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For M chael
My name is Rachel. | won't tell you
nmy | ast nane. None of us will ever tell you our |ast

nanmes. \Wenever | do use a last nane, it's a
fake. Sorry, but that's the way it has to be. And
we won't tell you the name of our town, or our
school, or even what state we are in. If |
told you ny last name, the Yeerks would be able to find
nmy friends and me. And if they ever find us, it will be the
end.

They might kill us. O worse.

Yes, there really is sonething worse than death.
|'"ve seen it. I've heard the cries of
despair fromthose dooned to be slaves of the Yeerks.
I've watched as the evil gray slugs withe and
squeeze in through the ear and take over what was a
free human bei ng.

There are five of us. Just five: Jake,
Cassi e, Marco, Tobias, and nme. Marco
cane up with a name for us, for what we are now. He
call ed us

Ani nor phs.
| guess that's as good a nane as any for what we
are. Mostly, | still just feel like a nor nmal kid,

you know? But | guess normal kids don't turn



into el ephants or bald eagles. And nornal
kids don't spend their free time fighting to save the
world fromthe nightmares called Yeerks.

That day, the sun was bright. It warned the earth
bel ow us. Warmair rose in an invisible bub ble,

a thermal. The thermal pushed up beneath our wi ngs and we
circled higher and higher and higher, till it al npst
seemed we coul d touch space.

Sonewhere up there in cold space, up in orbit,
was the Yeerk nother ship. Perhaps right over our heads.

The Yeerks were parasites. In their natura
state they were just big slugs who lived in a sludgy
pond called a Yeerk pool. But the Yeerks have the
power to take over other bodies. They have ensl aved
many races throughout the galaxy -- the Taxxons, the
Hork-Bajir, and others. And now they had cone
to Earth, | ooking for nore bodies to control

VWho was there to try and stop then? Well, off
in space, there were the Andalites. But the An
dalites were far away, and it would take thema | ong
time to come to rescue the people of Earth.

On Earth, no one knew of the Yeerks. No one
but five kids who were having fun being birds and
riding the thermals.

| 1 ooked over at ny friends. Sonme were a little way
bel ow, some were higher up. Jake was flap ping his w ngs
alittle nore than the rest of us. He had adopted a
fal con nmorph. Fal cons don't soar quite as
wel | as hawks or eagl es.

Tobi as was the snoot hest flyer. That was partly because
red-tail ed hawks are natural acrobats.

Partly it was because Tobias had nuch nore practice
flying than the rest of us.

Too nuch practice

| ess-than Okay, Tobias, you were right. This
is the coolest thing in the worl deagreater-than | said.

| ess-than Want to try a dive? It's
amazi ngeagr eat er-than he said.

| wasn't exactly sure that | wanted
to dive, but what could | say? | don't usually
turn down a challenge. So | said, |ess-than
Sure. greater-than

| ess-than Fol |l ow ne. greater-than

Tobi as bent his w ngs back and pl unmeted toward
the ground like a bullet.

| tucked nmy wi ngs back and went after him

The ground came rushing up at ne.

I was falling! Falling, with nothing at all to stop
me fromsplatting right into the ground!

It was |ike a nightmare.

We were going like sixty nmiles an hour, as fast
as a speeding car. Sixty mles an hour, aimng
right for the ground.

But even though it was scary, it was al so way
cool .

Forget surfing. Forget skateboarding. Forget
snowboar di ng. You haven't had a thrill till you've
ridden the thermals a mle into the air and then gone
hurtling strai ght down at maxi num speed.

Air streamed past, just |like when you open the car w ndow



and you're going really fast. It was like being in the mddle
of a hurricane. The | eadi ng edge of my w ngs was
battered and vi brating. | felt ny tail making
dozens of tiny adjustnments, noving a single feather
one way or the other to keep ne pointed straight.
But one wong nove and | could have tunbl ed end over
end. At this speed, if | suddenly tunbled
feared | could break a wing. A broken wing this high
up was a death sentence.

| ess-than Tobias! | just realized sonething.
greater-than

| ess-than What 8greater-than

| ess-than This isn't |ike being an el ephant.
If I got in trouble as an el ephant | could
nor ph back to my human body. But |I'ma |ong
way up. If | norphed back to my human
body . . . greater-than I didn't finish the
sentence. But | suddenly had this vision of ne,

real ne,
Rachel , dropping |ike a stone toward the hard ground
bel ow.

| guess Tobias could sense the fear that was
building in me.

| ess-than Let the eagle do the
flyi ngeagreat er-than Tobi as advi sed. |ess-than
Rel ax and let the eagle's mind do the thinking. She
knows what she's doing. greater-than

| ess-than I'mglad one of us
doeseagreater-than | said nervously. It's strange
when you're in a norph. You have the animal's brain
inwth your owmn. Usually you can control that ani mal
intelligence. But not always. And sonetines you have to |earn
to let go, to let the aninmal take charge

| relaxed. Instantly the vibration | essened.
| felt nore stable. The eagle was in charge and
Tobi as was right: The eagle knew how to fly.

Then, to ny amazenent, | saw sonething go zi pping
right past us, faster than either me or To bias. It was
Jake. Hi s peregrine falcon's smaller w ngs
made it harder for himto float on the thermals . But
t hose same wi ngs nade hi munbelievably fast in
diving. It was alnost like Tobias and | were standing still.
| ess-than Yaaaaaah ha haff greater-than
Jake yelled in our heads.

I would have snmiled, if I'd had a nouth. Jake
is like ne. He loves excitenent and adventure and
being a little crazy. Maybe we're so alike because
we' re cousins.

Also, we're both a little conpetitive, | guess.

It bothered me that he was a faster diver than I

was. Just like it bothered himthat | could soar better
| guess that sounds ridicul ous, huh?

Zzzziiinnnngggg!

Sonet hi ng went right by ny head.

| ess-than You hear t8greater-than Tobi as
asked.

| ess-than Yeah, | sure dideagreater-than
sai d. | ess-than Wiat was x8greater-than

| ess-than |ike don't know. greater-than



Instinctively, | pulled up out of the dive,
strain ing every nuscle in my wings as | opened them
and felt the shock of wind resistance. It was |ike opening
a parachute.

The rest followed ny lead. W were still a few
t housand feet up, but much closer to the ground than we
had been.
Zziiiinnnnngggg!

| felt something go right through my tai
f eat hers.

| ess-than Hey, someone down there is shooting at
uffgreater-than | said.

| ess-than |ike can see theneagreater-than Cassie
sai d. She and Marco had joined up with us. They had
bot h norphed the sane osprey. It was hard to tel
t hem apart because you can't really tel
wher e
t hought - speech cones from |ess-than Two guys, over
in the woods. They have a rifle. greater-than

| ess-than like can't believe thffgreater-than | was
really mad. less-than I'm
an endangered species. |'ma bald eagl e!
What's the matter with those creeps8greater-than

| ess-than He's getting ready to shoot
ageagreater-than Marco reported. less-than |ike can
see himtaking aim greater-than

| ess-than As soon as you see the flash of the
rifle, dodge hard rightffgreater-than | yelled.

A normal eagle or hawk or falcon would not
have been able to figure that out. But we weren't just

raptors. We still had our human intelligence.
There are tinmes to let the animal take over. There
are other tines when that superior human intelli gence

cones in handy.

| ess-than There! They firedffgreater-than Jake
yel | ed.

Instantly | turned a sharp right. The bull et
went whi zzi ng by harnl essly.

| ess-than You know what? | don't think I |ike
t hose guyseagreater-than Tobi as said.

Tobi as has special reasons for disliking
anyone who woul d shoot at a bird.

| ess-than Me nei eagreater-than | agreed.
| ess-than |i ke have an idea. greater-than

| expl ained what | wanted to do and the five of us
flew of f, out of range of the shooters. Wien we were
far enough away, we went into a steep dive, down,
down, faster and faster toward the trees.

| thought | was scared, diving from hi gh up. Now
| was diving at lower altitude, aimng d
rectly at the trees. This was a whol e new | evel
of terror. Wth my eagle's eyes | could see the
bark on the trees. | could see
ants
on the bark of the trees. It was |like those trees were right
in front of us.

| hoped the eagle knew when to pull out of the
dive. If | slamed into one of those trees at
sixty mles an hour, | was Spam

Then, at just the right split second, like a



perfectly trained squadron of fighter jets, we
opened our w ngs and swooshed into the trees.
Unbel i evabl e!
| ess-than Ah haaaahf f great er-t han
| heard Marco yell. less-than like don't know
if that was fun or just insaneffgreater-than
It was |ike sone video-gane nightmare. W kept
nost of the speed fromthe dive and now we were zooning through
the trees so fast that tree trunks were just a brown
bl ur all around us.
Tree! Bank l|eft.
Tree! Bank right.
Tr ee!
Dozens of feathers nmade the slightest individua
adjustrments. Muscles in nmy wings trimed the
angle of attack a mllineter one way, a
mllinmeter back.
Tree! Tree! Treetreetreetreetree!
| ess-t han Yaaaaaaaaahf f great er-t han
| yelled, half fromterror and half fromthe total
out-of-control thrill of it.
In and out. Around and through. Zoom
ZO0M
Suddenly, there they were, just ahead in a
clearing. Two teenage creeps sitting in the back
of a pickup truck. One guy had a bl ond

ponyt ail .
The ot her one wore a baseball cap. They were a
hundred yards away, |ike being all the way down a

football field, but ny eagle eyes were so good
I could count their eyel ashes.

The guy with the ponytail had the rifle. The other
guy was drinking a beer. They were still scanning the
ski es, looking for us.

Guess what, nmorons? | thought as we raced
at them We're not up
there
anynore. W're right here

In ...

Your .

FACE!

Thi s

ey didn't even have enough time to | ook surprised before
we struck.

As a bald eagle, | was the biggest of the five of

us. | could carry the heaviest |oad.

| raked ny talons forward.

| opened t hem wi de.

"Tsseeeeeer!"

Tobi as's hawk |l et | oose an intimdating

shri ek.

My talons hit the gun barrel and closed on it.

Tobi as sl ashed the ponytail guy's head with his

own talons. Ponytail shouted in pain and

surprise and | oosened his grip on the rifle.

"Hey!" the second guy yell ed.

Zooml

| was out of there with the rifle in ny

t al ons.

Wth the additional weight of the rifle, it was a struggle



getting any altitude.

"That bird has your gun, Chester! And that other
one stole ny beer!"

| gl anced over and saw Marco. At |east
think it was Marco. He had the beer can in his
tal ons, hal f-crunpl ed

| ess-than They're way too young to be
dri nki ngeagreater-than Marco said in his nost parent-Iike
Voi ce.

| heard the ponytail guy conplai ni ng down bel ow.
"That ain't right. It ain't right that no bird should
take ny rifle like that."

| caught a little breeze and gai ned just enough
altitude to get above the trees. But | was
having a hard tinme. My wings were beating the still, dead
air of the woods and not getting very much lift. |
scraped the top of a tall pine tree and energed from
the woods. Still flapping hard to carry the weight of the
rifle, I made it out to ward the beach, over the | ow
cliffs at the water's edge.

The bl essed thermals were there. They lifted nme up
up and out over the water. | relaxed, letting the
warm wi nd carry e higher

| dropped the rifle about a nile out in the
ocean. | figured any jerk who would shoot at a
bal d eagle didn't need a gun. Marco
dropped the beer with anmazing precision right into a trash
barrel. He | ooked as proud as he woul d have if
he'd just thrown the wi nning basket in the NBA
chanpi onshi p.

| ess-than It's been al nbst two
hour seagreat er-than Cassie warned us as we lazily
drifted back toward shore.

Two hours is the time limt. If you stay in a
nmorph for nore than two hours, you're trapped.

For ever.

There's an old, run-down church no one uses
anynore not far fromthe beach. It has a bell tower,
al t hough the bell is gone. W flew there.
That's where we had started from Qur clothes and shoes were

still piled there.
Four pairs of shoes for the five of us.
Cassie, still in her osprey body, peered down

at her watch lying on the floor. |ess-than

Good. An hour and a half. W should try never

to go over an hour and a half. greater-than
We began to norph back into our human

bodi es.
Mor phi ng takes concentration. When you're going from
human to aninmal, it's harder. You really have
to focus. But going back to human is easier
| focused on nmy human self. | forned a
pic ture of nyself inmy mnd -- tall, thin, with
bl onde shoul der-length hair. | focused

especially on the hair, because | didn't like ny

last haircut. It was uneven at the bottom Not

that it

mat tered. | just wished |I could do sonething about the
hai r when | norphed. Unfortunately, norph

i ng doesn't work that way.



The changes began quickly. The feathers that covered
me began to nelt. They ran together |ike hot wax. In
some places when ny skin reap peared, it would have this
beautiful feather pattern for a few
seconds.

My yell ow bill sucked back into my nouth
to become white teeth. That part sort of itched. It
made ne want to grind ny teeth a few tines.

My I'ips grew out around ny teeth. My eyes
went frompale gold to my normal blue. My
legs grew quite a bit, fromabout three inches to nor
mal si ze.

| |1 ooked over at Jake and saw the sane things
happening to him Let me just tell you -- watch ing
someone norph is not a pretty sight. It's the
kind of thing that woul d give you screamng nightmares if
you didn't know it was going to be all right.

VWhen Cassie norphs, she always does it kind
of artistically. Like when she changes into a horse,
she does it so it doesn't look totally
creepazoid -- she has a natural talent for
morph ing. If there is such a thing. The rest of us
just let it happen however it happens. The results
can be di sturbing.
| happened to see Marco at the nmonent where his
hairy boy | egs came shooting out of this little bird
body and | yel ped. "Yahh! G oss."

"Ay, nyew donk |uk so good yourself, Rachel."

H s rmout h was norphing even as he spoke.

So the first few words were garbled and the | ast were nornal.
I think what he said was "Hey, you don't |ook so

good yourself, Rachel." He was probably right. | was

glad I didn't have a mrror

My tongue grew fat in ny mouth. My
eyesi ght becane faded and dim The eagle's nind
evaporated, leaving ne all alone in ny head.

My wi ngs becane arms. My tal ons becane

toes. The scaly yell ow eagle | egs becane ny

own legs, only they were still all scaly at first.
"Ni ce | ook, chicken legs," Marco said.

"Do those cone in extra crispy, too?"

| smiled at him "You' re not one to talk,
Marco." | pointed down at the floor. See, his
| egs had changed back, but he still had huge
osprey talons instead of feet.

As ny skin began to appear, so did nmy norph
ing outfit. Fortunately, after a fewtries, we
had all learned to norph sone very mnimal clothing.
Usual | y nothing nore than skintight workout clothes or
| eotards. Not enough to go wal king around in, but enough to keep
us all from dying
of enbarrassnent when we norphed in front of each
ot her.

I checked out ny friends. They were nostly
normal again, with just a few remaining hints that they'd
been birds a mnute earlier

Jake is kind of a big guy, strong-looking, with
brown hair and serious, dark eyes -- although at the
nmonent, his eyes were shining with excitement. Sometines being
in a norph just totally breaks you out. Jake was a



lizard once, and he still hasn't gotten over the
fact that he ate a live spider. But | guess

he enjoyed being a fal con, be cause he was babbling
on and on about how great it was.

"That was so absolute!"” he said. "It's |ike now,
bei ng back in a human body, | feel like I'm
handi capped or sonething. | feel like I'"'mglued to the
ground. "

"And blind," Cassie agreed. "Human eyes
are so |lame for seeing things far away."

She grinned and spread her w ngs. She had
managed to keep her wings till the very end. Now she
| ooked li ke some strange angel. Oddly, the | ook
wor ked for her. The osprey's five-foot, gray-
and-white wi ngs were incredibly cool.

"Do you think you could fly?" Jake asked her
He | ooked a little awestruck

Cassi e | aughed. "No, Jake. This body
wei ghs
about eighty pounds. These wings aren't built for that
ki nd of weight."

She norphed her wings into arns in about three
seconds and | aughed gaily.

Marco shook his head. "G eat. \Wen
we
nmor ph we | ook like sone nad scientist's genetic
experiment gone totally crazy. And Cassie gets
to l ook |ike an angel."

Cassie and | have been friends for a long tinme, although
to |l ook at us, you wouldn't think we'd hang out together
Cassie is casual to the extrene. The girl just

doesn't care about clothing or style. | swear she
woul d wear overalls to a wed ding if someone didn't
stop her.

Cassie lives on a farmand her whole
famly is massively into animls. Her dad
used the barn to run the Wldlife Rehabilitation
Cinic, which is a kind of hospital for injured
animals. It's always full of birds and skunks
and opossuns and coyotes and every other animal you can
t hi nk of.

Cassie's nomis a vet, too. She works
at The Gardens, this huge zoo and anmusenent park
So maybe Cassie was just born with an

instinct for understanding animals. Al | know is
she's always finished norphing while the rest of us are
still looking like creepy half-human, half-animal
non sters.
As for me, well, it's not that I'm M ss
Fashi on or whatever, but | do |like nice clothes.
| guess
that, plus the way | | ook, rmakes a | ot of people

think I''m stuck-up or something. People do think I'm

pretty. But to me that's just an accident, you know?

Looks are not the inportant thing. It's what's in

your head that counts, and that's what | concentrate on
O course that's another area where Cassie and

are a little different. | guess she would say,

"No, it's what's in your heart that counts." She's

a natural peacenaker. |If there's ever a hassle



within the group, it's usually me and Marco that caused
it, and Cassie who got us all cal med down.
"Personally, I'"'mglad to be back to ny
regul ar body," Marco said. "The flying part is
great, but it's not a good idea to be able to see that
well."
"Why?" Jake asked.
"Look, Jake, how many times have you been wal ki ng
around the mall or whatever, and you'll see a
girl who seens good-looking fromfar off, but when you
get closer it turns out she's a skank?
mean, if you could see this well all the tine -- his
"Excuse me?" | interrupted. "I'msure
| didn't hear you say what | thought you just said."
"I wasn't being sexist," Marco protested.
"It goes both ways. See, fromfar off, |
ook taller than I am"
Marco is a little self-consci ous about being
short. He has long brown hair and a dark com
pl exi on, and nost girls think he's really cute.
But being small bothers him
"Your problemisn't with people seeing you too well,"
| said. "lIt's with people hearing you too well. You
| ook
like a fairly smart guy. Then you open your nouth.
Marco just grinned. Marco lives to annoy peopl e.
He really is extrenely smart and basically
nice, underneath it all. It's just that the boy | oves
to provoke peopl e.
Marco and Jake are best friends, even though
Jake is serious and thoughtful and always trying to do
what's right, while Marco is sarcastic and
tenmperamental and is the nost reluctant of the
Ani norphs. Marco still thinks we should just give up
the battle against the Yeerks and try to stay alive.
But with Marco you never know if he

real ly

believes that, or is just saying it to be contrary.
"Well, let's get out of here," Jake

suggested. "I have homework to do."
"Me too," | said. "And | have gymmastics

class this afternoon and I'mtotally unprepared.”
Cassie sighed. "It's such a drag. The
chores and the homework all come rushing back as soon
as we change back into our boring human sel ves."
As soon as she said it, Cassie bit her
tongue. She cast a regretful | ook to Tobias.
See, while all of us had changed back,
Tobi as
had not. Tobias was still a hawk. Tobias, who had
once had unruly blond hair and eyes that seened
hurt and tender and hopeful all at once.
Tobi as had been trapped while trying to es
cape fromthe hellish nightmare of the Yeerk pool
He had stayed nore than two hours in that norph
We had all returned to our human formns, but
Tobi as was still a hawk.
Tobias will always be a hawk.



Chapter 3

We all wal ked nost of the way home to gether
feeling worn out. The flying was a little tiring. And
nor phi ng al ways takes a | ot out of you.

Tobi as flew hi gh overhead. He didn't
really participate in the conversation. It's hard for
him See, he can think-speak to us and we can understand
him but when we're in human shape we can only
talk in the normal way. He can't hear us unless
he's cl ose by, and he can't be close and still fly.

"This nmorphing thing would be so excellent if it
weren't for the whole thing with the Yeerks," Marco was
saying. "I mean, if it were just normal, we could
really use these powers."
"To do what? Fight crinme?" Jake asked.

Marco | ooked at himwith a m xture of pity and
anusement. "Fight crinme? Wo are you
Spiderman his |I'mtal ki ng show busi ness.
Movi es! TV shows! | could go on Letternan.
| could be an entire episode of Stupid Pet
Tricks all by nyself."

"You're right," | said, batting ny eyes so he
woul d know |I was kidding, "you already have the stupid part
down. "

"We'd be hot in horror novies," Cassie
sai d.

"Or how about as stuntnmen?" Jake suggested.
"One of us could junmp off the tallest building and it
woul d be totally realistic. Then we just norph into a
bird on the way down and fly away."

"Now |'m
real ly
mad at the Yeerks," Marco said. "They're
getting in the way of ny showbiz career. | could be a
mllionaire. | could be trad ing funny Iines
with Dave. | could have beautiful Hollywood
supernodel s all over ne."

"Uh-huh," | said, with a wink at Cassie.

"Lots of wonen |ove aninmals. But sooner or
| ater you' d have to change back into your actual self,
Marco. And then, boom they'd be outta there.”

We wal ked al ong the boul evard that goes by the
construction site. It's this huge area of half-
finished buildings with rusted eart hnovers and cranes and
backhoes scattered around. | guess it was
originally going to be a shopping center, but for sone
reason they never finished it.
W didn't take the shortcut
t hr ough
the con struction site, |like we wuld have in the old
days, though. See, it was at this construction site that
we saw the Andalite prince's damaged fighter
land. It was here that the Andalite warned us of the Yeerk
conspi racy and gave us our special powers.

It was al so here that we saw the Yeerk com nander
Vi sser Three, nurder the Andalite prince.
Visser Three is the only one of the Yeerks who
has our sane power to norph. Visser Three is
an Andalite-Controller, meaning he has an An
dalite body. A human-Controller is a



Yeerk with a human body. A Taxxon-Controller
is a Yeerk with a Taxxon body. You get the
i dea.
Visser Three is the only Yeerk to ever
capture an Andalite body. So he's also the
only Yeerk who can norph
That night at the construction site, he norphed
into sonme creature froma far-off planet, a huge,
horrible nonster. And then he took the Andalite and

You know what? | really don't want to tal k about
that. . . . You'll have to ask Jake.

We all fell silent as we passed by the site.
Then | noticed that Cassie had stopped
wal ki ng and was just standing there. | went back to her and
realized that she was crying.

"Are you okay?" | asked.
She shook her head. "No. Are you?"

| sighed. Flying around in the sky had been a
wonder ful distraction. But ny head was still full of
awful menories. "I guess not," | admtted.
"Last night | had a terrible nightmre about the
Yeerk pool. | was back down there. Down there in
t hat vast open cave. And | was hearing the screanms and
cries of the people being dragged to the pool."

Cassi e nodded. "You know what's worse than the
screans? The way they stop scream ng once the
Yeerk is in their heads. Once they' ve becone
Controll ers. Then you know they are slaves again.
Lost."

"Li ke Tom"

We both turned. It was Jake. He and Marco
had seen us stop and had cone back

Tomis Jake's brother. Tomis a
human-Controller -- a hunman being enslaved by a
Yeerk in his head. We'd found the Yeerk pool and
gone down into that hell to get Tom W'd failed.
W' d barely escaped with our I|ives.

Cassi e put her arm around Jake's
wai st. "Soneday we'll save Tom " she said.

Jake kind of stroked Cassie's head. |
guess he got enbarrassed, because he instantly
pul | ed away. Cassie didn't m nd. She knows
how guys are about showing their true feelings.

| | ooked across the construction site and saw
Tobi as cone fluttering down out of the sky.
couldn't see where he | anded, because that part of the site is
hi dden fromthe road, but | knew right where he was --
on the spot where the Andalite had died. Somehow, in
those brief nonents when the Andalite had been with us,
Tobi as had forned sone kind of special bond with
hi m

We started wal ki ng agai n.

"W need to find another way to get at them"
| said angrily. It bothered ne, inagining
Tobi as back in that maze of never-finished
bui I di ngs nourning for the Andalite.

"Cet at who?" Marco asked suspi ciously.

"The French, Marco," | said sarcastically.
"Who do you think? The Yeerks, duh.”



"Whoa, whoa, whoa!" Marco said. "W tried
that, renmenber? W went down into the Yeerk pool
after them and got our butts kicked. Yeerks ten
humans zero."

"So you figure you should just give up?" | de
manded.

"W | ost one gane," Jake said. "You don't
quit the sport just because you | ose one gane."

"Some game," Marco said bitterly. "Sone

sport."

"W didn't |ose, anyway," | said. The
others | ooked at me like | was crazy. "Look,"
| explained, "I know we didn't save Tom

and we sure
didn't stop the Yeerks. But we gave thema rea
son to be afraid, at least."
"Yeah, they're terrified of us. Visser Three
probably can't sleep at night, he's so
worried about five kids," Marco said
sarcastically. "Look, Visser Three doesn't
think we're a threat. He thinks we're lunch."
"He doesn't know who -- or what -- we
are," | pointed out. "The Yeerks are convinced that
we're Andalite warriors because they know that we can
nor ph. And they know that we found the Yeerk pool, and
infiltrated it, and took out a few of their
Taxxons and Hork-Bajir while we were at it.
| think they're probably a little nervous, at
| east."
Jake nodded. "Rachel's right. But just the sane,
| don't think we want to try to go back to the

Yeerk pool. Besides . . . the door is gone."
We all stopped and stared at him
He shrugged. "Look, | just wanted to see if
the door still worked, okay? Just in case. But it's not

t here anynore."

The door | eading down to the Yeerk pool had been
hidden in the janitor's closet of our school
There were dozens of doors to the underground Yeerk
pool, spread all over the city, but this was the only
one we knew about.

"So we find another way to get at them"
said. "We can foll ow Tom again, when it's tine
for his Yeerk to return to the Yeerk pool." Yeerks
have to go to the pool every three days. They drain out of their
host s" heads and soak up Kan drona rays.

"No. We |eave Tomout of it," Jake said
firmy. "If we call attention to himin any
way, the Yeerks may decide he's trouble for them
They may de cide to kill him"

Marco gave ne a sour |look. "This is what you
want to keep doing? Risking our lives and the lives
of everyone we know? For what ?"

"For freedom" Cassie said sinply.

Marco didn't have a smart answer to that.

"There's still Chapman," Jake said.

Chapman i s our assistant principal. He's
al so one of the nost inportant human-Controllers.
He runs The Sharing, the club that hel ps recruit
un suspecting kids into being hosts for the Yeerks.



"I'f there were some way for us to get close
to Chapman . " Jake let the words hang in the
air. He carefully didn't |look at me. But
| knew what he meant. He'd obviously been
t hi nki ng about this for a while.
"Melissa?" | asked.
He nodded. "It's a possibility."
See, Melissa Chaprman, Assi stant
Princi pal Chapman's daughter, is one of ny
closest friends. O at |east she used to be. The
| ast few nonths, she'd been acting very strange
toward ne. Like
she didn't care anynore. W take
gymmastics together. Actually, we got into it at the
same time. You know -- sonething to do together
"I don't like using a friend that way," | said.
"Ch, suddenly the m ghty Rachel is
weasel i ng," Marco crowed. "You don't |ike using your
friends? You're pretty willing to risk ny
life."
"Sure, Marco, but who said you were ny friend?"

"Very funny," Marco said. But at the sanme tine
he | ooked a little hurt.
"Ki ddi ng, Marco," | said. "Just kidding. O

course you're ny friend. But you're an Ani norph
Melissa is just an innocent bystander."

"I wish | had never come up with that word," Mrco
said. "Aninmorph. G me a break."

"Rachel, Melissa's father is one of the main
Controllers,"” Jake said gently, ignoring
Marco. "She's in this whether she likes it or not."

| felt a bitter taste in ny nouth. Jake was
right, of course. Chapman was the |ogical |ead
to follow And Melissa was our way to get close.
It nade sense. It made sense for ne to betray
an old friend.

It also nmade nme feel like dirt.
C

This e next day after school | headed for ny
gymmastics class at the YMCA, which is just across
fromthe nmall. They have a big indoor pool, so the
entire building always snells of chlo rine.
Except for the weight room which just snells like
sweat .

My class is taught in a smaller room wth
bl ue mats covering the floor. W have bal ance
beanms and uneven parallel bars and a vaulting horse
with a springboard.

' mokay at vaulting and the parallel bars, but
I"mpretty lame at the bal ance beam To be
hon est with you, it kind of scares me. It takes
such total concentration
It's not one of those real serious gymastics
classes. | mean, none of us is going to be going
to the Aynpics. Wen | started out, | had dreans
of being the next Shannon MIler. But then |
started to grow. I'mpretty tall now, for ny
age. People |ook at me now and say, "Ch, you're
going to be a nodel,"” not "OCh, you could be a gym
nast."



Most of us in the class are too tall or too
heavy to ever be serious gymmasts. W do it for fun
and for exercise. | do it because |'ve always thought of
nysel f as kind of clunsy. My mom says |'m not,
but that's how | feel anyway.

Besides, it's just cool, hitting the little spring board
and flipping through the air to bounce off the vaulting
horse and stick the landing. Not as cool as flying,
maybe, but fun just the sane.

Mel i ssa Chaprman was in the | ocker room
changing into her leotard when | came in. She's the
exception to the rule in our class. She
does
| ook like a gymmast. She's small and thin, even
t hough she doesn't starve herself |ike sone fools who
want to get into gymmastics. She has pal e gray
eyes and pal e blonde hair and pal e skin. She
| ooks |ike one of those solem elves in a Tol kien
book. At first glance she | ooks delicate, but
when you ook a little closer, you see strength there,

t oo.

Mel i ssa gave ne the kind of not-very-warm
smle she always gives ne lately. Like she was
di stracted, or thinking about something nore important.

"Hey, Melissa,"” | said. "How s it
goi ng?"

"Fi ne. How about you?"

"Ch, pretty nuch the sane old thing." That was a
lie, of course. But what was | going to say?

Yeah, Melissa, same old same ol d. Been
turning into animals and fighting aliens. You know, the
usual .

Melissa didn't say anything el se. She just
adjusted her leotard and started to do a few
little stretches. That's the way it was. W said hi
but not nmuch nore. It used to be we were very cl ose. She was
nmy second best friend, after Cassie.

"Melissa, | was thinking . . . maybe you'd I|ike
to wal k over to the mall with nme after class? | have
to buy a new pair of sneaks."

"The mal | ?" She stamered a little, and then started
bl ushi ng. "You mean, go shoppi ng?"

"Yeah. You know -- wal k around and | ook at
stuff and check out the cute guys and diss the snotty
worren at the perfume counters.”

| tried to sound casual, like it was no big deal
In the old days, it would have been totally nothing. But
now Melissa | ooked |ike a trapped ani mal .

VWhen had Melissa and | gotten to be such
strangers?

"I''m um kind of busy,"

Mel i ssa sai d.

"Ch. That's cool. | understand."”

But | didn't understand. Not at all. She started
to

wal k

away. | was going to let it go, but then

renmenbered: This wasn't just about a friend who

had drifted away. This was about her father, one of the
| eaders of the Controllers. One of our nost

danger ous enem es.



| grabbed her arm "Melissa, | ook

| feel like we've kind of gone in different ways,
you

know? And | miss you."

She shrugged. "Okay, well, maybe we could

get together sonetine."”

" Not

soneti e,

Melissa, that's just you bl ow

ing me off. What's going on with you?"

"What's going on with nme?" she echoed. For a nonent
a |l ook of extraordinary sadness dark

ened her eyes and tugged downward at the cor

ners of her nmouth. "Nothing is going on with nme," she
said. "We'd better get out there or

Coach Ellway will have a fit."
She pull ed her arm away.
| just watched her go. | felt like a conplete

and total jerk. Sonething had happened to Meli ssa.
And | hadn't even noticed. She was ny
friend and sonet hing had changed in her, and I hadn't seen

it. 1'd just gone nmy own way.

And now | was only

acting

i ke a concerned

friend. The truth was, | was only paying attention

for ny own reasons.
| wasn't able to concentrate on the | esson. Not
concentrating when you' re doi ng gymmastics can be
painful. | slipped on the bal ance beam and banged
nmy knee so badly | cried.
Melissa was the first one to rush over. And for about ten
seconds she was the old Melissa. But by the tine
I'd gotten back up, she was off across the roomin
her own little world again.
It was right then that the terrible suspicion started.
Mel i ssa had been acting very strangely. Her
father was a Controller.
| | ooked at her fromacross the roomand felt a
chill.
Was she one, too? Was ny old friend Melissa a
Controller?
| didn't go shopping after nmy | esson.
didn't really feel like it. Melissa s eyes, the
way she had | ooked at ne, kind of killed ny
urge to shop.

I was supposed to head over to the mall, then cal
nmy mom when | was done to come pick nme up
That was the plan. But since | didn't feel like

mal |l -crawling | just headed honme. Alone. Wth the
sky growi ng dark as rain clouds nmoved in.

It was stupid and carel ess of ne. But | guess
| was preoccupied with other things. A though at |east |
had the sense to stay out of the construc tion site.
I was wal ki ng down the sidewal k that runs along the
boul evard when suddenly | realized that a car had
pulled up just a little way down the sidewal k from ne.
A guy got out. He |ooked |ike he was in high
school or even college. He al so | ooked |ike



troubl e.

| shoul d have turned around and run back to ward the
mal | . But sonetines | don't always do the sensible
thing. Sonetinmes | regret not doing the sensible thing.
This was one of those tines.

"Hey, baby," he said. "Want to go for alittle
ri de?"

I shook ny head and cl utched nmy gym bag
close. VWhat an idiot | was to be so carel ess!

"Now, don't be stuck-up, sweet thing," he
said. "I think you'd better get in the car."

The way he said it didn't sound like an invitation
It sounded like an order. Now | was really afraid.

I clutched ny gym bag cl ose as
passed hi m

"Don't ignore ne," he hissed.

He reached for nme and nmissed. | wal ked faster
He was behind ne.

| broke into a run.

He ran after ne.

"Hey. Hey, there! Cone back here."

| had been stupid going out alone. But fortu

nately, unlike nost people, | wasn't hel pless.
As | ran, | focused on sonething conpletely

different. | concentrated on an image in ny

m nd.

Then | felt the change begin. My | egs grew
thick. My arns grew big, bigger. | could feel
nmysel f growing large. Large and solid. | felt the
squirmy sensation of my ears becoming thin and | eathery.
But it wasn't enough to just | ook creepy. This guy
had nade nme nad. | wanted to scare him half
to death.
My nose suddenly began to sprout. Then, from ny
mout h, |ike two huge spears, the tusks began
to appear.
| figured that was about enough. | broke ny
concentration, which stopped the norph
| stopped suddenly. The creep barreled
right into ne.
He was not going to |like what he was about to see.

C
| wanted to tell the jerk to step off. \Wat |
wanted to say to himwas, "So, you still want to go for that
ri de?"
VWhat | really said was
" HhhohhHEEEEERRR
hi s

The guy stopped dead. He just stared.

VWat he saw was me, hal fway through norph ing
into an African elephant. | had about a third
of a trunk and nost of ny huge fanlike
el ephant ears. My legs were like stunmps. My
arnms | ooked |ike Arnold Schwarzenegger's, only
gray. And ny tusks stuck about a foot out of ny
mout h. Just to make things extra weird, | still had
nmy normal hair and ny normal eyes.

Suddenly, the guy wasn't interested in has sling
ne.



" AAAAAHHHH! "

He turned. He ran. For a mnute he forgot
he even had a car. Then he turned around and junped
i n through an open w ndow.

He started the car and took off.

He was definitely breaking the speed linmt as
he tore out of there.

| concentrated again and began to reverse the norphing
process, going back to human shape. | had been
wearing a | oose sweater and | eggi ngs, which was good. They
had both stretched. But ny shoes had been split
open by the sudden grow h of ny el ephant feet.

It had started raining, so the trip hone was going
to be very unpleasant. "Ch, great!" | rmnuttered.
"I have got to remenber to kick off my shoes before
| morph into an el ephant.”

Just then, a second car pulled up and cane to a
stop. The wi ndow roll ed down.

"Hey, Rachel." It was Melissa. |
recogni zed the voice. "Do you want a ride
hone?" She didn't sound very excited by the idea.
| 1 ooked through the car w ndow, past her

Chapman was behi nd t he wheel

A wave of sick fear swept over ne. Had
he seen what |I'd just done? If he had, then |
was dead. My friends were dead.

"I'm... I'mfine," | said. "I could use
t he exercise."”
"Nonsense, young | ady," Chaprman said,
soundi ng |ike his usual assistant-principal self.
"It's beginning to rain. Get in."

VWhat was | supposed to do? | forced a snile

It wasn't easy. "Thanks," | said.
Melissa was in the front with her father. | sat in
the back. | tried not to shiver. | tried not to stare

at the back of Chapman's head. That's howit is
when you're around a Controller. You know that evil
slug is right there in the Controller's head, attached
to all his nerve endings. Control |ing the human
brain. Dominating it.

It's hard not to stare when you think of what is
squeezed inside that skull

"When we were stuck back at the red light it
| ooked |i ke some guy was bothering you," Melissa said.
"Then he ran off. Was he bot hering you?"

"Un. . . no," | lied. "He was . .
he was just picking up something he dropped by the side
of the road."

Pathetic! | was such a lane liar

| saw Chaprman's eyes watching ne in the
rearview nmirror. He |ooked I|ike normal old
Chap man. That's the problemw th Controllers. There
is no outward clue. They | ook so nornal.

"He went running off |ike the hounds of
Hades were after him" Chapman sai d.

"Did he?" | said in a squeaky voice. "I
wasn' t
| ooking. | guess it was the rain. That's probably

why he was running. There. You can turn left there."
"I know where you live," Chapnan said.



| al most swall owed ny tongue. Was that a threat?
D d he suspect? Did he guess? Was he
| ooki ng at ne strangel y?

O was | just being paranoi d?

He pulled up in front of nmy house. Wy
heart was hammering, but | was determned to act ca
sual . "Thanks for the ride, M. Chapman," |
said. "Hey, Melissa, | was totally serious about
us get ting together, okay?"

She nodded. "Sure, Rachel

Absol utely. "
| closed the car door behind me. | had es
caped. | was alive. |I'd probably just been

i mgin ing things.

Then | heard Melissa call out to ne.
"Hey. What happened to your shoes?"

| |1 ooked down. My shoes were in tatters, the
result of ny feet growing froma size six to a
size three hundred in about five seconds
flat.

"See?" | said, as lightly as I could. "I
told you I needed to go shopping."

Mel i ssa just | ooked puzzled. Her father stared at
me with an expression | could not read.

I was shaking like a |leaf when | wal ked into ny
house. | headed upstairs to nmy roomand stuffed ny
ri pped shoes into the trash. Only then
did I go back downstairs and say hi to ny nom
She was at the kitchen table, half hidden by a pile
of buff-col ored books. My nother's a | awer, and
she brings work home a ot so she can be around nme and
my two little sisters. She and ny dad are
divorced. | only get to see ny dad a few
days a nonth, so nomfeels guilty when she
isn't there for us.

"Hi, honey," she said. Then she got her "sus
pi ci ous nother" [ook. "How did you get home? You
didn't walk, did you? You were supposed to cal
ne."

"Melissa and her dad gave ne a ride," |
said. Well, it was the truth. Sort of.

She rel axed and made a point of closing her
book. "Sorry. You know | worry about you."

"Where are Jordan and Sara?"

"They're in the famly room wat chi ng anot her one
of those scary shows. O course, tonight Jordan will be
sleeping with her night-light on and Sara will end up
in my bed, no doubt. | don't know why they like
things that frighten them You were never that way."

It al most nmade me laugh. | felt like saying,
well, Mom | don't have to watch things that are
scary, |
am

scary. Should have seen ne a little while ago with tusks

sticking out of nmy mouth and a three-foot-Iong nose.
VWat | really said was, "So, what's for

di nner ?"

My not her winced. "Pizza? Chinese? Any thing

el se you can order over the phone? |I'msorry, but

| have this brief and | have court in the norning."



"Mom" | told her for maybe the thousandth tine,
"I don't mnd pizza. Sorry, but your cooking
isn'"t all that great, so it's no big deal ordering
pi zza."

"Well, at |east get sonme veggies on it," she
sai d.

After dinner | called Jake.

"Do you want to cone over?" | said. "l got that

new CD, if you want to listen to it."

There was no CD, of course. It's just that we
al ways have to be careful. Like | said, Jake's
brother, Tom is a Controller. He could be
listen ing on the extension. Then | called
Cassie and Marco and told themthe sane cover
story.

VWen they arrived | told them about Melissa, and
then | told themabout nmy little run-in with the creep
| did not tell them about Chapman driving ne
hone. | don't know why. But when | saw the way
Marco exploded, | was glad | hadn't told
them t he whol e story.

"Ch, that was dunb! Dunb! DUMB!" Marco
said. "What if that guy is a Controller?"

"He wasn't a Controller,” | said
scornfully. "Wiy would the Yeerks want to make a
Controller
out of a punk? They want people in positions of power."

"We don't know that for sure," Jake said.

"Tomisn't in a position of power."

"And how about people driving by in their cars, or |ooking
out of the wi ndows of their homes?" Marco asked. "And
what if he runs and tells someone about this girl who
suddenly sprouted a trunk and tusks?"

"No one is going to believe a lowife
like that,"” | said.

"His friends won't believe him" Marco said
poi sonously, "but a Controller
woul d
believe him A Controller would know what it
meant . "

Yes. A Controller would know what it meant. A
Controller like Chapman. O even Melissa, if
she was one of them

| felt sick. It was like ny whole life was
nothing but lies. Lies to Melissa. Lies to ny
mother. Now | was lying by not telling the others the whole
truth.

"COkay, | screwed up," | nuttered.
"You sure did!'" Marco crowed. "You screwed
up so -- his

"Marco, let it drop," Jake said. "Rachel
knows she nmade a m stake. We all make

m st akes. "
Marco roll ed his eyes.
Cassi e gave ne an encouraging smle. "It
was
dunb putting yourself in that position, Rachel. You
need to be nore careful. But still, 1'd have paid ny next

ten all owances to see the ook on that guy's
face. "



"The inmportant thing is that it doesn't sound |ike
Rachel can use Melissa to get close to Chap
man, " Jake said. "Not if she's a Controller
herself. And not if she's going to continue being weird
to Rachel ."

"I guess we'll have to find another way," |
said quickly. "I nean, we know where Chapman's
office is. W know where his house is. Maybe we
could just nmorph into some small animals and hide out."

"Smal | animals |ike what?" Marco asked.

"When Jake turned into a lizard he got stepped
on. He lost his tail. Besides, what are you going
to nmorph into? A cockroach?"

We all shuddered at the thought. The snmall est,
strangest thing anyone had norphed so far was when
Jake had done the lizard. It creeped himout big
time. A roach woul d be even worse.

"The problem wi th being a cockroach,” | said,
"aside fromthe fact that it is too gross
to believe, is that roach senses m ght not even be
useful to us. Can a roach "hear" in a way that would
make it possible for us to understand
what
we' re hearing?"

We all | ooked at Cassie. She's sort of
our ex pert on animals.

Cassie held up her hands. "Oh, come on
Li ke I know how a cockroach sees and hears? W
don't take care of roaches at the rehab
clinic."”

We all sat there feeling glumfor a few
mnutes. But | wasn't going to let it drop. This
was about nore than just striking a blow at the Yeerks. |
had to find out if Chapman suspected nme. If he
did, we were all in terrible danger.

| happened to gl ance over at ny desk. There was
my math honmework, still not done. That didn't nake
me feel any better. But then I |ooked at the
photos | had nounted in one of those big frames with
six different holes. One was of me with my nmom and
dad on a whitewater rafting trip we took
One was of nme visiting ny dad at his job --
he's a weatherman on TV. We were grinning in
front of a map of storms. Another picture was of
Cassie and ne riding horses side by side, with
Cassie, as usual, looking like she'd spent her
entire life in the saddle, and ne | ooking like a
total dweeb

But the picture that got my attention was
one taken a couple of years ago of Melissa and
ne.

| got up and went over to take the frane down.
| stared hard at the picture.

"What ?" Jake asked. "Wat is it?"

"lIt's me and Melissa,” | said. "It was |ike her

twel fth birthday, or sone birthday, anyway, and

we were out on her lawn playing with the present her dad
gave her."

"So what?" Marco asked.

"So ..." | passed himthe photograph. It



showed me and Melissa in shorts. And between us a
smal | bl ack-and-white kitten. "So her pres ent
was a cat."

L ook! A kitty door!" Jake poi nted.

"Where?" Marco asked.

"See the lines of light? At the bottom of the
regul ar door ?"

"Ch, yeah," Marco said. "I w sh the noon were
out. | can't see a thing."

The four of us were cowering behind a hedge that bordered the
Chapmans' lawn. They lived in a pretty
nor mal -1 ooki ng suburban home. You know. two
stories, a garage, a lawn. Nothing to rmake you
think that the person who lived there was part of a
huge alien conspiracy to take over the world.

"Let me just ask you this," Marco whispered.
"Way did it have to be Chapman? | was afraid of
Chapman even before we found out he was a
Controller."

"You're not still upset over that detention he gave
you?" | asked. "Look, if you're going to lis ten
to your CD player in math class with an ear phone
hi dden under your hair, you have to remenber not to start singing
al ong. "

"Yeah, that was only slightly stupid, Marco,"
Jake agreed.

"I still say Chapman never woul d have given ne a
whol e week's detention if he was totally hu
man. "

"I have a question," Cassie said. "How do we get
Melissa's cat to cone outside?"

W all | ooked at her

"CGood question,” | admitted.

"l nean, we could hide here in the bushes for a
long tinme. But sooner or |later the neighbors are
going to notice."

| ess-than What does the cat | ook
| 8great er-t han

Tobi as was sitting perched on a nearby
tree branch. He was cl ose enough to hear us.

| tried to renmenber. "It's name is Fluffer,
| re menber that nmuch. Fluffer Me Kitty."

"You' ve got to be kidding." Marco, of course

| tried to remenber back to when | used to hang

out with Melissa. "It's black and white. You know,
in patches."
less-than I'Il | ook around. Maybe it's already

out si de. greater-than
Tobi as spread his w ngs, swooped silently
down over our heads, and flapped away i nto the night.
"You know what we need?" | said. "W need
another kitty. W should have thought of that. Then we could
have the second cat call out to Fluffer."
Marco turned to stare at ne. "Meowfl uffer,
coneout neow, neow conme and play neow?"
"Tobi as norphed a cat very early on
didn't he?" | asked.
"Yeah," Jake said. "His first nmorph. The
first norph any of us did."
"Rachel , you need to renenber if you go in there tonight



that you have to stay in cat charac ter," Cassie said.
"Most people would just think it was weird if a cat acted
strangely. But Chapman may be able to guess
what's going on if Fluffer suddenly starts
acting un-catlike."

"So you're saying | shouldn't try eating with a fork
or changi ng the channels on the TV?"

Everyone | aughed -- quietly and nervously, but it
was | aughter just the sane.

Suddenl y Tobi as dropped out of the sky, then
drifted over us in a lazy circle and called
down, |ess-than Got him greater-than

He settl ed back on the branch. He was really
an anmazing ani mal, when you just |ooked at himas a
bird and didn't think about himbeing a boy trapped
in there. | nmean, the gaze of a hawk when it is
| ooking right at you is incredibly intimidating.
Gentl e Tobi as now had an expression that | ooked
totally ferocious.

"You' re kidding. You found Fluffer?" | asked.

| ess-than Hey, it's easy. Spotting prey
is what | do. O what a hawk does,
anyway. Actually, there are maybe six or eight
cats runni ng around the nei ghborhood. Al so, three
dogs and an amazi ng anount of rats and mce.
greater-than

"Rat s?" That got Marco's attention

"Rats? Here? This is suburbia. | nean, it's
a lot better than where | live. They have
rats?"

| ess-than There are rats everywhereeagreater-than
Tobi as said. |ess-than Rats and mice and al
ki nds of plunp, juicy . . disgreater-than He
fell silent, enbarrassed.
"CGet a grip, Tobias," Marco said.
"Don't start eating rats, all right? I don't
know if | can have soneone who eats rats for a friend."
Sonetimes Marco is funny. Sonetines he goes
too far. This was one of those tines. "Shut up
Marco," | grow ed
"I ate a live spider," Jake pointed out.
"Does that mean you and | can't be friends?" Fromhis tone
of voice | could tell he was angry, too.
None of us knew what Tobi as was goi ng through
None of us had ever been in norph for
nore than two hours. Tobias had been a hawk for
nore than a week.
Marco realized he'd been a jerk. "Well,
yeah, | guess you're right," he muttered.
"Besi des, |'ve been known to eat eggplant. So
guess | can't criticize."
That was an apol ogy, or as close as Marco could
get to an actual apol ogy.
| ess-than The cat we're looking for is
just a half bl ock awayeagreater-than Tobi as said.
| ess-than Foll ow nme. greater-than
He flew off, but kept Iow W took off after
him Even flying at mni num speed, Tobias was
too fast for us to keep up with, so he had to circle
back again and again. We had a hard tine keep ing him



in sight.

"This doesn't | ook too strange," Cassie
j oked. "The four of us running down the street
| ooking up in the sky."

| ess-than Thereeagreater-than Tobias called
down. | ess-than See that yard with the two
trees8greater-than

"Yeah. Just to our left?"

| ess-than That's the one. The cat you're
| ooking for is stalking a nouse, right behind the trunk
of the nearest tree. greater-than

"Ckay, we can't all go traipsing over sone
stranger's yard," | pointed out. "I'll go with
Cassie."

Marco held up the kitty carrier we had brought
along. "Don't you need this?"
"Not yet. I'lIl grab Flutter and bring him
back over here. You two guys just stand here, |ooking
casual . "

Cassie and | stepped onto the | awn. The
house was dark. Maybe no one was hone. That woul d be

good.

"Go left," | suggested to Cassie. W
circled the tree

"Hey, Flutter," | said in a high

tal ki ng-to- animals voice. "Here, kitty
kitty. Remenber me?"

"There he is."

"I see him" | squatted down and held ny
hand out toward the cat. "Hey, Flutter Flutter
It's ne, Rachel."

Flutter flattened his ears back along his

skull. He | ooked fromne to Cassie and back
agai n.

"Come on, Flutter, it's ne. Cone on
boy. "

"He's a nale? He's a tonctat?"
Cassi e asked.
"Yeah, | think so."
"Ch, wonderful," Cassie npaned. "Please
tell me he's been fixed, at |east."”
"Have you been fixed, Flutter MKitty?"
cooed. "Wiay do we care?" | asked Cassie.
"Because pound for pound, a tontat is |ike one
of the toughest, nost dangerous little things around.”
"Who, Flutter? My little kitty friend
Flutter?"
"Even if he is fixed, a nale cat, out at
ni ght in
hunti ng node?" Cassie shook her head. "W
shoul d have worn gl oves. "
"Ch, cone on. He's a sweet kitty cat.”
To denonstrate just how sweet Flutter was, |
reached a hand for him
"Hhhhhhssssss! "
In a nmovenent too fast for nmy human eyes
to see, Fluffer swi ped out with one paw. Three
bl oody scratches appeared on the back of my hand
and Fluffer shot straight up the tree.
"Omw " 1 stuck my injured hand to my nouth



"d oves woul d definitely have been a good
i dea, " Cassie said.
"How are you guys doi ng?" Jake whi spered, just
| oudly enough for me to hear him
"Wonderful ," | said through gritted teeth.
"I"m bl eeding and Fluffer is up the tree."
| heard Marco giggle. | expected that. But
then | heard Jake giggling, too.
| |1 ooked up and saw two glittering
yel low green eyes glaring down fromthe dark tree
"This was supposed to be the easy part," | said.
"I figured, okay, we go and acquire
Flutter's DNA, and
t hen
t he
hard stuff begins."
"W have a cat up a tree," Cassie said
dol efully. "You know how hard it is to get a cat
down out of a tree?"

"I have a plan," | said. "Tobias, are you
up there?"
| ess-than Ri ght above you. But |'m

not
going to try and snatch an angry tontat down out
of a tree. greater-than

"That's not what | was going to ask," | said. |
took a deep breath. This night was turning weird
real fast. "Wiat | need is a nouse.”

| ess-than Go ot sonething for you. A baby nouse.
A
nean
baby nouse. It keeps trying to bite ne.
greater-than Tobias flewin a |low, tight
circle overhead, disappearing behind the tree
branches, then reappear ing. |less-than Are you
ready8gr eat er -t han

| took a deep breath. | gave hima
wave. Sure, | was ready. Wiy wouldn't | be
ready to have a hawk hand nme a nouse? Just your
normal kind of thing to deal with.

Tobias flew low and slow. | held out ny
hands, cupped together. Wth amazi ng precision and
perfect timng, he deposited the nmouse in ny
hands.

"Don't let it bite you!" Cassie warned.
"Rabi es. "
"Wonderful ," | nuttered. "Just one nore fun
aspect of this night." Actually, | was glad for the
war ni ng. The nmouse was squirming in terror, try ing
to get away. | could feel its tiny little nouse
| egs scrabbling against nmy pal ns.

"You should all get rabies shots," Cassie
said. "Seriously. | already have mne. But if we're
going to be handling wild animals ... In the nean
time, be careful to keep his teeth away from you."

"I wasn't planning on feeding himny finger,"
| said.

"Hey, wait." Cassie pried open
nmy hands to get a better |ook. "That's not a



mouse. That's a shrew. See the eyes? They're

too small. And the tail is wong. That's not a
baby nouse, Tobias, it's a full-grown
shrew. "
| ess-than Sorry. |Is that bad8greater-than
Cassi e shrugged. "I don't know. | just know it

isn't a nouse."

"Wait a mnute," Marco said, beginning to grin.
"Rachel is going to becone a
shrew?

How wi I | we know when she's changed? How do you
becone
what you al ready are?"

Everyone was too nervous to find the joke very
funny. We felt kind of stupid, standing around on
some stranger's lawn playing with rodents. | nean,
there are times when the whole thing just seems so utterly
i nsane, you know?

"Ckay, | have to concentrate on acquiring, so
everyone shut up,"” | said.
Acquiring is what we call it when we absorb

a sanple of the animal's DNA. The DNA is
the stuff inside the cells that sort of serves like a
how-to manual for making the ani mal.

When you acquire, you have to think hard about the
animal, focusing on it and bl ocki ng everything el se
out. Then the animal kind of goes linmp, like it's in
atrance. It takes just about a mnute.

It was easy to focus on the shrew, what with it
squealing in terror and squirmng to get out of my hand.
But it was gross, definitely gross. | know
there's nothing really wong with shrews, but still. They
freak ne out a little.

VWen | was done, | opened nmy eyes. "Ckay,
little shrew, thanks for your help. You can go now "

"I"'mnot sure this is a good idea," Jake said
doubt ful | y.

"Real | y?" Marco was sarcastic. "You' re not
sure it's a good idea for Rachel to turn into a
shrew in order to lure a vicious cat down from a
tree so she can norph into that cat and sneak into the
assi stant principal's house? \What worries you
about that plan?"

Cassi e | ooked worried, too. "You know,

Rachel , usually a cat will play with a mouse a little
bit.
But sonetinmes they don't. Sometimes they go right for the
neck bite. The nouse -- or the shrew -- dies
instantly."

| ess-than Be careful, Rachel eagreater-than
Tobi as said. less-than |'lIl be watching, but be
careful. | don't want anything to happen to you
greater-than

He "said" it so only I could hear. | could
tell, because nobody el se reacted.

| |1 ooked up at Tobias and w nked. | knew

he woul d see it. | rubbed ny hands together. "Ckay,
let's do this."

| concentrated once nore on the shrew. The shrew
was now a part of me. | don't know how it works, but



it does. Sonmehow, thanks to the Andalite
technol ogy, the DNA of that shrew was stored away
inside me. It was |like having a map to guide ne as
| transformed. Not that | had a clue how | was
able to do it.
The first sensation was of shrinking. It's a long, |ong
trip down frombeing five feet tall to being I ess
than an inch tall. It's like falling. Ex cept that
you can feel the ground under your feet the whole tine.
One mnute | was | ooking Jake and Marco and
Cassie in the face. The next minute their faces
seened to be zoom ng high up above nme. | was
falling dowmn the length of their bodies. It was |ike they
wer e huge skyscrapers and | had junped off
t he roof or sonet hing.
My outer clothing fell around ne |like a big,
col l apsing circus tent.
It nade a slight grinding noise as ny
backbone col |l apsed into a size smaller than ny
little finger. There was the disturbing, not-quite-pain sensation that
goes along with sone norphs. Like you knew it should
hurt, but it didn't quite.
| could feel the tail sprout frommy tail bone.
A long, hairless tail. Not at al
attractive.
My | egs practically disappeared, they were so
small. | was a chubby little ball of fur no nore
than two inches long, with four tiny feet.
Then the fear kicked in. The shrew s fear.
It hit me so hard | began to shake.

rattled with terror. | quaked with terror
| was surrounded! Predators everywhere! | could
snell them 1 could see them-- huge, |oom ng

sl ow novi ng creatures standi ng over ne.

"Rachel ? You okay down there?" It was Cas
sie . She lifted the folds of nmy clothing off of
ne.

| heard the voice and sort of understood it, but it
was nmore |like distant thunder. It didn't re ally
mean anything. At |least not to the shrew.

It was | ooking for a way out. Its brain mght have
been terrified, but it was also amazingly smart. It was
eval uating every possi bl e escape route. It was
nmeasuring the di stance between the three sets of legs. One
set of |egs noved slightly.

I was off |ike a shot.

Runni ng! Runni ng!

Bl ades of grass seened six feet tall.

Twigs were like fallen trees that | had to scranble
over. My little feet noved with incredible speed.
scooted past a beetle that seened to me to be as

bi g as a dog.
"Rachel, you have to get control!"
| knew they were right. | even sort of understood

what they nmeant. But the terror was so strong. The
urge to survive was so powerful

And at the same tinme there were other feelings.
Hunger. | snelled nuts. | snelled dead
flesh. 1 even snelled the maggots squirm ng on
the dead fl esh.



And | wanted them | know it's too gross, but
| wanted to eat those maggots.
Heavy poundi ng footsteps behind ne! | turned
sharply and ducked under a bush. The steps
went barreling by before stopping and turning back toward
ne.
They were faster than | was, but not as agile.

could get away. | could get away and find that dead
snel |l and gor ge!

| ess-than Rachel, it's Tobias. The shrew
is in control. You have to assert yourself! Tell it

to stop run nings
Fear! Hunger!
| ess-than Rachel, listen to me. You're getting
away fromus. You have to take charge. greater-than
Fear! Hunger! Run!
Grass and twigs and dirt. Low scratchy
branches over my head. The snell of food. The
snell of a dog that had urinated on this bush
More | oud footsteps and far-off runbling voices
yelling. They were trying to catch ne. But | was fast!
I was clever!
But not clever enough. | ran out from under the bush
Li ke a shadow inside of a shadow, | felt it
descend on nme. Terror like nothing 1'd felt before
swept over nme. Sonething deep, deep inside ny
shrew brain cried out.
It was the ultimate fear! The ultinmate
horror! 1t was the eneny | could not defeat!
And it was coming for ne!
C
| dodged, but too slowy. Huge tal ons
cl osed around ne and suddenly ny little feet were run
ning in air.
| ess-than Okay, Rachel. It's okay.

It's just me. | have you. greater-than

The voice was in ny head. | understood the words.
It cut through the terror at last. |I held onto that
Voi ce.

| ess-than Rel ax, Rachel. greater-than

| 1 ooked down and with my di mshrew eyesi ght
saw t he shadows shooting past down bel ow.

| ess-than |i ke have you, Rachel. Try to be calm
Thi nk about sonet hi ng human. Thi nk about school
Rermenber school 8great er -t han

School ? Yes. | remenbered school
Quite suddenly the shrew nmind | ost the battle for
control. It was like a switch had been fli pped.
was in charge. | knew what | was. | knew
who
| was.

| ess-than |I' m okay, Tobi aseagreater-than
| said. |less-than You can set ne down.
greater-than
He circled around and | anded with perfect gentl eness
on the ground.
| ess-than Did ny tal ons hurt
y8greater-than
less-than No. | don't think so. I'm
fine. greater-than



"You okay, Rachel ?" Jake's voice.
| ess-than Yes. Boy, that was totally different
than the el ephant brain. O the eagle. They're
both so cal mand nell ow conpared to this mnd. greater-than
"It's like Jake's lizard," Cassie
suggested. "He had a panic reaction, too. The
ot her animals we norphed were all kind of big,
dom nant animals -- gorilla, tiger. My
horse was skittish, though."
| ess-than Look, let's just do this and get it
over with, okay8greater-than | said. |ess-than
" mnot enjoying the shrew expe riences That was the

understatenent of all tine. | could still snell death and
hear the thou sands of feasting naggots. And to ne those
things still meant dinner. | was horribly hungry.

"Are you sure you're going to be able to maintain
down t here?" Marco asked. | saw him
peer ing down at me froma nillion niles up
"You still look a little nervous. Your tail is
twitching and your little nose is sniffing like crazy."

| ess-than Yeah, | know. I'mstill nervous.
Let's just do this. You'll have to take me back to the
tree where Fluffer is. | don't know what

direction it is. greater-than

Before | could object, Marco reached down and
scooped nme into his hands. He held me up and
| ooked into nmy eyes. "l've never seen you | ook
| ovelier, Rachel. Very cover girl."

W wal ked down the block. Marco set ne
down at the bottom of the tree where Fluffer was stil
hi di ng out on a hi gh branch.

| ess-than You guys had better back off a
|l eagreater-than | said.

" Not
t oo
far," Jake said. "W have to be able to get between you and
Fluffer fast."

| ess-than Oh, | can kick Flutter's
butteagreater-than | said, joking. |I guess
felt alittle enbarrassed about having |l et the shrew
take control of ne.

"Uh- huh," Marco said dryly. "Cat versus
mouse. VWho woul d you bet on?"

"Haven't you ever seen
Itchy and Scratchy?"
Cassi e asked. "Muse, definitely. Besides,
she's not a nouse.”

Let me tell you sonmething: It is no fun
sitting around in a shrew s tiny body, waiting
to see whether a huge cat is going to decide
to clinb down and kill you. It is one of the |east fun
things |1've ever done. | had the shrew brain under
cont rol, but that didn't change the fact that the
shrew was about as scared as a shrew can be. Between being
snatched up by a hawk and now waiting to see if the
shrew s other deadly eneny was going to attack ..
| mean, the shrew was definitely in a state of
pani c.

She was not a happy shrew

| was so preoccupi ed thinking about the shrew s



hunger that | m ssed what happened next.
didn't even notice until | heard the sound of
scraping tree bark just an inch over my head.
Fl uf fer was dropping through the air right on top of ne!
| froze!
Jake and Marco did not freeze.
Marco grabbed Fluffer in md-pounce. Fluffer
rewarded himw th a nasty slash of his claws. Marco
yel | ed and al nost dropped the cat. Jake
grabbed Fluffer by the nape of the neck and Cassie
ran up with the aninmal carrier
The three of them managed to stuff the squalling,
hi ssing, slashing Fluffer into the carrier and cl ose the
door.
| was already norphing out of the shrew body as fast as
| could.
“I'"'m bl eeding!" Marco cried.
"We're all bleeding," Cassie said
matter-of- factly. "I told you guys:
Kitties can be nasty when you get on their nerves."
I was shooting up fromthe ground, regaining nmy normal
body.
"Ugh! Ugh! 1'm never doing that norph again,"
| said, as soon as | had a normal tongue and

lips. | |ooked over ny shoul der to nake sure
| didn't still have that creepy tail. Nothing. | was
me again. | was in ny nmorphing outfit and with no shoes

on, but | was hunman again.
| shuddered. The nenory of the shrew s brain and

its fear and hunger made ny flesh creep. | was
fighting a powerful urge to throw up. | felt sick
inawy that is nmostly in your head.

Jake | ooked at ne and shook his head. "I should
have done it. | should have used ny lizard

nmorph to lure the cat down fromthe tree."
I shook ny head. "No. That freaked you out."
"And now you're the one who's freaked out," Jake

said. "But don't worry, you'll get over it.
Mostly. At |east
you
didn't eat a spider.”
"Yeah. Look, I'mjust tired, okay? Let

me ac quire this pain-in-the-butt cat and get
on with this."

"Are you still up for it?" Cassie asked.
"Acqui ring two new norphs in one night?"

"I shouldn't have let you do the nouse. Shrew.

What ever, " Jake said. He was still |ooking guilty.
"Look, it was ny idea, right? Besides, since when

do you

| et

me do things? What are you, ny master? | don't

think so. Cone on." | squared ny

shoul ders and put on a brave smile. "Let ne
see how Flutter likes ne, now that |'m bigger
than he is."

| guess Flutter was tired of causing trouble.
He was actually asleep in the cat carrier.
Sleep ing like nothing at all was going on
A typical cat. He even purred as



acquired him

VWen | was done, | noticed Cassie smling
at ne.

"What ?" | asked her.

"I was just thinking how you | ook |ike the sane old
Rachel , but now you al so have an el e phant, a
shrew, an eagle, and a cat inside you. That's four
nmor phs. That's nore than any of us." She | ooked

t houghtful. "We don't really know very much about this
nmorphing thing still. | won der if there is a limt
to how many norphs you can do."

"I guess we'll find out," Marco said

darkly. "Probably at the worst possible tine."

I wondered if they were right. It was definitely a
strange, powerful feeling, knowi ng that | could becone
four very different animals. Strange and powerful and
di sturbing. Inside of me | had ani mals that ate
each other. It wasn't a good i nage.

Suddenly | felt exhausted. "Look, guys
. I'"ve acquired Flutter now. But maybe
we should do the rest of this tonorrow night. I'm...
don't know if |I'mat ny best right now"

"Anot her night," Jake agreed. He | ooked
relieved. | think he was worried about ne.
That's the way Jake is.

"I guess we can let Flutter go now,"

Cassi e said. She opened the carrier and the cat
clinmbed out cautiously.

| watched himrun off into the night.

"Probably going off to kill your shrew "

Mar co specul at ed
The i dea nade nme shudder all over again.
A
aaaaaaaahhh! Aaaaah! Aaaaaaaaaah!"
"Wake up. Rachel, wake up!"
" Aaah!
h. Ch. Oh." | sat up. | was gasping for
air. It was dark, but | could just make out Jor
dan's face. She was shaki ng me awake.

| felt nmy face. Lips. Eyes. Nose.

| patted nyself down frantically. Human.
was human. No fur. No tail. Human.

The details of the dream canme rushing up to ny
consci ousness.

"Ch, no," | noaned. | threw back the
covers and stunbled to ny feet. | staggered toward the
bat hr oom door. The bat hroom connects nmy room
and the room Jordan and Sara share. | tried to
turn on the light but mssed the switch. |
dropped to ny knees in front of the toilet and
t hr ew up.

Jordan kept saying, "Are you all right,

Rachel ? Are you all right? | better get

Mom "
"No," | said, as soon as | could talk.
"No, I'mfine. Don't wake Mom up."
Fortunately, little Sara can sl eep through anyt hing.

| brushed ny teeth and drank some water.
| ooked sheepishly at Jordan. She | ooks
nothing like ne. | guess | look nore |ike ny dad,



and Jor dan is like this smaller version of nmy nom
dark hair and dark eyes. She | ooked pretty
scar ed.

"I"mokay," | said again. "Just a bad dream
| guess it nade nme kind of sick, is all.
But I'mfine now "

Jordan relaxed a little. "Must have been sone
dream "

"I guess so. | can't even renmenber it now.
You know how it is. Dreanms fade away so you can't
even renenber them'

"I can't believe you would just forget a dreamt hat
made you scream

hurl . "
| shrugged. "I've never been very good at
renmenbering dreans. You better get back to bed."
She | ooked at me solemmly. "I know I'm

just your little sister by two years, but you would tell ne
i f sonething bad was happening to you, right? | nean,
woul dn't tell Mom or anyone. You could trust
ne.
| smled and drew her into a hug. "I know | can
trust you. If anything bad was going on, I'd
tell you." It was a lie, of course, and the lie
made me feel even worse. | trusted
Jordan. | knew in nmy heart that she was not a
Controller.

O course, that's just what Jake had said about
Tom

| hugged ny sister a little closer. | hated the
way suspicion had crept into every part of my mnd.
| hated the way | wasn't sure, not really,
to tally sure, that |I could trust her.

"Good night," | said. "Thanks for rescuing ne
fromthat nightmare. Whatever it was."
She started to wal k away. Then she turned, it

from behind by the garish bathroomlight. "Before you started
scream ng, you were yelling something."

"What ?" | asked, afraid of the answer.
She | ooked puzzled. "I think it was
"maggots." Sonething like that."

| forced a shaky smle. "Good night,
Jordan. "

| crawl ed back into ny bed. The pill ow was
soaked with sweat. The sheets were cl amy.

Maggots. Squirmng, crawing, busy little
white maggots. They were all over a piece of
rotting neat and fur. In nmy dreamit was a dead
cat. A dead cat covered with vernmin eating the
decayed fl esh

A shrew was getting in on the feast, eating the
dead flesh and the living naggots with equal en
j oynent .

In ny dream | knew | was that shrew.

"You | ook tired," Jake said the next norning.
We took the sanme bus to school

"Thanks," | said grunpily.

"Didn't get enough sleep |last night?"

"I guess not, if | |ook as bad as you



say."
"I didn't say you | ooked bad, | just said you
| ooked tired." He hesitated. He gl anced over
hi s shoul der, checking to see whet her anyone was
listening. Fortunately, the noise |evel was
pretty high in the bus. Jake | owered his voice and
| eaned close to ny ear. "You didn't get creeped
out by the shrew, did you?"
"Why? Just because |'ma girl, you think the shrew
bot hered me nore than it would have bot hered you or Marco?"

"No, that's not it at all,"” he said earnestly.
"It's just . . . see, when | did the lizard
nmor ph, that bothered ne. | had nightmares -- his
"N ghtrmares?" | said it too loudly. Then |

| owered ny voi ce back to a whisper
"N ght mar es?"

"Ch, yeah. Definitely. When | norphed the
tiger |I had dreans, too, but not nightmares."

"What kind of dreams?"

He smiled. "Kind of cool, really. Stalking
through a dark forest at night. | was hunting
something. It was like | wanted to catch it, but at the
sane time it was like if | didn't catch it that would be
okay, too. Because just running and creeping and then
runni ng sone nore through the woods was the best thing in the
world."

| nodded. "I felt like that after the el ephant
morph. It was this incredible feeling of being huge and
i nvincible. Like |I could never even pos sibly
be afraid of anything."

"But the shrew was different, wasn't it? Same
with the lizard."

"I guess it's the different characters of the animals.
Maybe sone are good matches for our human brains.
Maybe others aren't." | |ooked out the wi ndow for a
while. Then | said, "You know what scares ne?"

To ny surprise, Jake nodded. "Yeah
You' re afraid that sonmeday we mi ght have to norph

i nto bugs."
| shuddered. "I don't think I'll be willing
to do that. | think that may be too nuch."
"Well, your next assignnent is a cat.

Tobias was a cat. He said it was anmazingly
cool. He liked it. Just like | really enjoy being a
dog. Sonetinmes when |I'm feeling depressed,
really wish | could just morph. Dogs know how to have
fun."

The bus pulled up in front of the school. "An

ot her day of school. Normal life." | |ooked

over

the crowd of kids mlling around on the | awn and
on the steps. | spotted Melissa.
"See you later, Jake," | said. "Thanks."

"No problem W're all in this together."
| made ny way down the bus aisle and ran
to
catch up to Melissa. But when | got close
| saw
that her eyes were red and swol | en. She'd been

crying.



| didn't know what to do. In the old days
woul d have just run right up to her and asked
what was the matter.
"Hey, Melissa, how s it goi ng?"
She | ooked at ne, confused. "What?"
"I said, hows it going?"
She shook her head slowy, |ike she couldn't
believe | was even talking to her. "Wat do you
care?"
"Melissa. OF course | care. Wiat's
wrong?" Her eyes went kind of blank. She
seened to
be | ooking at nothing but the air right in front of
her face. "Wat's wong? Everything is wong.
And nothing is wong. But just the same, every thing is
wr ong. "
"Melissa, what are you talking about?" "Forget
it," she said. She started to wal k

away.
| grabbed her arm "Look, you can talk to ne.
I"mstill your friend. Nothing has changed." "Leave

me alone," she said grimy. "Every-
t hi ng has changed. Everyone has changed. You stopped
being my friend. And ny nomand dad ... his

"What ?" | pressed her

The bell rang loud and shrill.

"I have to go." She pulled her arm away.

VWhat could I do? | let her go. | wondered
what she had started to say about her father. Had she
di scovered what her father was? Wat her father had
becone?

I wal ked up the steps of the school with ny head
| owered in thought. As | opened the school door,
ran right into sonmeone

"Hey, hey, watch where you're going, young
[ ady. "

"M. Chapman!" | recoiled in fear.

See, you have to realize that this was the man who had
once directed a Hork-Bajir soldier to kil
us all if he caught us. Kill us and only save
our heads for identification

That kind of thing sticks in your nind

He peered at ne. "What's the matter with you
Rachel ? A little junpy this norning?"

I nodded. "Yes, sir. | guess
didn't sleep too well."

"Bad dreanms?" he asked.

My mouth was dry. "l guess so, M. Chap-

man.

He smled. A normal, human snmile. H's
eyes
even crinkled up a little as he grinned down at ne.
"Well, shake it off. Nightnares aren't real, you
know. "

"At |least not nost of the time," | said to nmy self.

We couldn't go to the Chapmans' the next
ni ght because Marco and | both had papers we had
to wite. And the night after that was Cassie's dad's
bi rt hday.
But finally, there we were again on the street outside



t he Chapmans' house. It was a little be fore eight.
Fluffer was out of the house, snelling a fence post
four blocks over, where another cat had left his
scent. At least, that's what Tobias reported.
"Are you ready?" Jake asked ne.
| nodded.
"Are you sure?" Cassie asked. "You can put
this off if you want. W don't have to do this tonight."

"The sooner the better," | said. "W
all know sonmething is wong in that house. Mlissa
is still nmy friend. Maybe sonehow | can help her."

"Your job is not to help Melissa Chapnan,"
Marco pointed out. "You're supposed to be spying
on Chapnman. You're supposed to be finding sone
way for us to get at the Yeerks, so that we can al
turn into wild animals and get ourselves killed."

"I know why |'mdoing this, Mrco," | said.

He nodded. "Ckay. Well, take care of
yourself in there. That's an assistant principal you're
dealing with. He finds out you've turned into a cat and
gone sneaking around his house, that will be after-schoo
detention for like a year."

We all laughed. As if detention were the thing
had to fear. Marco can be obnoxi ous, but on the other
hand, he can nake you | augh right when you really need
to.

"I"'mready," | said. | waved ny arnms at
t he dark sky above. Tobias swooped down, opened
his wings to slow his speed, and settled on the fence beside
us.

"How does it | ook up there, Tobias?"
Jake asked.

| ess-than Looks fine. The cat is nowhere
near the house. There's no one out wal ki ng
around, except way over on Loughlin Street.
There are a couple of cars, but not coming toward you.
greater-than

"You know, you have quite a future in bur-
glary," Marco said to Tobias. "You and | can
burgl ari ze places, and Jake can be Spi derman
and catch us."

"Ckay, |I'mready to do this," | announced.
"As ready as |'mgoing to get, anyway."

Tobi as sent ne a private nmessage.

| ess-than Rachel, if you get into any trouble, just
try and make it out side. | can lift you out of any
danger. greater-than

| prepared to norph. | concentrated on
Fluffer. It was easy to do. | had a very clear
nment al i mage of Fluffer dropping down out of that
tree, ready to kill ne when I was a shrew

I nside nmy own body, Fluffer's DNA was
stored, ready to be used. Al | had to do was concen
trate . . . concentrate.

Each norphing is different. Especially the first
time, when you can't even think about con trolling how it
happens. Even Cassie can't con trol the first
nor ph.
In the case of Fluffer, it started with
fur. Black fur came first, and then the white fur



be gan to grow. The fur had al nbost conpletely grown
in while | was still nostly human. | had

[ uxurious fur on my arms. On ny legs. On

nmy face. Fur and whiskers, with everything el se
pretty much the sane.

"Ch, that is cool!" Cassie said. She was star
ing at me and grinning this huge grin. "That is way
cool. You | ook great."

Marco and Jake nodded agreenent.

"It's kind of weird, but also kind of pretty,"”
Marco said. "I'mthinking you could do conmercials for
cat food. You sing a little song, naybe dance a
little. Forget Morris the cat. You would rule.”

| began to shrink. But it was strange, because as
shrank and nmy outer clothing slithered off me, |
didn't feel like | was getting smaller. | felt
nore like | was getting stronger

It was like | was shedding all this unnecessary stuff,

clumsy long | egs, these ridicul ous weak arns.
| felt like I'd been boiled down to ny
absol ute essentials. Like | wasn't even
made out of plain old flesh and bones anynore.
| felt like liquid steel
| didn't feel the fear of the shrew |
didn't feel the total confidence of the el ephant,
either, or of the eagle.

t hese

This was different. There was fear, sure. But underneath

the fear was confidence. The cat knew there were eneni es

out there, but he al so knew he could handle it.

| felt . . . tough. That was it -- tough
Then the cat's senses started sendi ng nessages
to nmy brain.

| ess-than Whoaffgreater-than | yelled in
surprise. less-than Suddenly it isn't
nightti me anynore! |1 nean, wow. Tal k about
ni ght visionffgreater-than
"A cat's vision at night is about eight tinmes
stronger than a human's," Cassie said
hel pfully. "I | ooked it up."
"Ei ght
ti mes?" Marco repeated. "Not seven, or nine?
How do they neasure that?"

But it wasn't just how

wel |
| saw that was strange. It was
what
I noti ced.
A human being will notice colors, for exam

ple. Now, a cat can see colors, nore or
less. He just isn't interested in colors. It's
like, okay, that thing is red. Wio cares?
VWat cats really notice is novenment. |f
anyt hi ng noves, even the tiniest bit, the cat sees

it. I was standing there on the grass, |ooking around wth

my big cat eyes, and | saw nothing but novenent.

| saw every bl ade of grass that noved in the
breeze. | saw every bug that crawl ed across those
bl ades of grass. | saw every bird in every tree as
it fluffed its wings. And boy, did | see the
mce and the squirrels and the rats.



There was a nouse no nmore than twenty feet away.
| could see the individual whiskers on his little
snhout when they twitched.

Thi ngs that were not nmoving were boring to me. If the nouse
just stayed conmpletely still, | would forget he was even
there.

"How are you doi ng?" Jake asked ne.

| had no trouble at all hearing his voice. But
it
was irrelevant. It had no meani ng. The nouse was
making a tiny little scritching sound as it worked its little
teeth around a nut, trying to chew it open

| cared about that sound. | cared about that sound a
| ot.

"Rachel , can you hear us? It's ne, Cassie."

| ess-than Yes, | can hear you. | just can't
seemto concentrate very well on you. There are so many
other things to hear and see and snell. greater-than

"Well, at least she's not running around out of
control ," Marco said.

Suddenly | sensed somet hing over my head, a
shape, a shadow, a figure. Lightning quick, I
turned nmy head. My ears flattened back agai nst
nmy skull. The hair on nmy back stood up and
my tail puffed out to three tinmes its normal size.

My cl aws extended. | drew back nmy mouth and
showed ny teeth.

It all happened in a split second. | was
ready for battle.

And whatever this was attacking me, | wanted it
to know it would be sorry it nmessed with Fluff er
MKitty.

"Hhhhhi i sssss!"

| was ready to fight. | was

punped.

Kill or be killed.

It is so cool when you feel the razor-sharp
claws sliding out of your delicate-I|ooking pink
pads.

"Rachel, take a pill, girl, it's just
Tobi as, " Cassie said soothingly. "Tobias?
| think maybe you'd better stay away," she
called up to the sky. "Cats are genetically
programred to be afraid of large birds."

She was right. The shadow of Tobias scared ne
pretty good. It was strange, because it was a fear
shared with the shrew

But it was a different type of fear than the
shrew s. This was nore like |I was angry, too. Only
that wasn't quite it, either. | guess it wasn't a
real emotion at all. Basically, when I'd
hissed | was just trying to communi cate. And the
nmessage | was trying to comuni cate was,

"Don't ness with me. You rmay be bigger than ne,
you may scare me, you may rmake ne run away, but
if I have to | amready to fight."

That was ny whol e cat nessage to the world: Don't
mess with ne. Don't get in ny way, don't
try to touch nme if | don't want to be touched
don't try to keep ne fromgetting what | want.



I was sel f-contained. | was conplete. |
didn't need anything but nyself. It seened |onely
to ny human self, but at the sane tine, it was al
very cal m sonehow.
| ess-than |I' m okayeagreater-than | said.
less-than like think I "mpretty nuch in
control. greater-than
"What's it |ike?" Cassie asked.
less-than It's like . . . You know those old
cowboy novies with Cint Eastwood? He's a
gunsl i nger and he wal ks into the sal oon and everyone
ki nd of gets out of his way? And how he's not really
| ooking for trouble, but you'd better not make hi m nad?
That's what it's like. It's like I'mdCint
East wood. greater-than
"Can you do this, do you think?" Jake asked ne.
| ess-than Oh, yeah. | can do
anyt hi ng. greater-than
"Don't let the cat's arrogance get you in
trou ble," Marco advised. "Keep a little of your
good ol d human fear." He paused. "Ch, |
forgot, mghty Rachel doesn't have any good old
human fear. So here's what you do: Borrow some of
nmy good old human fear. | have plenty to spare.™
"He's right, Rachel," Cassie agreed.
"Keep focused. Between your own nhatura
attitude and the cat's 'tude, you could get

cocky."
| cast a glance back toward the nouse.
He had broken into the nut at last. | could kil

him | was sure of that. He was a plunmp little
mouse, and | would catch himeasily. But |
wasn't hun gry. So he'd get to live a while
| onger.
| ess-than No probl eneagreater-than | said.
"W're here if you get into a nmess," Cassie
re assured ne.

less-than I'Il meow if | need hel p.
Don't worry. I'min control now It'll be
fine. greater-than
But the truth is, I was lying, just a little. See,

| wasn't conpletely in control of the cat. For sone
reason | didn't
want
to conpletely control the cat. | kind of liked his
arrogance. It made nme feel nore sure of nyself. And
despite what the others thought about me, | needed
all the confidence | could get.

"The morph clock is ticking," Cassie said.
"It's quarter of eight. Renenber that."

| headed at an easy trot down the sidewal k
toward the Chapman home. As soon as | started
nmovi ng | thought,
Ch, man, if | could just keep
some of this for ny next gymastics class.

It was |ike grace beyond any grace you can inagi ne as
a human. | passed a wooden fence. There was a
railing up high, maybe three feet up. |
| ooked up at it and then, before | could even think about
it, I leaped. My powerful hind legs coiled up



and rel eased.
| sailed through the air. Three feet straight
up, and | was an aninmal that stood only about
twelve or thirteen inches tall. It was the sane
as a human being just leaping to the top of a two- story
bui I di ng.
And it was totally
not hi ng.
It was just auto matic. | wanted to junp, so
did. 1 wanted to stick the landing on a narrow
two-inch-wide rail, and of course, no problem
Conpared to a cat, the best gymast who ever |ived
is like a big staggering cow or sonething.
"Urn, Rachel, what exactly are you doi ng?"
Jake asked.
They were all standing there | ooking at nme. | had
totally forgotten they were still around.
| ess-than Just practicingeagreater-than | said.
| jumped back down to the grass. Ckay,
get the job done first, | or dered myself sternly.
You can worry about the Kitty A ynpics later.
| started again toward the house, but this time sonething
forced me to stop. It was a
tel e phone pole. The snell that emanated fromit was
overpowering. | went over to it. | sniffed it again and
again in short snorts of air. The air was trapped
in a series of chanbers above ny palette. It would
be held there even while | went on breathing. That
way | could get every possible bit of information fromthat
smel I .
It was definitely a toms scent. A tontat
had marked this pole by peeing on it. He was a
dom nant cat. Very dominant. His snell nmade
me ner vous. Not afraid, just alittle |less
arrogant than | had been. If this cat appeared,
I would have to submit. | would have to make mnysel f
smal l er and | ess threatening and accept his dom nance.
O | could fight himand get ny butt kicked.
It was just the way things were. It was all there in the
snell of his urine, where any cat could read it.
| resuned trotting toward the Chapman hone.
| ess-than Rachel, are you sure you're in
control 8greater-than To bias's voice was in ny
head. | ess-than Wy did you stop to sniff
t hat pol e8greater-than
| ess-than like figured | should look like a rea
cateagreater-than | said. less-than |like was just playing
the part. greater-than
| ess-than | f you say seagreater-than he said
doubtfully. less-than Just re menber: It's
fun being an aninmal for a while. Not so fun when
it's permanent. The two-hour clock is ticking.
Tick tock. greater-than
That got ny attention. It was |like a dash of
cold water in ny face. | focused my human
m nd and took greater control over the cat's m nd
But it wasn't easy. The cat's mind did not even
un derstand the notion of obeying.
So | used sonething the cat woul d respond to.
conjured up the nmenory of the big toms snell. That



triggered the cat's subnissiveness. | felt ny
part of the collective mnd grow | arger.

| ess-than You're al nost thereeagreater-than
Tobi as said. less-than This is the right yard.
greater-than

| ess-than Yes, | know. My scent is
everywhere,-This whole area snells of me. This is
hone. This is all mine. greater-than

| ess-than Rachel, this is al
Chapman' s.

And Chapman bel ongs to Visser Three. Don't
forget that. greater-than

| trotted to the cat door. Chapman. Visser
Three. Big deal. | was a conbi nati on of Rachel and
Fluffer. What did | care about Chapman and
Vi sser Three?

The light inside the house was bright. My eyes
adjusted instantly. My nose picked up the
snell of cat food, too dry and old to interest
ne. | also snelled the humans: Meli ssa,

M. Chapman, and Ms. Chapnman. Don't ask
me how | knew that what | snelled were those three
peo ple. | just knew.

| spotted a cockroach in the dust balls in the
dark beneath the refrigerator. No interest to ne.
Roaches nmade interesting scritchy noises sone-
times, and they were fun to watch run. But they snelled
wrong. They were not prey.

Swi ft novemnent s!

Feet. Human feet. | didn't bother
| ooking up. It was Ms. Chapnan.

Hi gh-pi tched sounds comng fromthe notor of the
refrigerator. They were annoying. There were also the
sounds of birds outside. They had a nest
up under the eaves.

Then the sound of Melissa's voice.

VWere was she? | didn't see her anywhere. The
sound was nuffl ed.

| tried to focus. My ears nmoved to point
to ward the sound. It came from above nme. Above and far
away.

She was in her bedroom that's where. | couldn't
hear the words clearly, but | knew that she was
muttering to herself.

| trotted across the kitchen floor. | knew
-- as
Rachel -

I knew |

shoul d be

afraid. But | couldn't be afraid. Everything here
snelled like me. My scent glands had left their
marks all over -- on that door, on that cupboard,
on that chair. It re assured ne.

The big dom nant tontat's snmell was not in
here. No, there were no other cats in here at all
Only human snells, and those were not very im
portant.

| left the kitchen and paused at the corner
be tween the hallway and the fam |y room
Chap man was there, in the living room | could



snell him He was just sitting on the couch. |
gl anced at hi mand wal ked on.
But then | stopped. My human brain sensed
somet hing wong with the picture. Chapman was just sitting
on the couch. No TV. No nusic. He
wasn't reading a book or a newspaper. Just sit
ting.
| turned back to the kitchen. | |ooked up at
Ms. Chapman. She was doi ng sonething at the sink
Maybe washi ng di shes. No, she was cut ting
veget abl es. But again, no TV. No nusic. She
wasn't humming to herself. She wasn't talking to herself
the way nmy nmom does when she's working in the kitchen
Not right. Sonething was not right with either of the Chapmans.
| went back to the hallway. There were stairs
| eading up to the bedroons. Fromthe hallway | could

hear Melissa nore clearly. | concentrated, trying
to ignore the fascinating sounds of the birds under the
eaves. | focused on the human sounds of
Melissa's voice
"dis . . divided by the square root ... no,
wait. No, square root tines ... Is that right?"
She was doi ng her homewor k. Her math home work
obvi ousl y.
Li ke 1
shoul d

be doing, | thought. | had a

pang of guilt. Instead of doing ny homework, |

was creeping around ny friend' s house spying on her and
her parents.

| tried to find a clock. | had to watch the
time. At nine forty-five ny two hours woul d be
up. | wanted to be out of norph and back in ny
nor mal body | ong before then. Hopefully, | could
still get home and do ny math homework and at |east do

some of the reading for social studies class.

| spotted a clock. It was over the mantel
be tween pictures of the Chapmans and Meli ssa.
The clock said three mnutes until eight. |
had plenty of tine.

Sudden novenent!

Oh, just Chapnan standing up

The cat part of me wasn't interested in Chap
man one way or the other. But | forced nyself to pay
attention. It was inmportant to watch him That was why
I was here.

Is he prey? The cat brain seemed to be
aski ng.
Yes. Yes,
| told the cat brain.
Chapman i s our prey.

| followed Chapman as he headed down the
hal | way. Either he didn't notice ne, or
el se he didn't care

He opened a door that let |oose a flood of
snel I s. Danmpness. M| dew. Bugs.

| ess-than Rachel ? How are you doing in
t her e8gr eat er -t han

| jerked in surprise. A very un-catlike
nove nent.



It was Tobias. He had to be fairly close
for me to be able to hear his thought-speech. He nmust be
on the roof or perched on a nearby tree branch
| strained ny sensitive cat hearing. The birds
under the eaves were silent. They were afraid of the big
hawk.
| ess-than I'm fineeagreater-than | said.
| ess-than But you scared ne hal f
to deat hffgreater-than

| ess-than Sorry. | was just worried.
greater-than
| ess-than Well, don't worry. |'m

foll ow ng Chapman down to the basenment. greater-than

| ess-than Why8great er-than

| ess-than Because that's where he's going.
Duheagreater-than | said. Sonehow, Tobias's
human words were annoying ne. He wanted ne to pay
attention to himand it was hard to do. The cat didn't
care about his words. The cat just wanted to go down and
| ook around the basenment. Fortunately, that's what
| wanted to do, too

| trotted down the rough wooden stairs after
Chapman. Very weird, by the way. Going downstairs
as a cat gave ne a feeling of vertigo. |
mean, | was going down head first. It's strange.

| ess-than Look, Tobias, | appreciate
you | ooking out for me. But |I'mkind of busy right
now. greater-than

| ess-than |ike understand. | can't hear you very well,
anyway. You're getting farther away. greater-than

| ess-than Yeah, |'m going down. greater-than
| waited. He said nothing. |ess-than
Tobi as8greater-than | called. But there was no an
swer. We're still |earning about thought-speech. W know
there are limts on how far it can be "heard." But
we aren't sure what the limts are.

The basenent had paneling all around. The ceiling
was bare wood and full of spiders and
other interesting things. No nmice, though.

Noth ing that could be considered actual prey. But many
things that m ght be fun to chase.

Chapman is the prey,

| rem nded nysel f.

Ve

are hunting Chapnan.

There was a sort of TV roomw th a pool table and
sone old chairs and a couch. But it was obvious that no
one had used themfor a long tine. There were no human
scents on them There was dust everywhere and | coul d hear
that there were spiders inside the TV set.

The only part of the basenent that appeared to have been
used was a path right across the floor. | snelted the
scents that Chapman had tracked there with his shoes.

He wal ked in a straight |line across the base
ment to a door. It was a sinple white-painted
door. Chapman pulled a set of keys out of his
pocket. He unl ocked the white door

He opened it and stepped through. Five feet beyond the
whi te door was a second door. This one was nade
of gleaming steel. It |looked Iike the door to a bank



vaul t.

Besi de the steel door, there was a small, square
white panel of |ight. Chaprman pressed his hand
against it.

The steel door opened. It slid into the wall Iike
the doors on
Star Trek.

| knew | had to go after him But my human
mnd was afraid. And ny cat nmind didn't see
any reason why | should walk into that dark place.

To both of us, it felt like a trap. Like a place
we coul dn't get out of.

But |
had to.
| had to go in there . That was the whole point of this
spying trip.

And Chaprman was my prey.

At the last second, just as the door swooshed
shut, | bounded into the room

It was dark at first, not that it bothered ne. Then
Chapman turned on a low light. It was strange,
because | could actually see better in the dark than
could with the low light.

There was a sort of desk set into the wall. It was
gray steel and very unusual -1 o00king. There were nore little
light panels in various cheerful colors. And there
was sonething that | ooked like a small but conplicated
spotlight hangi ng down fromthe ceiling. In front
of the desk was a chair. A totally normal
of fice-type chair. Chapman sat init.

He ran his hands over a bl ue panel. Then he
| ooked at his watch. He sat patiently,

wai ting.
For about a minute, nothing happened. | tried
to | ook nonchal ant, like |I had just happened to wander

in. But at the same tinme | was careful to stay behind
Chapman so he wouldn't see ne.

I remenbered Jake's warni ng. About how any
one el se would just assume | was a plain old cat.
But Chapnman knew about norphi ng. The Yeerks
knew about the Andalite norphing technol ogy. So
i f Chapman or any Controller ever saw an an
mal acting the wong way, they could suspect the
truth.

Suddenly a brilliant Iight snapped on

My cat eyes adjusted instantly, but even so,
the Iight was painfully bright. It came fromthe little
spotlight thing. Chapman turned around in his chair
to face the |ight.

The Iight began to change. It took shape. It
turned different colors.

The four hooves appeared. The bluish fur. The
many-fi ngered hands. The flat, intelligent face with
no mouth and only slits for a nose. The
penetrating, al nond-shaped nain eyes.

Then the strange extra eyes, mounted on stal ks
that turned this way and that, |ooking around the room
Last canme the tail, the w cked, curved,
scorpionlike tail

An Andalite. Just like the Andalite prince who



had gi ven us our powers.

But | knew this was no true Andalite. Dread
washed over me. Dread too strong for even my cat
brain to ignore.

This was no true Andalite. This was the only
Andal ite body ever seized and taken over by the
Yeerks. The only Andalite-Controller in all the
gal axy.

This was Visser Three. Leader of the Yeerk in vasion
force. The evil creature who coul d norph
into nonsters acquired fromall over the uni verse.

This was Visser Three, the creature who had
nmurdered the Andalite prince while we cowered in
terror.

This was Visser Three, who had nearly killed us
all in the hell of the Yeerk pool

"Wl corme, Visser," Chapman said in a very
hunbl e voice. was Iniss two two six of the Sulp
Ni aar pool submits to you. My the
Kandrona shine and strengthen you."

"And you, Iniss two two six," Visser
Three sai d.

I was shocked to hear the Visser's voice. In his
Andal ite body he had no nmouth. Andalites
conmuni cate telepathically, just the way | do when
["min a norph

The second shock canme from what they had said
to each other. "lIniss two two six." That had to be
t he nane of the Yeerk slug who controlled Chapman.

The cat part of nmy brain was busy with a different
guestion. Was this apparition real? No. There was no
scent. No scent at all. Only light and
shadows.

It was a hologram | knew. But it was a very
convi nci ng hol ogram Visser Three seened al -
nost solid. He | ooked around as though he could see
from hi s hol ographi c eyes.

| prayed he woul dn't | ook at ne.

"Report, lniss ."

"Yes, Visser."

Part of ne just wanted to run. Even a hol ogram
of Visser Three makes your skin crawl . But now
that he had figured out it wasn't real, the cat part
of me was just bored.

| realized why | could hear Visser Three --

t he hol ogram projector nust not be able to trans
mt thought-speech. It translated it into regular
speech.

"I's there progress on locating the Andalite
bandi t s?"

"No, Visser. Nothing yet."

| knew who he neant by "Andalite bandits."

That was us, the Aninorphs.

"I want them found. | want them found NOW"
Chapman junped back in surprise at the
Visser's command. | could snell fear on him

In a calmer tone, Visser Three went on
"This cannot go on, Iniss two two six, it cannot go
on. The Council of Thirteen will hear of it. They
will wonder why | reported to themthat all Andalite



ships near this planet had been destroyed and all the
Andalites killed. They will be suspicious.
They will be angry. And when the Council of Thir
teen is angry with me, | amangry with you."

Chapman was literally quivering. | smnelled
human sweat. And | snelled sonething el se.
Sonething not totally human. It was very faint . . . was
that the Yeerk itself |I was smelling? Was | snelling the
Yeerk slug in Chapman's head?

It seened inpossible. But there was sone strange

snell. Sonething . . . sonething ... | concentrated
all ny cat mind on analyzing the snell.

"What is
t hat ?"

Chapman swiveled in his chair.
| 1 ooked up and froze. Chapman was staring right
at ne. And worse, nmuch worse, Visser
Three's stal k eyes were focused on me, too.
"It's called a cat," Chapman said
nervously. "An Earth species used as a pet.
The humans keep themclose and find confort in them"
"Whay is it in here?"

"It belongs to the girl. My ... the host's
daughter."
"l see," Visser Three said. "Well,
kill it. Kill it imediately."
C
Kill
it. Kill it imediately.
| wanted to run. | wanted to panic.

But some strange conbination of the cat's cunning and ny
own intelligence came together and saved ne.

| didn't so nuch as flick a whisker. If |
had, | would have been dead. | knew that for a
fact. If 1'd reacted like I'd understood, they
woul d have known for sure that | was no nornal cat.

Vi sser Three's hol ogram wat ched ne
closely. Al four of his Andalite eyes were
focused on me now. And behind that gentle Andalite
expression, | could feel the razor-sharp focus
of the powerful, evil Yeerk
Chapnman, too, was staring at ne. He had the sane
ook in his eyes that he had when he caught soneone
trying to skip out of school

I was terrified. O at |east the Rachel part of
me was terrified. Fluffer couldn't have cared |ess.
He sensed ny concern, but he had none of his own.
There were no birds of prey here. There were no dogs.
There were no snells of dominant cats. There was
only a sort of three-dinensional picture that had
no scent. And Chaprman. Chapnan mi ght be
prey, or he might not, but he was certainly no
threat.

"It could be an Andalite," Visser Three said.
"Destroy it."

In response | said, "Mow"

Vi sser Three glared at ne. "Wat is that?"

"lIt's . . . it's ... the s-s-sound a cat
makes, Visser. | b-b-believe it
wi shes to eat."



SAWNNAPP
Suddenly, wi thout warning, Visser Three whipped
his tail at me. A dangerous, foot-Iong,
scyt he-shaped bl ade arced toward ne at a speed no
human coul d hope to evade.
But I wasn't just a human.
In a tenth of the time it took to blink, | had seen
t he sudden notion and | was crouched down, ears back
teeth bared. My paw, claws out stretched, sw ped
at the tail bl ade.
My paw went straight through the hol ogram And the
bl ade, nothing but a projection, swept through ne.
"Ha, ha, ha."
It took me a second to make sense of the sound.
It was Visser Three | aughing.
Chapman seened amazed, too. Like he had never
heard the Visser laugh. Like it wasn't even
possible to i magi ne the Visser | aughing.
"What a ferocious little beast," Visser Three
sai d approvingly. "See how he did not back
away or run? | amnmany tinmes his size and yet
he struck at ne. A pity that the species is
too small to serve as a host."
"Yes, a pity," Chapman said
warily.
"Kill it," Visser Three said. "Wat
better formfor an Andalite to use? Better kil
it, just to be safe.”
"Yes, Visser," Chapnan said.
"0-0-only .
"Only what?" the Visser snapped.
"It belongs to the girl. If I kill the
ani mal she will be angry. She may draw
attention. Killing a cat is seen as a bad deed.
It would violate ny cover."
Vi sser Three did not | ook happy to be
di sobeyed. But he was not a creature who nmade im
pet uous deci sions. He considered for a nonment while
my future just hung there, balancing be tween life
and deat h.
"Do not violate your cover or draw attention," the
Vi sser said at |ast.
| figured it was tine for me to do something in nmy own
defense. | wal ked over and rubbed ny flank agai nst
Chapman' s | eg.
"What is it doing?" Visser Three demanded.
"It is signaling that it wishes to be fed."
"Interesting. Claws and teeth and ferocity nixed
with the subtlety to mani pul ate creatures
larger than itself. A worthy creature. Yes, et
it live, for now Let it live until we have
resolved the matter of the girl."
Chapman's face actually seenmed to twitch. It
was the only enotion he had shown, other than fear
"The girl? But . . . Visser . . . the
agreenment with the human Chapnman .
Vi sser Three sneered. "Agreenents. Don't
be a fool. W make agreenents to gain
vol untary hosts. Agreenents are a tool. Just as
you are ny tool. If you had brought ne the Andalite



bandits, | would not have to concern nyself with a cat or
girl.”
Chapman bowed his head. "I will bring themto you."
"Do that," Visser Three said coldly. And then
the solid-seeni ng i mage began to change. The
gentle Andalite body nelted away and in its
pl ace grew a nonster |ike nothing ever seen on
Eart h.
Where the Andalite head had been, there was now a | ong,
thick tube. There was an opening |like some horrible mouth
at the end of the tube. The thing was purple, but
translucent. You could al npbst see through it, although
I wasn't sure if that was because it was a hol ogram
or if the animal itself was that way.
The hol ogram Vi sser | owered the tube-nouth
toward Chapman's head. The nouth opened, revealing
hundr eds, maybe thousands, of tiny suck ers, each
dri pping sline.
It seemed as if the tube nouth closed over
Chapman' s head.
Chapman shook and quivered in terror
Vi sser Three's artificial voice said,
"Don't for get, Iniss two two siXx,
gave you this Chapman body. | placed you in his
head because | trusted you. | fed you his brain and nmade
you my lieutenant. But | can suck you back out again
if you fail me. Wuld you like to see what happened to the
[ ast fool who failed nme?"
Suddenly an inmage appeared in the air, like a
little novie. It was a second hologram It showed
a human wonman, pai n-w acked, screamng, with the
purpl e creature sucking on her head.
The real Chapman began to noan. "Ch, oh,
no, Visser. | beg you."
In the little novie the translucent purple thing
suddenly went into a spasm Fromthe
worman' s ear there came the slug . It was sucked,
dri ppi ng, gray, slimy, right out of her head.
The purple creature swall owed the
Yeer k sl ug.
Then the little novie ended.
"Not a very pretty picture, is it, Iniss
two two six?"
Chapman just shook his head. His eyes were still staring
at the enpty air where the i mage had appeared.
Vi sser Three began to resune the Andalite
form
"Don't fail ne," Visser Three said.
Suddenly Visser Three vani shed. The room was
dark agai n. Chapman sat hunched over the desk, with
his head in his hands. It was a while before he opened the
door and we both went back up the stairs.
Ms. Chapman was there, waiting. "Wat are the
Vi sser's orders?" she asked in a whisper.
Chapman | ooked at her like he'd just seen a
ghost. "He wants the Andalite bandits. He ...
he morphed into a Vanarx. A
Yeer kbane. "
He kept his voice low, too. He glanced toward
the stairs. | guess he was checking to see if



Mel i ssa was ar ound.

Ms. Chapman shuddered. "I'd heard that he
acquired a Vanarx. | always thought it was just another
story to frighten his underlings."

"He showed nme ... he showed how he de stroyed

I ni ss one seven four."
Ms. Chapnman | ooked shocked. "He used a
Vanarx on an | niss of the second century?"
"That Andalite-Controlling scum" Chapman said
viciously. "I w sh the Council of Thirteen
woul d
find out what kind of a nmess he's making on this
pl anet. Let themtake that Andalite body from him
and throw himback in some distant pool on the hone
world."
"Don't wish for that," M. Chapman said
grimy. "Long before Visser Three | oses power,
he will surely have destroyed you for failing him"
My cat ears noticed the sound before either of the
Chapnmans. Mvenent. Human feet poundi ng. |
cocked ny ears toward the stairs.
"Hey, Monf? Dad? Can one of you help me with
this math probl en"
It was Melissa. She was hal fway down the
stairs. She stopped and gl anced hopefully at her
parents. O at least at the people who had once been
her parents.

"We're busy right now, Melissa," Chapnman
shapped.

"Besi des, dear, you should do your own work. That's how you
learn,” Ms. Chapnan said. "If
you still can't
figure
it out later, your father will help you."
Melissa's face fell. She forced a snmile, but
there was no happiness there at all. "l guess
you're right, Mom It's just this square root
stuff.”
She hesitated, |ike she was hopi ng her par

ents m ght change their minds and go back upstairs
with her.

Ms. Chapman smiled. It was a smle as enpty

as Melissa's. "Square roots are hard

to understand, aren't they? But | know you can do it."
"I"ll come up and check on you before you

turn in, sweetheart," M. Chaprman said.

The words were normal enough. | guess nmy own nom

or dad could have said exactly the

same things to ne. "Dear." "Sweetheart." But

the way they were said . . . There was sonethi ng m ssing.

Humanity. Love. Call it whatever you

want. The words were right, but they were corn

pl etely w ong.

It was horrible. Horrible in a totally

di fferent

way than the nmonsters we had fought in the Yeerk

pool. This was the kind of horrible that made you want
to cry instead of scream

And suddenly | found nyself running after

Mel i ssa as she headed back up the stairs. Wen



| reached her room Melissa sat down on the
bed and began sobbi ng.
| ess-than Rachel ? Can you hear mne8greater-than

| ess-than Yes, Tobias. |I'mup out of the
basement. |'mupstairs in Melissa' s room
greater-than
| ess-than Thank goodness. |'ve been trying you
every mnute or so. | was worried that you were trapped
downstairs. greater-than
| ess-than No, |'mout. greater-than

| ess-than Good. You have nore than an hour
left, but Fluffer is trying to head hone.
Cassie and Jake and Marco are trying to capture
hi m agai n, but you know better than anyone how wily he
can be. greater-than
Mel i ssa fl opped on her face on the bed.
She pulled a pillow over the back of her head and
just cried.
| ess-than like can't |eave just
yet eagreater-than | said.

| ess-than Rachel, if the real Fluffer wal ks
in while you're still there . . disgreater-than
| ess-than Yeah, | know. But | still can't |eave
right now. | have something | have to do. greater-than
I went over to the bed. As small as | was, the
side of the bed |l ooked like a wall. It could have been the
side of a two-story building. | settled back

on ny haunches, gathering energy in ny leg
nmuscl es. Then | sprang up, effortlessly, to |land
with perfect grace on the bed.

| wal ked over to Melissa and sniffed her hair
sticking out fromunder the pillow | heard a sound com ng from
somewhere. It was a sound that rem nded me of ny nother
It rem nded nme of
bot h
nmy mot hers, the hu man woman, and the cat who had
licked ny fur and carried me around in her nouth.

| recogni zed the sound. It was purring.

| was purring.

Mel i ssa put her arm around ne and drew ne
cl ose. The physical contact made nme a little
anxious. It made the cat in ne want to |eave.

But then she started scratching ny neck and behi nd ny
ears. | purred a little |ouder and deci ded
to stay for a while.

"l don't know what |'ve done," Melissa
sai d.

It startled me to realize she was talking to ne.
D d she guess the truth? Did she know I was
human?

No. She was just a girl talking to her cat.

"l don't know what | did," Melissa
repeated. "Tell ne, Fluffer MKitty.

What did | do?"

| ess-than Rachel, what are you doing in
t her e8gr eat er -t han

| ess-than Tobias, | have plenty of tine.
greater-than

| ess-than You have |ess than an hour. Don't
push your luck. Jake is practically having a



fit out here. He's telling nme to tell you to get out
greater-than
| ess-than Not yet . Melissa needs ne.
greater-than
| had stopped purring. Probably because | was
preoccupi ed, arguing with Tobias. | started purring
again. | felt Melissa needed ne to purr.
She was still crying. Still scratching slowy behind ny
ears.
"What did | do, Flutter?" she asked again.
"Why don't they | ove ne anynore?"
| felt like my own heart would break right then
Because | knew now why Melissa had stopped
hangi ng out with me. I knew why she had become nore
wi thdrawn. And | knew how little hope there was for her
My stomach turned and tw sted.
Next time Marco asked why we were fighting the
Yeerks, | knew | would have a whol e new an
swer. Because they destroy the love of parents for their
daught er. Because they nmade Melissa Chapnan cry
in her bed with no one to confort her but a cat.
It was a small answer, | guess. | nmean,
it wasn't sone high-soundi ng answer about the en tire
human race. It was just about this one girl. My friend.
Whose heart was broken because her parents were no | onger
really her parents.
| ess-than Look, Rachel, | told Jake
what you said. He said to rem nd you that you have a job to do
in there. You're not in there to congreater-than
| ess-than Tell Jake to shut up
Tobi aseagreater-than | said angrily. |ess-than
["1l come out. I'Il come out. Just not yet.
greater-than
| purred as loud as | coul d.
Melissa cried. And it came to ne, like a vision
Al the children all over, whose parents had been nade
into Con trollers. And the parents whose chil dren had been
taken fromthemto be turned into Con-
trailers. It was a terrible imge. | wondered
how it nmust feel to see your parents stop |oving you.
After a while, Melissa fell asleep. |
got up and padded down the stairs to the pet door
It was chilly outside. My friends were all wait
ing. They were also a little nad at nme for nmaking them
wait and worry.
"You only have ten mnutes to spare, Rachel,"
Jake said. "l hope it was worth scaring us al
half to death. Did you at |east discover sonething
useful ?"

| ess-than Yes. | discovered plenty. |
di scovered that Chapman has a way to comunicate
directly with Visser Three. | discovered that
Visser Three is pretty hot to catch us, although
he still thinks we're Andalites. And
deci ded

somet hi ng, too. greater-than

"What ?" Cassi e asked ne.

less-than |like decided that | don't care what it
takes, or how many risks | have to run
| don't care what happens to nme. | hate these



Yeerks. | hate them | hate them And | wll
find a way to stop them greater-than
T hat night and the next nmorning, | barely
got any honmework done. In math class that day |
got the first C1l'd gotten in a long time. My
grades were starting to fall because | was busy trying
to save the world. Or at least to save ny old friend.
| knew now what had happened. Wy Meli ssa
and | weren't friends anynore, at |east not close
friends. Something had gone terribly wong in her
life. Her parents no |onger |oved her. They
pretended to, they sounded |like they did, but Mlissa
knew it was all wong.
Every tinme | thought of it, | felt like ny
i n-sides were burning up fromthe anger. | guess
I knew a little bit about what she was feeling.
[1

When ny parents got divorced, | worried that
maybe that nmeant they didn't |ove me anynore.
I was wrong. They still did. | don't see ny

dad as nuch as | would like to, but he does |ove
me. My nomloves me. Even ny sisters |ove
me. Love is pretty inmportant. It's like
wearing a suit of ar nor. It makes you
strong.
On ny way out of math class, Jake cane
sidling up next to me. "Meeting |later, okay?"
"Yeah. Whatever. Wereat?"
"The church tower, where we were the other day."
"Ckay. But it's a long wal k. "
He turned around to face nme, wal ki ng back ward
and grinning. "So, don't
wal k, "
he said. He waved and headed off down the hall.
Two hours later | was in the air. Let ne
tell you sonething: Getting that big eagle body off
the ground isn't easy. It is definitely work
I won dered if my human body got any of the
aerobi c benefits of the exercise.

Once | got clear of the ground, | was able
to catch little gusts of wind to clinb higher. But it
wasn't till | made it above the trees and the

school buildings that | started getting a good,
solid breeze that helped lift me up

VWen | finally got high enough, | spotted
Tobias. His reddish tail feathers were like a
beacon.
| ess-than Man, that was a workouteagreater-than |I said
when | got cl ose enough.

| ess-than Tell nme about it. Follow nme. The
mal | is an excellent place for thermals.
greater-than

| ess-than The mal |l ? Way the mal | 8greater-than

less-than It's all that parking space. See,
the concrete gets hot in the sun. The concrete, the
cars, the buildings thenselves, they're all hot. So
there's al nost always a nice warm updraft.
greater-than

| ess-than Flying is like the nicest thing in the
wor | deagreater-than | said dreanily



| ess-than Yes, it iseagreater-than Tobias
agreed. less-than One of the nicest things. But there
are things you mss, too. Sitting back on the couch
with a can of pop and a bag of chips and no school the
next day and something good on TV. That's a good
feeling, too. greater-than

He didn't sound |ike he was feeling sorry for
hi nsel f. Just |ike he was nentioning sonething that happened to be
true.

| ess-than There's the church tower. | see
anot her bird heading toward it. And | think | see
Cassie coming out of her norph. greater-than

| ess-than Down we geagreater-than Tobi as

sai d.

Ten minutes later | had norphed back into ny
human body.

"You know what we need?" Marco said. "W need
to coordi nate these norphing outfits. | mean,

Cassie's wearing green patterned |eggings
and a purple stretch top, and Jake's got on those
awful bi ke shorts, and Rachel is stylish, as
al ways, in her black tights. Put it all together and
we | ook pretty scruffy.”
"What do you want ?" Jake asked him "You
want us all to wear blue with a big nunber four on
our chests? Becone the Fantastic Four?"
| ess-than The Fantastic Four
pl us
t he amazing Bird Boyeagreater-than Tobi as added.
"No way," Marco said. "Not Fantastic

Four. 1'mthinking nore an X-Men kind of thing.
It's not about being identical, it's just about having sone
style.

Ri ght now, if anyone saw us, they wouldn't think
' Ch, cool, superheroes,” they'd think
"Man, those people do not know how to dress.
"Marco," | said, "I think it's time to get
over this fantasy of yours. W are not superheroes.
This is not a conmic book."
"Yes, but | really, really want it to be a
comi ¢ book. See, in a comic book the heroes
don't get killed. | nean, okay, they killed
Superman that time, but it was only temporary."
"Can we deal with reality here?" Jake asked.
"We have business to discuss."”
"What's the matter with conbi ning green and purpl e?"
Cassi e asked Marco.
"It's a major fashion no-no," Marco said.
"Been readi ng
Vogue
agai n, Marco?" | teased
Jake put his hand over Marco's nouth. "Peo
ple? And | use the term|oosely. W need
to de cide what we're doing next."

Marco pried Jake's hand away. "I want
to de cide what we're
not
doi ng next. | should be spending nore tine with ny dad.

You know, he's still nessed up over ny nom



Marco' s voi ce al ways cracked whenever he nentioned
his mom He'd start out sounding tough and all, but his
voice would end up with that little break, that little wobble.
It had been two years since his nother
di sappeared. They said she drowned, although they never found
her body. Hi s father had fallen apart. It was the main
reason Marco was so reluctant to be an Ani
nmor ph. He was worried that if anything ever happened
to him his dad would just give up totally.

| could see that Jake was about to say sone thing
inpatient. And | was feeling the sane way, like
Marco just needed to deal with reality.

But Cassie put her hand on Marco's arm
"Don't ever let any of this get in the way of
spending time with your dad," she said earnestly. "He
needs you. W need you, too, Mrco, but your dad
cones first." She | ooked at Jake, then at ne.

"There isn't much point in doing any of this if we

f or get

why

we're doing it."

| thought about Melissa. And | thought about my nom

and dad and how great it was to have them even when they got
on ny nerves.

"Cassie's right. Wen you get h ome, tel
your dad you love him Marco." | blurted it out
wi th out thinking about it. It wasn't the kind of thing
normal |y say.

"Thank you, Doctor Rachel,"

Mar co sai d.

He said it snidely, but I could see he knew
what | was tal king about. Then he was suddenly al
busi ness. He rubbed his hands together. "Ckay,
let's get serious here. How are we going to go about
getting ourselves killed next? Turn into flies at
a frog convention? Mrrph into turkeys at
Thanksgi vi ng?"

"I want to go back in," | said. "Back
i nto Chapman's."

"Why?" Jake asked. "W learned a | ot
al ready. W -"

"We didn't learn the | ocation of the Kandrona,"
| pointed out. "That's what we need to do, sooner
or later. The Andalite nade it pretty clear
to Tobias that the Kandrona is the weak point for the
Yeerks. The Kandrona sends out the rays that are
concentrated in the Yeerk pools. If we destroy
t he Kandrona, we hurt them bad."

Marco raised a skeptical eyebrow
"Excuse ne, Rachel, but what
is a
Kandrona? | mean, we know what it does, but what
does it look Iike?

How big is it? For all we know, the
Kandrona coul d be the size of a lighter and be in
Vi sser Three's pocket."

| ess-than That's not the inpression | got from
the An daliteeagreater-than Tobi as said.

"What ever," Marco said inpatiently. "The
point is: How do we destroy sonethi ng when we



don't even know what it is?"

"That's why we have to follow the one | ead we have,"
| said. "Chaprman. Chapnan conmuni cates wth
Vi sser Three. The two of them know where the
Kandrona is. If | can spy on them maybe I
can figure it out."

They were all staring at ne. Marco | ooked at ne
like | was crazy. Jake | ooked thoughtful. Cassie
| ooked worried, |ike she wasn't sure about what |
was sayi ng.

Tobias turned his fierce, intimdating
hawk's stare on ne. |ess-than Are you sure
you' re just going back to spy on Chapman8greater-than
he asked me privately.

"I don't think you should go back in there al one,"
Jake said.

"How i s anyone el se going to go in with me?"
asked. "W can't have

two

cats running around. | nean, as Fluffer | can go

anywhere without any of them being suspicious."
See ... | hadn't told anyone about Visser

Three telling Chapman to kill me. | knew it

was wong to keep secrets like that fromthe group
But if 1'd told them they would have never let me go
back in.
Unfortunately, although Jake may not be all that
perceptive, Cassie is.
"Are you
sure
not hi ng went wrong while you were in there, Rachel ?"
Cassi e asked ne. She was looking at me with this
ki nd of sideways | ook Cas sie gets when
she's trying to figure someone out.
"It was scary," | said. "But nothing hap pened."
It wasn't exactly a lie. Kind of a lie, but
not exactly.
Cassi e thought for a nonent. Her eyes went
bl ank. Suddenly | knew what was goi ng on
Tobi as was talking to her privately. He was
telling her sonething. She nodded |ike she was agreeing.
Tobi as didn't know what happened with Visser
Three. But he did know that | was pretty freaky
when | canme up out of that basenent.
"I think we should find a way for someone to go al ong
wi th Rachel ," Cassi e suggest ed.
"What are you going to do, turn into a flea and
ride on ny back?" | asked her
She smled and gave a little shrug. "I'mjust
sayi ng we should think about it."
"Ckay then," Jake said. "Rachel goes in
one nore time. Maybe we'll get |ucky."
"W haven't gotten |lucky since we wal ked
t hrough that construction site and nmet our first alien,"”
Mar co sai d.

"Maybe that's going to change,” | said. "I'm
going in and I'mfinding a way to hurt those
creeps."

| ess-than That's not the only reason you're
goi ng back in thereeagreater-than Tobias said in ny



head. less-than You're not just doing it to hurt the
Yeerks, you're going back in there because you want
to help Melissa. greater-than

"Same thing," | said. | guess the others won
dered who | was tal king to.
C

| t was a dark and stormy night.

Sorry, I've always wanted to wite that. But it
real ly
was a
dark and storny night.

"Where is Jake?" | asked as we all got

to gether down the street from Chapman's house.
Everyone el se was there. Cassie and Marco were wearing
rai ncoats, although it hadn't started raining yet.
Tobi as was overhead, trying to hold onto a
branch in a tree while the wind tried to knock him
of f.
"Jake had to stay home," Marco said. "Sone
t hi ng about his dad grounding him"
"Why woul d his dad ground hi n?"
"How do | know?" Marco said, sounding
grouchy. "You know how parents are. Don't ask ne
to explain them"
| bit ny Iip. Sonehow | felt nore nervous wth
Jake bei ng absent. The crazy w nd whistling through the
branches wasn't hel ping ny confi dence, either
| ess-than |I've spotted Fl uffereagreater-than
Tobi as said so all could hear. |less-than He's
kind of torturing a little rat he's found. But at
least it's not a shrew. greater-than

"Look, I"'mnot a big fan of shrews just be
cause | sort of was one." | took a deep
breath. "Okay, |ook, we can't always
count on all of us being together, | guess. So we go

wi t hout Jake."

| glanced at Cassie. She smiled blandly.
Sonet hi ng was going on with her, but |I didn't have tine
to find out what.

less-than |'Il scope out the areaeagreater-than
Tobi as volunteered. He opened his wings a little and
was i medi ately propelled out of the tree by the w nd.
wat ched as he rode it expertly, swooping quickly
up into the air beyond the range of my weak hunman
eyes.

After a while we saw somet hi ng shooti ng over our
heads at about fifty mles an hour. |ess-than
Al'l cl eareagreater-than Tobias called down as
he shot past.

| felt strange. A little nauseous. Alittle
scared. Everything seened strange tonight. The weird

thing was, | knew |I'd feel better as soon as
| nor phed.
I concentrated. The first raindrop fell just as

felt my tail grow out behind me. By the tine | had
fallen to the ground, surrounded by the tent of ny
clothing, the rain had started for real

"Ch, perfect," Marco said. "This just gets nore
and nore fun."

| ess-than At | east



you

have a rai ncoateagreater-than | said. |ess-than |ike have
nothing but fur. And this rain makes it inpossible

to snell anything out here.greater-than

Cassie squatted next to ne. She's just a
normal -sized girl, but when you' re a ten-pound cat
any human bei ng | ooks |ike Godzilla.

"Be careful, Rachel," Cassie said. And then
she stroked ny back. | started to nove away, but
she kept her hand on my back for a few seconds.

Then, smling nysteriously, she stood up

| found | soon lost interest in Cassie's
expres sion. Cats really don't have much interest
in humans at all, unless food is involved.

| ess-than I'mout of hereeagreater-than | said.
| took off at a nmediumrun. Cats don't |ike
rain. | could feel the cat brain's distaste. I'd
al ways thought cats hated all water. But that wasn't
Flutter's attitude. See, to himit was all about
the snmells and the sounds. Rain washes away scents.
Wt hout scents, a cat feels cut off and | ost.

Al nmost as bad as losing snells is the fact that
rain plopping all around you nakes it hard to lis ten
for the inportant sounds: the tiny high-
pi tched squeaks and the little furtive scritching
noi ses.

Rain to cats is like being in the dark is to human
beings. It just nakes the whole world kind of boring.

So | ran toward the kitty door, actually
| ooking forward to the friendly snmells and sounds of hone.
At least, that's what Fluffer was thinking. | was stil
wonderi ng why Jake hadn't conme. And | was wondering
if it was sone kind of bad onmen. There was a bad
feeling over this whol e mssion

| knew ny way around the Chapman homne, both
as a cat and as a human. And | was pretty sure
| knew the routine. Last tine Visser Three had
made contact right at eight o' clock. If Visser
Three comuni cated with Chapnan at the sane tinme every
night, then | had arrived right on schedul e.

Chapman was sitting on the couch, sanme as | ast
time. And just as |I'd hoped, at three mnutes
till eight he stood up and headed down toward the
basenent .

My whol e plan was to go down there with him |
renmenbered the layout of the little secret room |

renenbered the desk. | knew if | could sonehow
foll ow hi m down without him seeing ne and then get under
the desk, | would be invisible to him and to the

Vi sser Three hol ogram
The problem was that the whol e plan counted on Chapran
not noticing ne.

He headed for the basement door. | fell into step
right behind him The trick was to stay just inches behind his
feet. Fromthere he couldn't see nme. But | had
to watch his feet closely. If he hesitated,
| could plowright into him That would be a very
un-catlike thing to do.

He wal ked. | kept pace perfectly, just
behi nd.



He headed down the stairs. | figured this part
woul d be easier. Wen people wal k down stairs they
usual |y I ook where they are going. They don't turn
around and | ook behind them

But one sound, one clunmsy nove, and | was
fini shed.

We reached the bottom of the stairs. Suddenly
Chapman st opped dead.

| | eaped behind the couch

He | ooked around, like he'd heard a noi se.
O maybe he just sensed somet hing.
| froze. | didn't nove a nuscle.
He started on toward the door. | fell into step

behi nd hi m agai n.
| ess-than So, what's happeni ng8greater-than
| nearly had a heart attack
My tail puffed up. My back fur went

straight up. | alnost bolted.
Chapman stopped and | nearly got entangled
in his legs. Hs left foot noved. | dodged.

He backed up a little. | squirned out of the way.
less-than It's me, Jake. Wat's going
on, Rachel 8greater-than
Jake?
Chapman opened the door of the secret room
He stepped through. | was right between his nonstrously big
feet. If he happened to gl ance down .
But he didn't. He didn't, and when he
turned around to shut the door behind him | bolted for the

desk. | janmed ny body as far back in the dark
corner as | could.

I'd made it ... barely. | was alive ..
so far.

| ess-than Rachel ? Can you hear me8greater-than

| ess-than Jake! \Where are you? You scared ne
hal f to death. greater-than

| ess-than Are we okay8greater-than He sounded
concer ned.

Me, | was just angry.

| ess-than What do you MEAN are VE
okay8greater-than | yelled silently. |ess-than
Where are y8greater-than

| ess-than Wll ... I'mkind of on you
greater-than
| ess-than On
me? Jake, this is not the time to be play ing
j okes. greater-than

Chapman sat down at the desk. His feet
pushed beneath the desk, just narrowly mssing nme as
once agai n dodged ni nbly out of the way.

| ess-than Sorry. | can't exactly see.
greater-than

| kept my eyes focused on Chapman's

feet.

Cats have incredible powers of concentration. | focused
hard on those big feet, each alnost as big as

was. | had to stay out of their way. That was the key

to staying alive.
| ess-than Jake, we're in kind of a situation
here. In like ten words or |ess, where are



y8greater-than

less-than In ten words or |ess,
nor phedeagr eat er-than Jake said. less-than I'm
a flea. greater-than

| ess-than Every xcuse nme8greater-than It woul d have
been funny if | hadn't been so terrified.
| ess-than Are you telling me you norphed into a
flea? A
fl ea8greater-than

| ess-than Yeah. I'mon your back. O your
head. | can't tell. | don't really have eyes.
At | east not eyes that see anything | can understand.
nean, all | know is warmor not warm | .
| think I can sense blood. That's about it. And
can kind of sense notion. Like when your hair stood
up, | knew there was something going on around ne.
greater-than

| ess-than Jake, this is sick. This is beyond
sick. What is the matter with you? A flea? Are
you i nsane? Just being a lizard made you sick. This
is way worse. greater-than

| ess-than Actually, it's kind of
okayeagreater-than he said. less-than |ike

mean, | don't know how to explain it, but the flea
mndis solimted it's not hard at all to control
Al it knows is to nove toward the sense of warm
bl ood, and eat. It's like ... | don't know, Iike
inawy |I'mnot even really in the flea because
can't see nuch or sense nuch. | expected

it to be horrible, but when Cassie and Marco and
tested it out -"

| ess-than They're in on this with y8greater-than O
course! That's why Cassie had nmade such a point
of pat ting ny head. She was depositing Jake on
ne.

| ess-than Rachel, we were worried about you. W
fig ured soneone should go along with you. Tobias said
congreater-than

| ess-than Ah, so Tobias is in on this,
too. greater-than

| ess-than Tobias said you were not telling us every
thing. He wasn't sure why, or what it was you
weren't telling. greater-than

| sighed inwardly. | guess it's good to have friends
who care about you. But on the other hand, Jake had
practically made me run into Chapman. Besi des, the
i dea of Jake norphing into a flea and crawing
around in ny fur just gave me the worst creeps you can
i magi ne.

Suddenly the brilliant |ight went on
Vi sser Three appeared in the room

| ess-than Jake. The Visser is here in
hol ogram So don't distract me, okay?
W' re hiding under the
desk about half an inch away from Chapman's
foot. greater-than

| ess-than Oh. But it doesn't matter if
he sees you, right? | nmean, he'll just figure
you're the cat. No biggie. So you shouldn't be acting
suspi ci ous. greater-than



| hesitated. Ch, well, it would have to cone out
sooner or later. less-than Um Jake? That
thing I didn't tell you? It's that Visser Three
saw nme in here last tine. He told Chapman he
shoul d probably just . . . you know. . . kill ne.
He was worried | might be an Andalite in
nor ph. greater-than

For a while Jake didn't say anything. | had
the feeling he was trying to keep hinself fromyelling at
me. He failed.

| ess-than Rachel, are you CRAZY? You cane
back down here after that? Are you | NSANEBGREATER- THAN

But just then Chapman began to speak. "Wl cone,
Visser. Iniss two two six of the Sulp N aar
pool subnits to you. May the Kandrona shine and
strengt hen you."

"And you," Visser Three said curtly.

"Report."
"I have four new voluntary hosts,
Vi sser," Chapman said. "Two are children
recruited through The Sharing, the front organization
O the two adults one is an agent for the FBlI, a
sort of policeman. He may be very -"

"FOOL!" Visser Three's artificial
voice was flat, but still carried a | oad of anger
"Do | care
about a handful of hosts? Wat have you | earned of the
Andal i te bandits?"

"Visser, what can | do ... unless they show
t hensel ves?"

"They used Earth animals in the attack on the
pool ," Visser Three said. "They used powerful,
dangerous Earth animals. Find out how they
obt ai ned such norphs. My experts here tell ne
such animals are rare on this part of the planet."

"Yes, Visser. | will do- his

"Yes. You
will.

And we have another matter. W need six nore
human-Control l ers, suitable for work as guards.
They will be used to increase the guard around the
Kandr ona. "

| ess-than What's happeni ng8great er-than Jake
asked.

| ess-than Chapman is getting reaned by Visser
Three. greater-than

| ess-than Too bad Marco isn't here.

He' d enj oy seeing Chapnan get chewed out.
greater-than

| ess-than He wants us badeagreater-than
said. less-than Or at |east he wants the
Andal ites he thinks we are. He's put ting
extra guards around the Kandrona. Human-
Control |l ers caret

| ess-than That's interesting, maybe he'l
congreater-than

The foot noved too quickly. The point of the shoe
hit ne in the ribs.

"M rrraaaoowww "

Chapman pushed back fromthe desk. He



passed right through the Visser Three hol ogram For a
second | saw themunited, as if they were one
horri bl e creature.

"What' s happeni ng?" Visser Three de manded.

Chapman stared at ne, horror and fury in his
eyes.

| flattened nmy ears back agai nst ny skull
My claws cane out. My teeth were bared.

"It's the animal, Visser. The
cat," Chapman said in a voice full of |oathing
and fear.

Vi sser Three seened to nake a seet hing,
hal f - hi ssi ng noi se.

"You should have killed it when | told you to,
Iniss two two six."

"But Visser -" Chapman protested.

"And yet it all works out to ny advantage,"”
Vi sser Three said. "Now there can be no doubt that this
cat is one of the Andalite bandits."

| ess-than Jake? W' re bust edeagreater-than
| said. less-than We're busted really bad.
greater-than

"W will no longer have to search for the An

dalites," Visser Three said. "W have one right
here with us."
“Shall | kill it?" Chapman asked.
"No. Don't Kkill it. Seize it. Seize
it now, be fore it can norph back into Andalite
shape. By the tinme | amdone with this one, we will have
themall! It has been a long tine since

tortured a proud Andalite warrior. But | know
how to break them Seize it and bring it to nel"
Chapman knew better than to argue.
132

Child apman dived. H s hands were open wi de,
grabbi ng for ne.

I was trapped! No way out. No way to open that
door and escape.

Tr apped!

No sensi bl e choice but to surrender

But the cat and | were in agreenment on this: You never
surrender.

I felt my claws extend. My pupils were
wi de, ready to see every tiny novenent. My ears were
flattened back agai nst ny skull. M needl e-sharp
teeth were bared. My liquid steel nuscles were
coi | ed.

Chapman's hand seened to slow down. It was |ike he
was moving in slow notion. Everything
seened slower to ny hei ghtened cat senses. Only
| was noving at normal speed.

My paw | ashed out. My claws bit flesh. |
saw three bright red tracks on the back of
Chapman' s hand.

| could snell the blood that flowed.

" Ahhhhh! " Chapman how ed. He backed
away.

"CGet it!" Visser Three shouted

| ess-than What's goi ng on8greater-than
Jake wondered. less-than like feel like we're



bounci ng around a |l ot. greater-than

Chapman got a determined | ook on his face.
He came at ne again. | was cornered. No way
out .

| slashed. Chapman cried out.

My claws were lacerating him tearing furrows in
his arms and hands.

He grabbed ne around the middle. The cat in ne
hat ed bei ng grabbed that way.

Hated it a lot.

| brought ny teeth intoit. | was a ten-pound
bundl e of I|ightning-fast claws and teeth. Chap
man' s hands | ooked |ike raw hanburger

"A magnificent aninmal!" Visser Three
comnented. "Twist it around. Hold it with your fore
arm That's right."

| did a lot of danage. Believe ne,

Chapman got hurt.

But in the end, no matter how tough | was,
was just ten pounds of killer. Chapman was about ei ghteen
times bigger.

He got his forearm around nmy chest. He had ne
pressed back against his chest. My front |egs were
pi nned. Wth his other arm he managed to grab
ny hind | egs.

Al I could do was bite.

I bit. | bit again and again. But although |I could
hurt him | couldn't kill him | couldn't stop
him H's fear of Visser Three was greater than the
pain | was causi ng.

"Bring it to nme," Visser Three sai d enthusias

tically. "Bring it tonme. | will come to collect it
at the nearest landing site.”
"Visser, what if it ... Oww .. \at

if it resumes its Andalite shape?”
"You have weapons. If it tries to renorph

kill it."
"Yes . . . Ahhhh! . . . Rotten little
beast! Yes, Visser. | will go directly."
"W will deal with this Andalite bandit. And bring the
girl, too."
"The girl . . . Melissa?" Chapman
asked.

"I have been indulgent too long. This Andalite
spy has penetrated your hone. It is because of the
girl. | have already chosen the Yeerk for her. Bring
her with the Andalite. Cbey nme, Iniss two two
six. O prepare to face the Vanarx."
Vi sser Three's hol ogram di sappear ed.
Chapnman suddenly threw ne across the room |
twisted in mdair and brought ny |egs around for the
landing. | hit the floor and ski dded.

| ess-than Okay, something is definitely going
on out there. greater-than

By the time | was up, Chapman had reached his desk
and opened a drawer. Hi s bloody hand cane out with a
smal | pistollike device | had seen before. It
was a handhel d Dracon beam

Chapman | evel ed the weapon at me. He was
shaking. Hs face seenmed to be tw tching. The weapon



jerked a little with each spasm But | knew he woul d
still have gotten me if | had tried to nove.

| ess-than Are you going to tell me what's going
on8greater-than Jake denmanded. |ess-than A few
seconds ago | felt an ot her warm body
close by. And | think I'm sens ing bl ood.
greater-than

| ess-than W're in kind of a messeagreater-than
| said.

| ess-than What kind of a mess8greater-than
Jake asked.

| ess-than Chapman has a Dracon beam
pointed at me. He knows |I'mnot exactly a
cat. He thinks I'man Andalite.
He's taking me to Visser Three. greater-than

| ess-than Oh. This is bad. greater-than

| ess-than It gets worse. Visser Three
wants Melissa, too. greater-than

Chapman opened the door a crack. "Get down
here! Now " he yelled upstairs.
| guess he saw nmy eyes flick toward the
door. He made a fierce, vicious grin.
"Try it, Andalite. Go ahead and try it. 1'd
| ove the excuse to fry you."

| decided not to head for the door

"You've made life very difficult for ne,
Chapman said. "Very difficult. If |I have to |let
Vi sser Three take the girl, ny host will make
life annoying for me. Do you know how tiring it is
to have an uncooperative host? No, of course you
don't. But trust me, Andalite: | wll gladly
kill you."

Ms. Chapnman appeared at the door. "\Wat
isit?"

"This cat is one of the Andalite bandits in a
nmor ph. Visser Three wants him Get ne the
cage we use to take himto the vet."

Ms. Chapnman nodded and di sappear ed.

| ess-than What's goi ng on
nowdgr eat er -t han Jake asked.

| ess-than Ms. Chaprman is getting a

cageeagreater-than | said. | was feeling utterly

def eat ed. Because of ne, the Yeerks were going to take
Melissa. | had failed. | had nmade a ness

of things.

Ms. Chapnman brought the cage. She opened the
l[ittle barred door.

"“I'n," Chapnman snapped.
| didn't nove.
"In,” he said in a cruel whisper. "In or
["1l fin ish you right here.”
He | ooked like he meant it. | walked into the

cage. Ms. Chapman cl osed the door and nade
sure it was | ocked.

Chapman snatched up the cage and carried nme to the
top of the stairs. "Now," he snapped at his
wife, "go get . . . ungh!"

Peering through the slats in the side of the cage,
saw him stagger. H s face was twitching |ike he was a
crazy man. He seenmed to be having a hard tine



getting control of his nouth. "Go . . . get ... the
girl," he said through gritted teeth.

Ms. Chapnman started to obey, but then Chap nman
cried out.

"Ch! Ungh!" He fell to his knees. "He
is ... urgh ... heis ... fighting ne.

"Host rebellion,” M. Chapnman mnuttered
un der her breath. She seened horrified and
fasci nated all at once. Then, suddenly, her
| eft hand sl apped her own face.

"Ahhhhh! Mpne . . . mne . . . too."

"Stop it, Chapman," Chapman said. "Stop it
or I'l'l break you! 1'll |eave you nothing but a
shel Il You cannot win. No host has ever suc ceeded
in rebelling!"

But the Chaprman host wasn't giving up

It was terrible. Terrible in a way that made you
want to watch. To anyone else it would have just |ooked
as if our assistant principal and his
wi fe were nuts. Chapman was tal king to hinself and
twitching and contorting, still unable to get to his feet.

| ess-than The hosts are fighting the
Yeerksffgreater-than | told Jake. |ess-than
The human brains are resisting. Chapman is out of
control. Ms. Chapman is trying to choke herself wth
her own hand. The Yeerk is trying to regain control
It's incredi bl effgreater-than

less-than like can't believe it! | can't
bel i eve the hosts can fight back this hard.
greater-than

| ess-than It's because of Melissa. They're
fighting for their daughters

"Aaaarrrr)h!" Chapman cried. Suddenly he
lurched to his feet. "I will w n, Chapman. You
cannot resist!"”

And it was true. The Chapman host was | os ing.
Iniss two two six was regai ning control

The sane was happening with Ms. Chapnan. The
Yeerk in her head was forcing the rebellious hand away
from her throat.

But neither of the Chapmans | ooked good.

| ess-than They' re exhaust edeagreat er-t han
reported to Jake. less-than They're regaining
control, but they're both a mess. Sweating.
Pale. Still trembling and jerk ing caret

Chapman | ooked at his wife. Or at |east the
Yeerk slug in Chapman's brain ordered his eyes
to |l ook toward the body that was controlled by a
different Yeerk. It was harder now to think of
Chapman as just being Chapnan. | had seen proof that
there were two creatures inside him

| even knew what that was like. There were two people in
nmy head as well. | had fought to control the
shrew, just as the Chapman Yeerk now fought to contro
Chapman' s br ai n.

Chapman said, "I have control again."

Ms. Chapman nodded. "Yes. But just barely.
They fight fiercely for their children, these hu mans."

"And they will not stop fighting. |I can't main tain



my cover with this host waiting to attack at every

opportunity. | have to be at the school every day. The
host is beaten and exhausted for now, but in a few
days he will strike again." Chapman sounded angry and
frustrated. "He's not a fool. He knows he

can't win ... he knows each battle will |eave him
weaker and that eventually I will triunph."

Ms. Chapnman ki cked ny cage, like it was al
my fault. "He doesn't have to win. Al he
has to do is wait until you are in a neeting with
parents or nmenbers of the school board, then strike.

They' Il think you' ve lost your mind."
Chapman | ooked haunted. He checked his

watch. "I'Il take the Andalite to Visser

Three. Maybe . . . maybe | can nake him

under stand. "
"Go, quickly,"” Ms. Chapman told her hus band.
Chapman snatched up the cage | was in. He
barrel ed through the door. He slanmed ne
into the doorjanb on the way.
"Daddy? Daddy? What are you doi ng?"
It was Melissa. She was across the living room
| hadn't seen her arrive. \Were had she been?
could only pray that she had not heard everything. If
she'd heard it all, there was no hope for her
Chapman kept wal king. Qut into the wet night.
"Daddy? Do you have Fluffer in there?"
less-than It's Melissaeagreater-than
told Jake. less-than |If she doesn't back
of f, she's going to force themto take herffgreater-than
"Daddy?" Melissa sounded frightened now. She
cane runni ng. Chapnman noved qui cker. The rea
Chapman was hel pi ng. He knew hi s daughter woul d
only make things worse if she tried to intervene.
"Fluffer!"™ Melissa cried.
There was only one hope. |ess-than
Tobi as8greater-than | cried out, making ny
t hought - speech as loud as | could. |ess-than
Tobi as, can you hear ne8greater-than
H s answer was faint, but it was Tobi as.
| ess-than Yes, Rachel. greater-than
| ess-than The real Fluffer! W need him W
need himright nowffgreater-than
| ess-than Rachel, what is going on
out there8greater-than Jake demanded.
"Fluffer! Wiy are you taking Fluffer? Daddy,
stop!"”
Qut the front door we went. Qut into the night.
Mel i ssa, sobbing pitifully. Jake, denand ing
to know what was happeni ng. Chaprman, wal ki ng as fast as
he coul d.
Mel i ssa grabbed her father's arm The cage
wobbl ed wi |l dly.
"Daddy, you can't take Fluffer. Don't take
hi m away! What are you doi ng?"
The car. | could see it in the driveway. W were
al nost there.
Suddenly, | heard a yow i ng, yamering,
hi gh-pi tched sound that started as a hiss and ended as a
shri ek.



Li ke a bullet he cane, racing across the | awn.
The
rea
Flutter.

He was running like every nonster in the world was right behind
hi m

In the darkness the humans coul dn't see what was
scaring Flutter so badly. But with my cat eyes
| could see perfectly. Just a few feet
of f the ground, |ike sone dark shadow of death, cane
Tobi as.

Flutter nust have recogni zed his cage. He nust
have figured that if he just got inside he'd be safe
fromthe talons of the raptor that pursued him

Flutter | eaped toward the cage. He gl onmed
onto it and tried to dig his claws into the plastic.

For one frozen instant Flutter MKitty
saw sonet hi ng he never expected to see. Flutter
saw hi nmsel f.

It was al nost as weird for ne. The cat in my head
was totally baffled. This new cat snelled exactly
like hinmself. This did not nmake any sense at all. It
meant nothing. It wasn't even a part of any cat
reality. The human part of ne noticed a snall
cut on Flutter's head. Tobias had taken a
good swipe at himto get himnoving in the right
direction.

"Flutter?" Melissa said. "But . . ." She
tried to peer inside the cage.

Chapman was qui ck. "No, sweetheart," he said.
"This isn't Flutter at all. It's sonme other
cat
that sneaked into the basement. He's different. I'm
taking himto the shelter so his owners can pick
hi mup. "

"But why didn't you just tell me that?"

Chapman | ooked confused. "I ... | didn't

no tice you."
Mel i ssa stepped back |ike she'd been sl apped
"But Daddy, | was crying."
"Sorry." Chapman shrugged. He shoved the
cage into the backseat.
We drove off. | breathed a sigh of relief.
| knew Melissa wasn't safe yet, but she was
safe for now, at |east.
| ess-than Good work, Tobi aseagreater-than
said. But | don't think he could hear ne. And
couldn't see out of the windows, so | didn't know if
he or Marco or Cassie were anywhere cl ose.
| ess-than Jake? You still with nme8greater-than
| ess-than Yes. Do you have a minute to fill ne
in? This flea existence is fine for hiding, but I
can't tell anything about what's going on. greater-than
less-than I"'min a cat carrier. Chapman's
in the front seat. He watches ne through the
rearview nmirror. He still has the Dracon beam
I think maybe I"'min pretty big trouble
here. great er-t han
| ess-than We're not beaten
yet eagr eat er-t han Jake sai d.



| ess-than Jake, time nust be getting short.
It's been at |east an hour. You rmust have norphed
before me. You need to get away and norph back
greater-than
| ess-than W still have tinmeeagreater-than Jake said.
| ess-than You have a watch, Jake8greater-than
| asked. less-than like don't think so. You're
what, about twice the size of a period on the page
of a book? You can't risk be ing trapped in a
fl ea nmorph. Besides, there's nothing you can do.
greater-than
We hadn't traveled far before the car started
bouncing and rattling over rough road.
| ess-than As soon as we get outside you
need to junp off, Jakeeagreater-than | said.
| ess-than Just make yourself junp
away
fromwarmh and away fromthe snell of blood. You can do
that greater-than
The car cane to a stop.
| ess-than Rachel, there is no way |'m goi ng
to | eave you al one. greater-than
I knew he was trying to be brave, but he was
maki ng me mad. |ess-than Jake,
we're trapped. He's got a Dracon beam and
I"'min a cage. Visser Three is conming to get

me. | can't norph back or they'll see I'm

human. Chapman will recognize ne. How | ong do

you think it will take themto figure out who the rest of
are? It would be the end of us all. The end of the

Ani norphs. The end of the only hope for stopping
t hese guys. Cone on, Jake, you knowit's true.
greater-than

| ess-than W' re not beaten yeteagreater-than
Jake repeated stub bornly.

| ess-than The only hope is for me to stay in
cat norpheagreater-than | said. |ess-than
They' Il probably. . . you
know . . . but at least they' |l never find out about the
rest of you. Now junp off me. greater-than

Chapman got out of the car. He came around and
opened the back door.

"Tinme to neet the Visser, Andalite. He'll have
a wonderful time with you."

Chapman lifted ne out of the backseat. |
| ooked out through the bars.

| ess-than We're at the construction
siteeagreater-than | told Jake. |ess-than
Now get off me. greater-than

| ess-than |'m not congreater-than

| couldn't argue with Jake anynore. | was
afraid now Afraid. | could picture what
Vi sser Three might do to ne.

| ess-than Sorry, Jake, but this time |'mthe

bosseagreater-than | said. | cocked nmy rear |eg
and started scratching in that rapid catlike way.
| ess-than What the ... what are you
doi ng8greater-than
| ess-than I'mscratching. | want you off

me. greater-than

us



| ess-than Okay, okayeagreater-than Jake
said. less-than Just stop it. It's like an
eart hquake here. Okay, Rachel. You're right.
We've lost this battle. greater-than
Chapman carried the cage into the construction site.

I could see the ground go by beneath me. | could see through
the bars all the hal f-built cinderblock
buil dings. | could see the very spot where the five of

us had cowered in terror while Visser Three had
nor phed into a nonster and swal |l owed the Andalite
prince.
The Andalite's | ast despairing cry came back
to me. He had lost his fight. Now | was |osing
m ne.

Maybe there was no hope. Maybe we were fools
to even try and resist the Yeerks.

| ess-than Get out of here, Jakeeagreater-than
| said.

| ess-than Okay, Rachel. Here | go.

Look ... be strong, Rachel. greater-than
| ess-than Yeah, Jake. You too. greater-than
| ess-than Junping . . disgreater-than

A few seconds | ater, Chapnan put ne
down on the ground. He waited beside the cage. The
two of us stared off into the darkness.

| decided to make sure Jake was gone.
| ess-than Jake? Jake8greater-than

No answer.

| ess-than Jake, answer ne. |'ve changed
my mnd. | want you to stay with nme. greater-than
If he had lied to ne, he woul d answer now.
| ess-than Conme on, Jake, |'ve changed ny
mnd. | need you. greater-than

No answer. He was truly gone. That fact
filled me with grimsatisfaction. If Jake and the
others survived, there would still be sone hope.

But the feeling of |oneliness was awful

Then | heard the sound of sonething |arge, noving
swiftly in the air. | pressed ny head
agai nst the door and | ooked up. Three craft were
descending toward the construction site.

Two of them were snaller, about the size of
one of those recreational vehicles, mybe a little
| arger. They had a cow ed, insectlike |ook. They
| ooked like beetles with twin |l ong, serrated spears
poi nted forward on each side. The An dalite had
called them Bug fighters.

The third craft was nuch | arger, shaped |like an
angul ar battle-ax. It was black on bl ack,
sharp, and deadly | ooking. As it sank slowy to ward
us | felt nmy fear grow.

It was not the cat that was afraid. It was ne, the
human. The cat didn't know what this ship was.
| did. | had seen it before. The Andalite had
called it a Blade ship.

It was the personal ship of Visser Three. And
terror seened to flow fromit. |I could snell the fear
sweat on Chapman.

I guess | was glad he was scared, too.

Maybe Vi sser Three woul d beconme the Vanarx and



suck the Chaprman Yeerk out of Chapman's head.
Maybe t he true Chapman woul d experience a few
seconds of freedom before he was kill ed. Mybe
t he Chaprman Yeerk woul d suffer before Visser
Three finished him off.

Maybe.

Fear is like a worminside you. It eats you
It chews your guts. It bores holes in your
heart. It makes you feel hollow Enpty.

Al one.

Fear.

The Bl ade ship | anded between two hal f -
finished buildings. The Bug fighters cane to rest
on either side. They | ooked so strange, parked between
t he yel | ow pai nted earthnovers and graders in the
construction site.

The eart hnovers | ooked |ike toys. The alien
craft | ooked |ike deadly weapons.

| was afraid. | tried to borrowthe cat's
courage, his indifference. But then the door of the
Bl ade ship opened. | had no courage.

Only fear.
Vi
sser

Three in person is worse than Visser Three
as a hologram There's nothing horrible about him
Not when he's in his normal Andalite body, at
| east. Andalites are strange-looking, that's for
sure. But they aren't frightening.
But | had net a real Andalite. You could fee
the difference between a real Andalite and the evil beast that
was Visser Three. It was |ike he glowed with some dark
light. A light that cast a shadow over your mi nd
Vi sser Three. Even Chapnan feared him
Around the Visser, two Hork-Bajir guards
de ployed. Each was hol ding a Dracon beam not
that Hork-Bajir ever |ooked |ike they needed
weapons. They
wer e
weapons. Marco had called

t hem wal ki ng Sal ad Shooters. They were |iving
razor bl ades. Wckedly curved bl ades raked
for ward fromtheir foreheads. More bl ades were at their
el bows and wists. Their feet were |like Tobias's

tal ons, only much bigger, |ike Tyrannosaur
feet.
They were seven feet tall, maybe a little nmore, with a

spi ked tail. The Andalite had told us that the
Hork-Bajir were a good people, enslaved by the Yeerks,
just the same way the Yeerks wanted to enslave
humans. But it was hard to | ook at a
Hork-Bajir and think they had ever been anything but
killing machi nes.

Behi nd the Hork-Bajir cane four Taxxons.

| magi ne a centi pede. Now i magi ne a
centipede twice the length of a man and just as big
around. | magine that the centipede hol ds the upper
third of its body erect. |nmagine pointed |egs
like steel pins below, and smaller legs with little claws



as you get closer to the head. Not that it has a rea
head. There are four separate globs that | ook Iike
chopped-up red Jell-O that are the Taxxon's
eyes. And at the very top , a nouth. The nouth is
perfectly round an lined with row after row of small,
needl e teeth.

The Andalite told us that the Taxxons are al
vol untary hosts. They are allies of the Yeerks.

And yet, as horrible as the Hork-Bajir and the

Taxxons were, it was Visser Three who nade
your skin craw .
Wt hout the hol ogram communi cator, the Visser
comuni cated in the usual Andalite fashion. He
t hought - spoke, much like we all did when we were in
nor ph.
| ess-than That is the Andalite
bandi t 8great er-t han he asked Chapnan.
"Yes, Visser.?
Vi sser Three advanced toward ne, al nost m ncing
on his delicate Andalite legs, looking like a
cross between a deer, a hunan, and a scor pi on
He ainmed his main eyes at ne. H s stalk eyes
canned the area, always watchful. He brought his face
close to the cage.
| was staring right into his face. | could see the
nose slits open and close as he breathed. | could
see the | arge, al nond-shaped eyes narrow as he
peered inside to get a better |ook at ne.
He was only inches away. | should have tried
to reach through the bars and at | east bloody hima little.
But the fear was all over ne. | was sick with
terror. I'mnot ashamed to admit it. | couldn't
stand his eyes watching nme. | turned away,
afraid to | ook.
| ess-than Not so brave now, my Andalite
fr8greater-than Visser Three asked.
It was the first tine any of us had ever been spoken
to directly by the Visser. Hi s voice was in ny
head, threatening and cruel and foul beyond description
It was a voice full of power -- and hate. Wen
he called nme an Andalite, | alnost burst out,
"No, no, Visser, not an Andalite.
A hu nman. A human!"
It was like |I could feel the terrible force of his wll
battering ne. In an instant | knew | would
never survive his questioning. | would tell himeverything.
Hs power was a mllion times greater than mne. Hs
will was a vast, huge, irresistible thing. And what was
| ? Just sone foolish little girl. A foolish, |ost
girl. Lost.
And yet, even as | felt nmy own mnd wther before
the black terror of Visser Three, another nind
canme forward.
I was not al one. There was another in ny head with
me. Someone whose species nenory had no i mages
of Visser Three. Fluffer. Fluffer's mnd
contained fears, but they were different fromnmny fears.
Fluffer feared big predator birds. Fluffer



feared | oud aggressive dogs. Fluffer feared
domi nant mal e cats.

But Fluffer was not at all inpressed by Visser
Thr ee.

On the edge of absolute panic, | let the
cat in ny nmind take over. | sank back

hi di ng behind the cal mcat brain.
Vi sser Three took the cage from Chapman. He
lifted it up so he could see inside
better.
And what did | do? What did Fluffer do?
He stuck his little pink nose up against the bars and
sniffed the air.
Fluffer wanted to find out what this creature was,
and that nmeant getting a good snell of him
less-than This is simlar to the
orange- and-bl ack crea ture that invaded the
pool eagreater-than Visser Three said.
It took me a second to track on this. Then
| realized: He nmeant Jake. Jake had been
in his tiger norph when we battled in the Yeerk
pool .
"Yes, Visser," Chapman said. "They are a
famly of animals. Felines. These are the
smal |l est.”
| ess-than |i ke see you damaged ny servant
Iniss two two six, Andaliteeagreater-than
Vi sser Three said to ne. |ess-than No one ever
accused you Andalites of |acking courage. You are a
race of fools, but brave. greater-than
VWhat was | supposed to say? Thank you?
| ess-than Why not answer nme, Andalite?
know you hear my words. This charade is pointless. |
know what you are. greater-than
| said nothing. | tried to think nothing. | was
afraid that if | said anything he would instantly know
I was not an Andalite. And if he re alized
was human . . . the others would never be safe.
| had to stay in this body.
| had to die in this body, and take ny secret
with me.
Vi sser Three put ny cage back down.
| ess-than Now. Where is the girl? | have
prom sed her to Iniss four five five. Iniss
four five five is a spawn mate of yours,

believe. W will do the infestation aboard the nother ship,
and I will have the girl returned tonmorrow. Were is
she8gr eat er -t han

"Visser ... | ..." Chaprman said.

The mask of politeness dropped from Visser
Three in a mcrosecond. Even ny cat eyes
could barely foll ow his nmovenents, they were so swft.
Vi sser Three grabbed Chapman around the neck.
H's Andalite tail arched forward. The dagger poi nt
of the tail was in Chapman's face.
| ess-than Do you defy ne8greater-than It was
i ke a hiss. The hiss of a snake.
"n-n-n-o0, no, Visser." Chapman was
shaking like a leaf. "I would never defy you
It's only . . . the host. Chapman. He and the



woman rebel | ed. "

| ess-than Aren't you able to control your
host 8great er-than Vi sser Three sneered.
| ess-than Do you think the Andalite mnd that stil
lives in this body never resists? Do you imagi ne that
your human host is nore powerful than nmy own
Andal i te host?"

This wasn't going very well for Chapnan. Either the
real, human Chapnan, or the human- Controller
that called itself Chapnman.
"Visser, I ... | only report the facts
to you. Mmny host is under control. But | am
constantly in contact with humans. | occupy a
responsi ble position in their society. | cannot have
nmy host body causing ne to twitch and shake.
Humans see such things as signs of nenta
illness. | could lose my position. And | would no
| onger be of any use to you."

| ess-than You are barely of use to ne
noweagr eat er -t han Vi sser Three sneered.

"Visser, ny host begs |eave to address you di

rectly," Chapman said.
Vi sser Three hesitated. | saw his stalk
eyes scan around, checking for any signs
of threat. In stinctively |I |ooked around, too.

| had no way of knowi ng how wel |l Visser
Three's borrowed An dalite eyes could see in
the dark. But for ne the darkness was no barrier

| looked. I didn't even know what | was
| ooking for. But all |I saw were the Hork-Bajir
and the Taxxons, the Yeerk ships, silent and dark
and the buildings and forlorn constructi on equi pnent of the
site.

Then | caught a glinpse of novenent. It was
in the woods that bordered the construction site. A
swi ft side-to-side nmovenent, just the sort of thing
my cat eyes noticed best. But when | stared

closer, | saw no further novenent. Probably
just another Hork-Bajir patroling.
less-than like will allow the host to address

neeagr eat er-than Vi sser Three said.

| craned ny head up as well as | could
to watch. For a nmoment, nothing changed. Then
suddenl y, Chapman sagged. It was like he was a
mari onette and someone had cut his strings. He
col | apsed, straight dowmn. Hi s legs just tw sted up
under him

He tried to stand up. But it was as if he didn't
know how to nmake his | egs work. They would jerk
and suddenly kick out, but he could not stand. Finally, he
gave up.

"Fi sher," he munbl ed. "Fisher Hee. Sor
.. . 1 ... sorry. Visher. Visser
Vi sser Three."

The real, human Chapnan had been out of contro
of his own body for so | ong he no | onger remenbered
how to nove or speak

"Visser Three," he said again. Hi s voice was
slurry and strange.

| ess-than Speak, you fool eagreater-than Visser



Three snapped. | ess-than Do you think | can
stay here forever8greater-than

"Visser Three. You ... W had a deal. You
know | never wanted to join you. My wife did. But
| said no. But . . . but then ny wife ... no
I onger ny wife by then, of course." Suddenly he
began to cry. | could see his tears very clearly.
"My wife who was no longer ny wife ... ny
wi fe who was one of your creatures . . . threatened

threatened to give you ny daughter."
Chapman managed to rai se one clunmsy hand to his
eyes. "I forgive her. She was weak. And you feed
on weakness."
| ess-than Yes, yes, get to the
poi nt eagr eat er-than Vi sser Three said.
A Hork-Bajir nmoved closer. He nmuttered
something to the Visser, then noved away. | coul dn't
hear or understand what the Hork-Bajir had said, but
it |looked as if he was rem nding Visser Three that
t hey shoul dn't hang around too | ong.
"The point is," Chapman said, "that | agreed
to be nmade into a host. | agreed to ... to
" He | ooked like he was about to throw up. "I
agreed to surrender ny freedom To becone a
Controller. To accept this filthy thing in my head.
To accept your control. | agreed . . . but only
if you would spare ny daughter."
It felt like my heart had stopped beating.
Chapman had beconme a Controller to save
Mel i ssa? He had given nore than his life to save
hi s daughter?
| ess-than The situation has changedeagreater-than
Vi sser Three said. |ess-than The Chapnman
person is an inportant part of our work. W cannot
have hi m endangered by some uncontroll abl e human.
greater-than
"The girl -- Melissa -- is no threat. But
" Chaprman struggled to lift hinmself up once
again with clunmsy | egs and awkward arns.
He rose to
his knees. Then slowy, slowy, he stood up
He was wobbling and swayi ng, but he was standing. "The
girl is no threat," he repeated in a stronger, nore
confident voice. "But I am"

C

| ess-than You out? A threat8greater-than Visser
Three | aughed. He reached out with one hand to push
lightly on Chapman's chest. Chapnan fel
back, sprawl ed out on the dirt. H s head was j ust
i nches fromthe door of ny cage. Tears were streaning
down the side of his face.

"I'f you harmny daughter | will fight you. I will
fight you forever. Ask your Yeerk if he believes
nme. He knows ne better than anyone. Ask
Iniss two two six if | will fight for ny
daughter."

Chapman cl osed his eyes. The tears stopped.
Then his eyes opened again. He picked hinmself up
qui ckly fromthe ground and stood before Visser Three.

The



Yeerk slug was in charge again. He was once again a
Controller.

Bef ore he stood, | saw sonething that fright ened nme al
over again. It was Chapman's watch. The
time was now nine twenty-eight. | had about seventeen

m nutes before | hit the two-hour limt!
| ess-than The host will attenpt to disrupt
y8greater-than
"Yes, Visser. And the wonman as well. She
is not as strong as this one, but she was able to gain contro
of one hand. Perhaps she has deeper strengths than we

knew." He hesitated before going on. | could stil
snell the fear on him "I amof nore use with a
passi ve, voluntary host. But | am your tool
Visser. | will do as you com nmand."

| ess-than Yes, you will certainly do as

conmandeagr eat er-t han Vi sser Three said. |ess-than
But you have brought me the Andalite bandit.
greater-than He nodded down at nme. |ess-than And
this will occupy ny tinme for alittle while. Leave the
girl, for now Now get out. You tenpt ny
pati ence. greater-than

Chapman didn't need a second invitation
He junped in the car and tore out of there.

Mel i ssa was safe. As safe as she woul d ever be
wi th Chapman as her father. That was some thing. Not rnuch, but
sormet hi ng.

| ess-than Move oueagreater-than Visser Three
yelled. | saw the Hork-Bajir
respond instantly to his conmand. The nearest one
snatched ne up and suddenly we were noving fast toward
t he Bl ade ship.
In seconds it would all be over. | would be aboard
the Visser's ship. | would | eave Earth. The only
thing in ny future was pain. Maybe | would die
before | betrayed ny friends. A depressing kind of
thing to hope for.

| ess-than So. Wat's happeni ng
nowdgr eat er -t han
"M rraaaow "
| jumped and spun around inside ny cage.
| ess-than Jake? Is that y8greater-than

| ess-than Who el se would it be? You know anyone
el se who would be a talking flea riding on your
back8gr eat er -t han

| ess-than Jake, you were supposed to get away
and be safeffgreater-than

| ess-than Yeah, right. Like | was going to abandon
you. Listen, | could hear Visser Three's
t hought - speech, but | don't know where we are.
greater-than

| ess-than W are about ten feet away from being
| oaded into Visser Three's Bl ade ship. And
have about fifteen minutes left before I'm
trapped in this nmorph. greater-than

| ess-than Fifteen mnutes? Geat, if you have
fifteen, | have ten. | had to norph earlier than
you, re menbers

| ess-than Jake, get out of here! You can't be
trapped as a fl eaffgreater-than



The door of the Blade ship slid open
silently. | could see dark red light inside. |
could see a handful of Taxxons that seened to be standing
over control panels of some sort. Hork-Bajir
stood at attention
| ess-than I'mnot getting out of hereeagreater-than
Jake said. less-than None of us are. greater-than

| ess-than None of ... You nean the rest are
fl eas, too8greater-than

| ess-than No, but they should be around sonewhere.
Tobi as was supposed to follow us and | ead the others
to wherever we ended up. greater-than

| ess-than They can't do anything. greater-than

| ess-than Oh, really? Well, | bet
they' Il try. greater-than

Just at that nonent | heard a strange sound. My
cat brain didn't recognize it. But the human
me did. It was an engine. A big engine. Like a
big truck. O maybe a tractor
O -

An eart hnover.

The Hork-Bajir carrying me sawit, too.
He ran into the Blade ship and tossed ne down.
Then he ran back to the Visser, who waited in the
door way.

| ess-than like think they've started one of the
earth-novers caret | told Jake.

| ess-than Then | guess it's tinme for ne to get
into this fighteagreater-than Jake said. |ess-than
I"mgoing to try a quick doubl e- norph. Hope it
wor ks. Here goes not hi ng.
Yeeee- haaahf f great er-than

Al'l at once, through the open door of the Bl ade
ship, | spotted the earthnover. It |um bered at
a painfully slow speed. But it |unbered right toward
t he Bl ade ship.
| ess-than Get us into the airffgreater-than Visser
Three shout ed.

The nearest Taxxon said something in their slithery
snake- speech. It sounded |ike "Sssree shway
snerp snerrrrup ssreet.”

| ess-than Two minutes to liftoff? Too
| ongf fgreater-than Visser Three said. H s tai
whi pped forward. | saw a huge gash open
in the flesh of the Taxxon. Geenish- yellow goo
poured out.

The ot her Taxxons all | ooked kind of
excited. They were waving their little upper arms and
snapping their little claws.

| ess-than You and you. greater-than Visser
Three pointed at two of the Taxxons. |ess-than
Get us off the ground! The rest of you may feed on
this fool. greater-than

The wounded Taxxon emitted a wailing, slith
ery scream Three other Taxxons rushed at him
Their circular nouths fastened onto their fell ow
Taxxon's writhing flesh and began chewi ng and tearing
at him

The sound of the diesel engine grew | ouder.
Vi sser Three was rappi ng out orders.



Hork-Bajir ran through the door and back
out si de.

Then | saw sonet hi ng happening in the dark corner
of the cabin, over past the horrific Taxxon feeding
frenzy. Something was growi ng. A human bei ng was grow ng
out of not hi ng.

| ess-than Jakeffgreater-than

| ess-than Can't talk. Don't distract
nme. greater-than
Vi sser Three was in a rage. You could feel the
waves of his anger radiating around the snall
space. | ess-than Destroy that nmachi neffgreater-than
he ordered.

Qut side, two Hork-Bajir took aim at
the five tons of slow noving steel

Jake was still cowering in the corner, but he had begun
to change once again. In the darkness ny cat eyes
could see the beginning of a pattern of stripes.

Bl ack and orange. The stripes of a tiger.

It was time for me to do ny part. | concentrated.
felt the change begin. The cage grew small around
ne.

Runbl e runmbl e runbl e. The earthnover closed in.

The near-dead Taxxon screanmed as his fellow
Taxxons ate himalive.

Suddenly | saw a brilliant red light.

There was a sizzling sound. | saw the earthnover
disinte grate. My heart was in ny throat.
Marco! Cassie! Had they gotten away?

I had to concentrate. | had to ignhore the
Taxxon's screans. | had to stop wondering whet her
Cassi e and Marco had been on that earthnover when it
was hit. | had to control ny nmorph. Not too far
Rachel . Not too nuch. | could
not
become human. Not totally human. | | ooked

down at my paw. Short stubby fingers had
appeared. | stuck ny stubby hal f-human
fin gers through the bars of the cage and found the | ock

One of the feeding Taxxons | ooked away from his
nmeal just |ong enough. "Yeerss srenn ssseere!" It
waved its creepy front legs in ny di rection

Vi sser Three snapped around and glared at ne with
feroci ous hatred.

| opened the door of my cage.

"Rrrrraaawwrrr! " Jake | eaped through the
air, his huge claws outstretched.

I flew out of the cage, a clumsy nmass of fur
and skin, a creature that was hal f-cat and
hal f - human.

Jake hit Visser Three in the side.
| ess-than This tine, you're
m ne,
you jerkffgreater-than

Vi sser Three fell over, tangled up in
tiger. H's deadly tail flashed but mi ssed. Jake
ripped the Visser's flesh with claws infinitely
bi gger than m ne

| ess-than Aaaaarrrgghhhffgreater-than

It was a great pleasure hearing Visser Three



screamthat way. But | had other things to worry about.

I couldn't nove in ny hal f-nmorph. | concen
trated on regaining ny cat form | had only mn
utes left before the two hours would be up

Jake rolled off Visser Three just as a handfu
of Hork-Bajir rushed to the Visser's defense.

| ess-than Runffgreater-than Jake yell ed.
| ess-than Runffgreater-than | agreed.

We ran. | was back fully in Flutter's
shape. | could do thirty mles an hour, as fast
as the fastest human being could run

Unfortunately, Hork-Bajir are faster.

Jake was faster still, for short distances. Fast enough
to outrun the Hork-Bajir that were after us. But he
wasn't going to | eave ne behind.

Jake turned and cane for the cl osest Hork-

Bajir.

| saw himflying over ny head, a huge beast,
or ange- and- bl ack striped. The Hork-Bajir
went down hard. |ess-than Get outta here,

Rachel! You're too small to fight these guys.
greater-than

But there was still another Hork-Bajir on ny
tail. Faster than ne. Too fast!

| dodged left. The Hork-Bajir shot past
me. | turned back sharply, ny little pads
scrabbling in the dirt. The Hork-Bajir grabbed
for me but m ssed.

Sonet hi ng el se was novi ng. Sonet hing big. The ground
was runbling. . . .

A second earthnover was grinding forward on its
tank treads. Marco and Cassie had started an
ot her earthnover!

| raced toward the nearest half-finished build
ing. | had to get away. And | had to norph
back. Tine was up. In nminutes | would be
trapped!

| saw a dark hole. | flewtoward it in a
singl e
| eap. The hole led under a wall. Then it opened
into a shall ow basenent. There was a concrete fl oor
about two feet over ny head. | was safe!

Safe, and with room enough to norph back to human
shape.

| tried to concentrate. Qut beyond ny little concrete
shelter | heard grow s and alien cries.

heard the runbl e of the earthnover. | thought | heard the
sizzl e of Dracon beans.
Humman, | told nyself. Return

to human. Only mnutes |eft!
Then | felt a shattering noise. Then anot her
Another. It was |ike some giant was stomnping around.

The gi ant steps stopped. | was frozen, unable
to even think, |et alone norph
Crash!

Al'l around ne pillars of rock-hard, scal ed
fl esh, each as big around as a tree trunk
ripped into the concrete.
G rrunch!
The concrete was lifted off ne. Torn away, |ike



it was paper.
| was exposed. Trapped. And standi ng over ne,
with the shattered concrete floor in its mighty hand, was
a beast that seemed to be nade of |iving rock
| ess-than You won't get away so
easi | yeagreater-than Visser Three said.
C
I t was all over. | knew | was done for
Nothing in the world could stop the beast Visser Three
had nor phed i nto.
He was twenty feet tall. As tall as a
t el ephone pole. He stood on three nassive
| egs, each as big around as a redwood tree. He
had a tiny head, not nuch bigger than a
human head. He woul d have | ooked funny, except
that there was nothing funny about what he was doi ng.
Wth two long, mighty arms he was casually tearing
up the concrete. He slamed his fingers into the cenent.
He ripped it up in slabs and tossed them over his
shoul der.
One of the slabs hit a Hork-Bajir and
crushed
him | don't think Visser Three even noticed
or cared.
I ran.
Crash!
One of the Visser's huge hands sl amed down in
front of ne.
| scanpered back and turned.
Crash!
Anot her hand like living rock slanmed in front of
ne.
Even the cat in ne knew it was hopel ess.
Vi sser Three glared down at ne with tiny bright
eyes in that weirdly small head. He reached for
me with both hands, cupped together, form ng a wall around
ne.
CRRRUation-GH
Vi sser Three hesitated.
B--OOOM
I bol ted.
| leaped to the top of a wall. Six feet
straight up, and trust ne, as scared as | was,
| could have junped even hi gher
Qut of the corner of ny eye | saw what had
happened. The earthnmover had ground forward and sl anmed
into one of the Bug fighters. The Bug fighter had

expl oded.
| ess-t han AAAAARRRRGGGHHHFFGREATER- THAN
Vi sser Three roared in fury. | did not envy the

Hor k- Bajir and Taxxons who had | et that
eart hnover get through.
I ran along the top of the wall. It was
cin derblock, full of holes and only a few
inches wide. It was a much tougher chall enge than the
bal ance beamin gymastics. But | was running as
fast as a very scared kitty can run
less-than I'11 kill you ALL
FOOLSFFGREATER- THAN Vi sser Three screaned
| hoped he would just forget about ne. But then



heard the thunder of his walk. In tw steps he had
caught up to ne.

H s huge hand swept toward ne.

It was ten feet to the ground, and the ground was
covered with rusted, tw sted netal

I had no choice. | |eaped.

The sharp nmetal was rushing up at ne. Visser
Three's hand was sweeping toward ne.

Sonet hing sharp bit into my back

The ground was no | onger rushing up at ne.
Instead, | was zoom ng through the air.

| ess-than Jeez, Rachel. Next time you
want to norph into a kitty, pick one who
doesn't eat so nuchffgreater-than

Tobi as!

| ess-than |ike can get you as far as the trees, that's
xeagr eat er-than Tobi as sai d.

| ess-than |i ke have to norph backeagreater-than
said. less-than My time is upffgreater-than

W flew toward the trees. Tobias strained
to keep us in the air. | knew he was at his limt
of endurance.

| ess-than Drop me, nowffgreater-than
W were in the trees. Tobias dropped ne. |
fell through the air. But my tail pivoted and kept
ny bal ance perfect.

A tree branch
Sl aml
My claws dug into the bark.

| was already norphing back as | dropped to the
ground and | anded on soft pine needles.

Through the trees | could see the huge beast that was
Vi sser Three ranpaging in a fury. The few
Hork-Bajir that were left were tossed around |ike
toys. Taxxons were crushed under his feet.

| ess-than like think he's mad we got
awayeagr eat er-t han Tobi as sai d.

"Jake? The others?" | demanded. "Did they
make it?"

| ess-than They're fine. Jake had to norph
back into human shape before going into the tiger norph
so he didn't have a problemwith the tine. Marco got his
feathers a little singed, but he's okay. Cassie,
too. greater-than

| collapsed on the ground. | had escaped.
| had survived. | knew | should have been gl ad.
But all | felt was tired.

Melissa was at our next gymmastics
class. She was still alive. Still free.

| acted nonchalant as | changed into ny |eo
tard and stretched out. But | did watch when she
opened her | ocker and pulled out the envel ope.
She opened it and read the words | had put there.
"Melissa, your father |oves you nore than
you wi Il ever know. And nore than he can ever show you
Si gned, soneone who knows."
I'"d printed it out on ny word processor, of
course, so she wouldn't recognize ny handwiting.
Maybe it was just ny imagination, but she seemed nore
into the practice that day.



After ny nom picked ne up and drove ne
hone, | hooked up with the others. W hadn't
gotten together for a couple of days, since the battle
at the construction site. | guess | felt like |
had some things to think about.
"How i s Melissa?" Cassie asked.

| shrugged. "I left her a note." | told
themwhat it had said. "I knowit's bad for
security, Jake. And Marco, | know it was

sentimental. But | don't care. Chapman gave
up everything to save his daughter from being nade into a

host. | had to do sonething."
Jake nodded. "It's okay. Maybe it will
hel p."

Cassie smled at me, telling ne she was
proud of what |1'd done. Marco rolled his eyes,
but he didn't say anything.

"Well, we destroyed a Yeerk Bug fighter
W made Vi sser Three nervous. And

"com and we cane out alive," Marco finished

"Yeah, that too," Jake agreed with a grin.
"That's a very inmportant thing to do."

"Next time we'll-was | began

"com
next
ti me?" Marco cried out in nock horror

| ess-than There

will
be a next tineeagreater-than Tobi as said.
| ess-than There will be a next tinme until the

Andalites return. greater-than
Don't; m ss
Ani nor phs
3 The Encounter
T hey had mi ssed the deadline! It was too
late. Too late, and they would all be trapped.
Li ke ne. Forever.
| ess-t han MORPHFFGREATER- THAN | screaned as
| closed in on them .
| ess-than Morph back! Nowffgreater-than
Maybe the clock in the truck was off. Maybe
five mnutes one way or the other wouldn't matter
There! | saw them Four wolves
nmoving relent lessly toward the distant city.
| ess-than Morph! Nowffgreater-than
screaned as | shot like a bullet over their heads.
| ess-than How much tine do we h8greater-than
Marco de manded.
| ess-than None. greater-than
That got them going. | |anded, exhausted, on a
branch.
Cassie was the first to begin the change. Her fur
grew short. Her snout flattened into a nose.
Long, human legs swelled and burst fromthe thin
dog | egs. .
| ess-than Ahhhhffgreater-than |I heard
Rachel cry in ny mnd. Her norph was going al
wrong. Her human hands appeared at the end of her
wol f | egs. But nothing el se seenmed to be changi ng.



| | ooked, horrified, at Marco. H's
normal head energed with startling suddenness fromhis wolf
body. But the rest of himhad not changed. He
| ooked down at hinself and cried out in terror
"Hel oW . Yipneahhh!" It was an awful sound,
hal f human, half wolf.

This was worse than | had feared. | figured
they could be trapped as wolves, like | had been
trapped as a hawk. But they were energing as
hal f - human freaks of nature

They were |iving nightmares.



