant faces. He had a ot to | ook at.

Two big Hork-Bajir stepped forward and very carefully slapped a netallic
rope around his I egs and arns. Then, even nore carefully, they slid a
sort of sheath over Ax's deadly tail bl ade.

Once Ax was hel pl ess, they shoved himrudely onto his side and dragged
hi moff through the dirt.

"An Andalite! Here!" sonmeone said.
| glanced toward the voice. A distinguished-|ooking ol der woman.
"Yeah," | said. "I wonder if he was al one."

She snorted. "Andalite scum Al ways skul ki ng about, passing as sone sort
of animal or bug with their norphing technol ogy. They caught two ot hers.
O at least they think they did. A pair of bats." She grinned. "They
could just be bats, | suppose. But we'll find out soon. The Visser is
com ng." She laughed an evil, sonmewhat frightened |augh. "He'll find

t hem out. "

| tried to mimc her laugh. "Ch yes, the Visser will take care of the
Andal ite scum "

“I wish | could stay and watch," she said. "But | have to get back. M
host is a judge and there's an inportant case | nust prepare for."

She wal ked away. | nade a nental note of her face and occupation. | also
nade a note of the fact that she was lying. She didn't want to be
anywhere near Visser Three. Wich just proved she was smart. The Visser
had a tenper. And when the Visser got mad, heads always rolled. Literally.



So. Two bats and Ax. That |left two of us not accounted for. \Wiere woul d
t hey be keeping the bats?

Duh, Rachel The sane place they were draggi ng Ax.

| began to follow the drag marks. They led toward a | ow wi ndow ess
bui | di ng. There was a sign above the door. It was in lettering | didn't
recogni ze. But there was a feeling about the place. A bad feeling.

Should | rush in and try to save Ax and the other two? No, there was no
rush yet. Not hing woul d happen till Visser Three arrived.

<Ckay. How about Rachel ? Rachel ? Are you |i stening?>

It was Marco! | glanced around. But of course | couldn't see anything.
Marco coul d be in any kind of norph

<Rachel, it's ne, Marco. |If you can hear nme, Jake, Tobias, and Ax have
all been taken. I'mtrying to contact you and Cassie. Are you there? Can
you answer ?>

| could have cried fromfrustration. In ny own hunman body, | coul dn't
use thought-speak. It was a relief to know Marco was still free.
<No? Well, | hope you're okay. I'Il try again later.>

| had reached the door of the sinister building. Now what?

Suddenly, a commotion. A small knot of humans and one Hork-Bajir were
coming toward ne. O at |east toward the door

"l don't know how it got there!" a human voice wailed. "I'mtelling you
it's a mstake!l" She

was young. No nore than eighteen. She was scared but helpless in the
grip of the Hork-Bajir.

An ol der, male human-Controll er shook his head. "You can tell it to the
Visser. He'll be here soon."
“"No!" the young wonman gasped. "It's a huge m stake!"

“It's a mstake, all right," the man said. He reached into the backpack
the girl was carrying. He lifted out a small Rubbermaid container. He
shoved it in the girl's face. "What do you call this?"

"It's . . . it's just cereal. It's sonmething the humans call raisin
bran. Hunman bodi es need fiber in order to function properly, so -"

The man cut her off. He opened the Rubbernmaid and sniffed it. He held it
out for her to see. "No raisins. Don't |ecture ne about humans. |'ve
been in this host body for two years. And | know the snell of maple and
ginger. Fool. You're as stupid as the humans with their drugs. Never
thought |1'd see self-respecting Yeerks | ower thenselves to behaving |like
humans." He jerked his head. "Take her away."

The Hork-Bajir dragged the girl into the building. The ol der man handed
t he Rubbernmaid to another human-Controller. "Too nmany of our people



goi ng host - happy. These human hosts can
be insidious. Check this in with the contraband | ocker."

"They're running out of roomover there. They' ve taken in over two
hundred human pounds of this stuff."”

Two hundred pounds?
"Well, hello opportunity,” | whispered.

They kept the oatneal in nore of a shack than a building. It was

i ke one of those tin sheds that people put in their backyards to store
rakes and hoses and the | awn nower.

However, it was guarded by four very alert, very serious-|ooking Hork-Bajir

The shed was perhaps fifty feet fromthe edge of the Yeerk pool itself,
and just behind the "hunman" cafeteria.

| took a deep breath. Okay. Marco was free, but | didn't know where.
Jake, Tobias, and Ax were all prisoners, probably back in the security
bui | di ng. Cassie was sonewhere, and | had no i dea where or if she was
okay. | had to stifle an urge to cry at the thought of Cassie hurt.

Okay, now stick to business, | told nyself sharply. You're the only
one who can save them

In addition to everything else, |I knew Visser Three was on his way, Jake
and Tobi as were running short of norphing tinme, and there were two
hundred pounds of maple and gi nger oatneal sitting in a shed within
fifty feet of the pool

There had to be sone way to make all this work. | just had to step back
and see the big picture. Sonehow. But the truth is, I'mnot good at that
ki nd of thing. Jake sees "big pictures." So does Cassie, in a different
way. Me, | see what's right in front of ne. |I'm good at taking action.

Okay. First of all, whatever you're going to do, do it before Visser
Three gets here.

First priority was rescuing ny friends. | just needed tine to -
Scrrr EEEET! ScrrrEEEET! Scrrr EEEET

An alarm Flashing lights! Hork-Bajir running. Running toward the store
roomwhere |'d Dra-coned those peopl e.

Ch.

Okay, that was stupid. | should have realized they'd be found. Now the
Yeer ks woul d know t hey hadn't gotten all of us.

<One nore tinme. It's me, Marco. Calling Rachel. Cone on, Rachel. You're
starting to worry us all now. Were are you?>

THUMP! BUMP! Peopl e rushing all around
ne. Hurrying. A huge Taxxon slithered past, needle-legs flashing,
its big red, round nouth gasping at the air



VWhat had Marco said? You're starting to worry us all now? Us all? D d
that nmean he'd contacted all the others?

Sonmeone grabbed nme. "Wiat's the matter with you? Get to your action
station! There are nore Andalite scum anmpbng us!"

The man rel eased ne and ran about three feet. Then he stopped. | could
practically see the wheels turning in his head. He turned back to ne,
his face alive with suspicion

| stepped right up to himso no one would see the flash. | lifted the
Dracon beam and squeezed the trigger.

TSEEEWNNY

"“Ahhh!" The Dracon bl ast was too close. Sone of the energy bounced back
off the man and stunned nme. It was |ike grabbing a bare electrical wre
and jabbing it in ny stomach. | clutched nmy stomach and backed away.

Heads turned. Eyes narrowed.

"He's one of them " | yelled, pointing at the prostrate man. "He tried
to shoot ne with this!" | held up the Dracon beam as evi dence.

A crowd rushed forward, Hork-Bajir anong them They encircled the man as
| backed away and tried to becone invisible.

Scrrr EEEET! ScrrrEEEET! ScrrrEEEET
<Ch, Ra-chel,> Marco sang in nmy head. <Were are you?>

"Where's the girl who was just here?" | heard a voice yell fromthe
m dst of the crowd.

| turned and wal ked away. Walk, don't run, | told nyself.
“Well, find her!"

"Rachel !'" a voice hissed.

| swear | alnobst wet nyself. | reached for the Dracon beam
“It's just ne."

Cassi el She was suddenly right there in front of ne.
"Ch, man, am| glad to see you! How did you get here?"
"How did you get here?"

“"Never mind," | said. "I"'min trouble."

"I am so not surprised," she said.

"Cone on, we have to get away from here
her in on what | knew. Which wasn't nuch.

W wal ked away and | filled



"So, what do we do?" she asked.
"I was hoping you' d have sone ideas."
"Well, we'd better get Jake, Tobias, and Ax first."

"Yeah, but how? They're surrounded by Hork-Bajir on a high state of
alert. Visser Three's on his way."

| saw her glance at the Yeerk pool. "They're al nost hel pless in
their natural state, aren't they?"

Suddenly a | oudspeaker crackled to life. A blastingly |oud nessage in
sone | anguage neither of us spoke. And then, to ny amazenent, the top of
the done began to open up. It was just a circle, and fromthe filtered

quality of the Iight that came down | could tell it was the bottomof a
tunnel . It must have cut straight through some portion of the bat cave.
Fl oating down on jets of brilliant blue gasses cane a Bug fighter.

"Three guesses who that is," Cassie nuttered.
The Bug fighter bearing Visser Three floated down to a gentle |anding not
a hundred feet away.

| caught a glinpse of himas he stepped out. He | ooked |ike an ol der Ax.
But even though Visser Three had infested an Andalite body, there was no
m staking himfor a real Andalite. Not once you knew him There was a
darkness you couldn't see, but could definitely feel. A darkness
spreadi ng outward fromhimthat caused people to | ower their voices,
speak in whispers, and try to shrink inside their own skin

"Sone butt is going to get kicked," | predicted.

The Vi sser's thought-speak roar filled every

brain in the Yeerk pool. <Seal every exit! No one nove! Not a single
twitch, do you hear nme? | have secure troops com ng down. Until they
check you, no one noves. |f any of you see any novenent, destroy!
Destroy it! Do you understand me? | will not tolerate failure!>

Two nore Bug fighters were descending now. Visser Three was being
careful . He knew we coul d be anyone. He knew we coul d even theoretically
be in Hork-Bajir norph or Taxxon norph. He'd brought fresh Hork-Bajir
down from his Bl ade ship to begin checking us, one by one.

"W're toast," Cassie said, barely noving her |ips.

We were al ongside the building used to feed human-Controllers. W& were
partly bl ocked fromview, and al nbst everyone in the place was staring
strai ght ahead at Vi sser Three.

Still, there were two human-Control |l ers and a Taxxon behi nd us, where
they would see us if we noved.

"Into the cafeteria here," | whispered. "Conbat nobde. Get ready."



"Cet ready for... where did you get that?"

Cassie had seen ny Dracon beamas | drewit. | spun to face the Taxxon
"He noved! It's an AN-DALITE!" | screaned.

| squeezed the trigger.

TSEEEWWN Down went the Taxxon |ike a sack of pudding.

TSEEEWNWN Down went the first human-Controll er

TSEEEWWN Down went the second.

We were clear. For about three seconds. | ducked into the cafeteria and
was al ready starting to norph. The buil ding was enpty. Everyone was
outside, gaping in fear at their |eader

<Who's firing over there?> the Visser bellowed. <l said, freeze!>

Cassi e and | banged through fol ding chairs and sl ammed around tabl es
| oaded with interrupted neals.

"Back there!" | yelled, pointing to a door. | yanked it open. A food pantry.

And there, sitting calmy atop a crate of canned m nestrone and enj oyi ng
a banana, sat a gorilla.

"Marco?"

<No, sone other gorilla,> he said. <l've been trying to contact you two
for ->

"Sone other tine!" | yelled. "Hold this! I'mmnorphing!" | tossed himthe
Dracon beam

<Cool ! >

"Visser Three is here. Jake, Tobias, and Ax are surrounded by
Hork-Bajir, and there are two hundred pounds of oatneal in a shed!"

The gorilla blinked. <You have sone brilliant yet probably suicida
i dea, Xena?>

"No. "
<What are you nor phi ng?>

"izzly bear. It's butt-kicking tinme!"

"No, wait!" Cassie said. "The stupid oatneal! That's the key. If that
was in the pool, they'd all go nuts. At least it would be a huge

di straction."

"W have to get out the front door of this place, around the buil ding,
back to the shed where they store it. A long way."

Marco nodded, like a wise gorilla. <Doesn't that nmean it's right back



here?> He pointed through the wall.

| smiled. "Cone to think of it, it would be a lot shorter trip if we
went through the wall."

"Through the wall. Then through the two Hork-Bajir guarding the oatneal.
Then what ?" Cassi e asked.

"Then ..." | began. | sighed. "I don't know "
<Good pl an, > Marco said.
"Let's-" | began.

Marco held up one nmassive, |eathery paw. <No, no. My turn,> he said
<Al right, let's do it!>

| began to norph the grizzly bear. But then |I stopped. W needed
raw power. Truck-style power.

“"You guys may get a little cranped,"” | warned. "l'm gonna get big."
| began to norph the el ephant.

It's funny with norphing. It's |like choosing your weapons in an old-tinme
duel. In the old days two guys would insult each other, then they would
arrange through their friends to "settle" the matter. The person who was
chal | enged woul d get his choi ce of weapons. They'd go off early one
norning, very civilized, with all the proper cerenony, and sword fi ght
or shoot each other

Pretty nuch Iike sone people do today, only nowadays the duelists
al ways seemto slaughter sone innocent bystanders.

But that's a little of what it's like. | was going into battle. Wich
weapon should | use? | liked the bear because it was so utterly powerful
and destructive. But in this case, the el ephant norph was the proper
weapon. And just like with one of those old-tinme, early-norning duels,
had plenty of tine to think about being scared.

| began to change. | began to get large. My |l egs thickened to becone
t el ephone poles. My arns thickened even nore and the wei ght of them nade
ne fall forward

My fingers and toes di sappeared, |eaving behind only thick, bony nails.
| realized | could see sonething flapping around ny head. Flapping |like
soneone shaking a sheet out of the dryer. It was ny ears, growing thin
and huge.

My face bul ged outward. It was as if soneone were blow ng nmy head up
like a balloon. My eyes noved apart, spreading farther and farther
blurring my vision. My nose nelted with ny upper |ip and began to grow
i ke sone nightmare Pinoc-chio. It grewtill it wasn't a nose anynore,
but a rope, a cable, a massive octopus tentacle so strong | could rip
trees out of the ground.

| was nonstrous, towering huge above Marco, and Cassie in her wolf



nmor ph. My back pressed
agai nst the roof. My sides shoved crates and boxes aside

<Marco, look out!> 1 yelled and Marco dropped the Dracon beamtrying to
get out of the way. Because at that nonent, nmy teeth ground and cracked
and suddenly sprouted. Qut, out, out fromny nouth they grew, formng
two |l ong, curved tusks.

If Marco had stayed where he was, he'd have been i npal ed.

<Marco, get the Dracon beam You dropped it. Your fingers are the only
ones that can work it.>

<Dropped it where? Under you? Geat.> He crawl ed awkwardly beneath ny
bul gi ng gray stomach and enmerged with the Dracon beamin his fist.

<Ckay,> | said. <Right for the oatneal shed, no stopping. Ready?>
<Ready, > Cassi e sai d.

<You know, Jake was right. You just never hear about oatneal being
involved in any of the great battles of history,> Marco observed.

<Yeah, whatever,> | said tersely. <Cone on.>

| didn't have to do nuch to go through the back wall of the pantry we
were in. | just |leaned forward and pushed nmy head against the wall. M
head al one wei ghed nore than half a ton. It was a serious battering ram

Crrrrr-UNCH Crunch! Scree- UNCH

Down cane the wall. Down cane half the roof on ny back. Qut we
barrel ed, an el ephant, a wolf, and a | unbering gorilla.

The shed was thirty feet away. No nore. Not even two body |engths for
ne. One, two, three steps and | was there!

The two Hork-Bajir yelled and al nost ran, but then held their ground. |
had to admre that. Go to the zoo sone tinme. Take a good, |ong | ook at

an African el ephant, and inmagine that thing charging for you. See how

long you'd want to stand there.

SLASH!

A lightning-quick swipe with an armblade, and | had a bright red |line
inny trunk. It was just a shallow cut, but it hurt.

"Hhhhr r r oooooREEEE- Unh! " | screaned.

| kept nmy speed, and plowed straight into the Hork-Bajir. Ten thousand
pounds of fast-noving el ephant.

The brave Hork-Bajir-Controller was out of the fight.
No time to stop. | saw Marco and Cassie take down the other Hork-Bajir

<Two nore Hork-Bajir com ng!> Cassie yelled



| backed up a few feet and slamed forward. | hit the shed with nmy head.
VVHAM

The four walls of the shed literally bl ew outward.

Li ke soneone had set off a bonb inside it. The walls burst

outward fromthe inpact. The roof fell and then slid aside.

A blue barrel, like a beer keg, rolled away. A piece of debris stopped
it. There were five other barrels, all standing there in a group

<The oatneal !> | said.
<The instant mapl e and gi nger oatneal!> Marco corrected gleefully.
<CGet them > a huge, thought-speak voice roared. The voice of Visser Three.

| turned ny head to | ook. An entire army of Hork-Bajir, Taxxons, and
human- Control l ers was rushing for us. There was no way out. No way at all

And there, in the mdst of the onrushing arny, was Visser Three.

| wrapped nmy trunk around one of the barrels of confiscated oatneal.
lifted it up like a feather. | saw the closest Hork-Bajir hesitate.

| threw the barrel in a high arc. It landed with a big, soggy spl ash,
right in the mddle of the Yeerk pool

<It's not sinking!> Cassie cried.
<Marco. Point the Dracon beam at the barrel. Now >

The big gorilla raised his mghty armand ai med the Dracon beam at the
barr el

<Your nove, Visser,> | said.

<Stop!> that awful voice roared.

And every living thing stopped. They barely breathed. Hork-Bajir stood
poised as if they'd been frozen. Wen the Visser said "stop," you

st opped. Peri od.

He came forward, pushing human and Hork-Bajir and Taxxon aside. He canme
forward till nothing separated himfromus except a shield of three
straining, awkwardly frozen Hork-Bajir and a tw tchi ng Taxxon

H's Andalite stalk eyes swept fromside to side, sizing up the
situation. H's nmain eyes |ooked right at ne.

<There's nothing in that barrel but garbage.>
<Then you won't mind if nmy friend fires and blows it up.>

It was al ways deadly dangerous talking to Visser Three. In addition to
an Andalite's body, he had an Andalite m nd under his evil control. He



m ght figure out that I was not an Andalite in norph, but a human

He | aughed. Not a nice | augh. <There are perhaps a thousand Yeerks in
that pool. The ... the product in that barrel mght affect half of them
before we could get it cleared up. Five hundred Yeerks. >

He paused to consider. <And against that, | suppose you want your fell ow
terrorists released and a chance to escape. >

<Exactly, > | said.
Marco still held the Dracon beam ainmed at the wall owi ng barrel.
<Then 1'd better give you ny answer,> Visser Three said with silky nenace.

Before he could say it, | knew. 1'd seen it in his eyes. In his body
| anguage.

He was witing off five hundred of his own people. Condemming themto
nmadness. He didn't care. It would be a setback, but that was all. Beyond
that, he didn't care.

Vi sser Three cared for nothing.

Oh, wait. Visser Three did care about one thing.

No time to think. No tine to plan. | surged forward suddenly, just
as Visser Three was saying, <Destroy them->

| surged ny five tons forward, trunk outstretched.

Vi sser Three | eaped back. Right into a Taxxon who was fol |l owi ng orders
by freezing.

| plowed through the Hork-Bajir and reached for the Visser. My trunk
went around his upper body.

FWAPP! Hi s Andalite tail sl ashed!
M ssl!

| squeezed ny trunk, flexed the nuscles in nmy neck and shoul ders, and up
went the Visser. | yanked himup off the ground.

FWAPP! He sl ashed again, and this tinme | bellowed in pain. The bl ade had
hit the side of ny face. It nearly cut right through one eye. The agony
was unbear abl e.

But | couldn't hesitate.

| lifted the Visser high in the air. | heaved him just as he slashed again

Through the air he flew
PAH- LOOOSH!

Vi sser Three hit the Yeerk pool



| was reeling in pain. Pain like nothing I'd ever inmagined.

<0h, no, Rachel!> Cassie cried.

| ignored her. No tinme for pain. No time. | had

to play this out. Fortunately, | know just a little about Andalite
physi ol ogy. See, they eat and drink through their hooves. R ght now the
Vi sser was absorbing the water of the Yeerk pool.

| glared with my one remaining eye at the Visser, floundering in the pool
<Now do you care if we blow up that barrel ?> | asked him <Now do you care?>
It turned out yes, yes, he cared. Visser Three woul d sacrifice

hundreds of his fellow Yeerks to the oatneal madness. After all, it was
war, and sacrifices had to be nmade soneti nes.

But those sacrifices obviously did not include him

| kicked the rest of the barrels into the pool, just so Marco couldn't
possi bly m ss. Then Cassie went off to free the others. The Hork-Bajir
t he Taxxons, and the human-Controllers were still busy being very, very
still. If any of themhad shown initiative, they could have probably

taken us out. They mi ght well have been able to get Marco before he
could hit one of the barrels.

But you know what? Terrified underlings never
show initiative. The Yeerks there nmay have hated us. But they were
terrified of Visser Three.

We freed Jake, Tobias, and Ax. Then we headed, very carefully, for one
of the exits. W clinbed the stairs backward, with Marco pointing the
Dracon beamthe whol e way up

Only because of Tobias did we see what happened next. Hi dden behind ny
nmassi ve, pai n-w acked bul k, he denorphed. Hal fway up that intermnable
stai rway, he resuned hawk shape. And it was his hawk vision that saw

<He's norphing! The Visser. He's hal fway norphed! >

<He's getting out of his Andalite shape, taking on sone formthat won't
absorb the water, > Jake said. <Then the stupid oatneal won't bother him
He'll cone for us!>

<How far along is he?> Ax demanded.

<Can't tell,> Tobias cried. <He's going under! He's subnerging!>

| glanced up the stairs. Along way still to go. And | was weak from ny
injuries. Yet | couldn't denorph and reveal that ny true shape was
human. Plenty of tine for Visser Three to cone popping up out of the
water in one of his vile, alien norphs and conme for us.

We were weak and exposed on the stairs. | was practically out of the
fight. Jake was still a bat. No way to win if he managed to cone after us.



<Mbarco has to shoot,> 1 said. | |ooked at Cassie and Tobias to see
if either of them would object.

<He's not | eaving us any choice,> Tobias said grimy. He hopped over to
sit on Marco's shoul der. <You're aining high,> he said. <A hair |ower.
Lower . . . firel>

TSEEEWNNY

Far down bel ow us, one of the floating barrels went, POOVPF

A gray substance |ike confetti exploded out and settled in the water.
<That shoul d keep them busy, > Tobi as said. <Let's bail!>

It was pandenoni um down in the Yeerk pool. Hork-Bajir and humans and
Taxxons all rushing around, trying to haul their Visser out of the
water. Trying to scoop up the madness-induci ng oatneal before it could

di ssol ve conpl etely.

Then | fell over. | didn't waver or stagger. | just fell over. Five tons
of saggi ng el ephant flesh splayed out across a dozen stone steps.

<Denor ph! > Jake yel |l ed at once.

Cassi e rushed over, helpless to do nuch with her wolf paws. <It's the
| oss of bl ood! She's passing out. Rachel, you have to denorph. >

<He's up!> Tobias yelled. <He's out of the water. Ch, man! Wat the ..
Ax, what is that thing?>

<| don't know,> Ax admtted. <lIt's no creature |'ve ever seen
before. But it |ooks extrenely dangerous. >

| was denorphing as fast as | could. <You guys get going! |I'll catch up!>
<Yeah, right, Rachel,> Cassie said.

<It's like sone kind of pterodactyl al nost,> Jake said. <like one of
those flying dinosaurs. Only it's covered in quills all over its back.>

Jake was denorphing. | was denorphing. Too slowy.

<All we have is a nonkey and a wolf!> | yelled. <You guys run! You can
pi ck up Jake and run!>

<A nonkey?> Marco said archly. <You know, | alnobst could run off and
| eave you. >

<You have nore than a gorilla and a wol f,> Ax said calmy. <You have an
Andalite. >

| was shrinking all the while. And as | becane | ess el ephant and nore
human, the pain began to dimnish. | could feel strength returning. But
| was still so tired. Could I norph again?

<| have to report there are Hork-Bajir com ng down the stairs toward



us,> Ax said. He was the only one of us who' d been | ooking in that
direction. It helped to have four eyes.

"Great," Jake snapped, human again. "W're trapped. And here he cones!"
| turned ny now human head toward the

sound of vast, |leathery wings. | saw sonething that m ght have been

a winged porcupine, only the quills were each five feet long. Its head
was el ongated forward and back. The beak itself was another five feet.

It flewslowy, with great effort, but it was comng closer. My heart
sank. Had he seen us in our human bodies?

| turned ny head to | ook back up the stairs. The Hork-Bajir were a
hundred feet away, pounding down on us. W were trapped. No tinme to
nor ph, even. Trapped!

The stairway entered solid rock and earth just ten feet upward. The
Visser's nonster wouldn't be able to fly in there. But if we ascended
that far, we'd run right into the Hork-Bajir

| | ooked to Cassie, ny best friend. | guess | wanted to say sonething
neani ngf ul .

And that's when it hit nme. "G ve ne the Dracon beam"”

“"I't's not gonna stop that . . . that thing. It's arnored all over.
Nothing will stop that thing."

| didn't have tine to argue. | snatched the Dracon beam from Marco. |
turned and plowed up the stairs, right for the Hork-Bajir

"Fol | ow ne!"
"“But - "
"Just come on!"

Up we ran. The distance between us and the
Hork-Bajir closed at a startling rate. The nonster was com ng on fast.

"Everyone down! Cover your heads! Mle!" | screamed. "MOLE!" And |

rai sed the Dracon beam straight up. Aimed it at point-blank range right
up at the hanging rock and dirt roof.

| thunbed the power switch and squeezed the trigger

And the entire world fell down on ne.

| wasn't crushed by a rock. | was glad for that. | was snmashed and
banged up pretty good. And oh, was | scared.

Buried alive!

It had actually happened. |1'd even nmade it happen. Buried alive under
rock and dirt and struggling Hork-Bajir



But what can you do when you're buried alive? You can either sit there
screaming in blind, idiot panic. O you can dig your way out. At |east,
if you're a nole you can.

I was worried about Cassie and Marco. They'd both still been in norph
so they had an extra phase to pass through before they coul d becone

nol es agai n.

But wolves and gorillas aren't easy to kill. We all norphed and dug
our |onely tunnels upward.

It took a long tine. | had to stop and hol | ow out enough space to
denorph to human so | didn't end up trapped in nole norph. Tal k about
wanting to scream

But on the second round | energed into the bat cave.

It took another hour for all of us to get there. W'd neet up in the
absol ute darkness, one by one, then in a snmall, edgy, worried group

Tobias was the last to arrive.
"You scared us to death! Wiere have you been?" | yelled at him

<I was worried about you, too, Rachel,> he said, with a smle in his
silent voice.

Finally we norphed into our bat shapes. Exhausted beyond all belief. |
could have just lain down there in the eternal darkness and slept for a
week.

And then, just as we were echol ocating around, |ooking for the exit, the
strangest thing happened. The entire cave cane alive.

In a slownmotion rush all the bats began to drop their grip on the rock
roof . They dropped, opened their wings, fired their echol ocati on sounds,
and took off.

<Must be sundown, > Cassi e sai d.

<Yeah, but sundown of which day?> | nuttered.

We expl oded fromthe cave. Maybe a hundred thousand bats. Maybe a
mllion. Who can count that nany bats?

We headed for hone, too exhausted even to make dunb jokes or |augh or be
happy we had survi ved.

But as tired as | was, there was one thing | wanted to do.

Maybe | have a soft spot for lunatics. After all, if | ever told anyone
what ny life was like, 1'd be in a rubber roomso fast |'d get whiplash.

When | was done, | flew honme and denorphed in nmy room

| went downstairs as calmy as if |I'd never left.



"Wher e EXACTLY have you been all day, young | ady?" ny nother demanded.
But just then the phone rang. My nomtook the call. She listened and
kept saying, "Wat?" She said "what?" about nine tinmes, each tine | ouder
than the time before.

Then she sat down and stared at Sarah and Jordan and ne.

"What is it?" | asked.

“"I't's ny client. Poor M. Edelman." She shook her head |ike she was
trying to clear sonething away. "He escaped fromthe institution."

"The nut house?" Jordan asked.

"He's gone. Ran away. But what's bizarre is how it happened. They're
claimng a grizzly bear

cal My wal ked in, knocked the doors down, and told the man ... in

sone kind of psychic way ... | nean, you have to envision a talking
grizzly bear ... a psychic talking bear. . . told the man . . ." She
checked the notes she'd witten down. "Told himto | eave, get out, but
not to do anything dunb like trying to hurt hinmself because . . . the
bear. . . had had a really lousy day and didn't want to have to save him
again."

Jordan and Sarah stared at nmy nother |ike she was crazy.

"Hey, |I'mnot the one who clains to have seen all this," nmy nother said
def ensi vel y.

| shrugged. "Bunch of nuts," | said disms-sively. "I nmean, conme on. A
grizzly bear. Right."

It wasn't much. | couldn't really help M. Edel man. No one coul d. But
sone of the tine his own, human mind was in charge. And during those
tines, in between the nmad ravings of the Yeerk, | wanted himto be free.

The doorbel |l rang.

"It's MAR-CO " Jordan sang. She thinks he's cute.

"Tell himto go away," | yelled back. "I"'mtired."

Jordan reappeared a few nonents later. She was carrying a huge stack of
smal | boxes. "Your friend MAR-co says his dad is making himget rid of

all this stuff."”

She dunped the boxes of maple and ginger oatneal all over the
ki tchen table.

That was the end of the first and only great battle ever to invol ve oatneal.
And, by the way, if you ever see sone poor, mad, deranged gentl| eman

wandering the streets and raving away about things that live in his head
well, if you can handle it, give the man your spare change.



