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1

My nane is Tobi as.

That's my nane. But nanes don't really tell you rmuch, do they? I've
known two Rachels. One was this whiny, obnoxious person. The ot her

Rachel - the one | know now - is the bravest person |'ve ever known.

But you'd think that my telling you nmy nane is Tobias would at | east
tell you that |I'm human, wouldn't you? You'd assune | have arms and | egs



and a face and a mouth. But nanmes don't even tell you that.
| am not human.

I was human once. | was born a human. There are human characteristics
within me. And | can

2 become a human for two hours at a tinme. But | am not human.

| ama red-tailed hawk. A very common speci es of hawk, nothing exotic.
Red-tails tend to live in wods near an open field or neadow. W hunt
best that way: by sitting on a tree branch, gazing out across the field,
spotting prey, then swooping in quickly for the kill.

That's what | do. | live in the trees near a very nice neadow.
Unfortunately, the hunting has been bad lately. Partly that's just the
way it goes. There are good tines and bad tinmes in the predator business.

But nmore, it's conpetition. Another red-tail has been noving in on ny
territory. He's been eating ny mce. Between himand the m nor drought
we' ve been having, food's getting a little scarce.

Stupid, huh? Stupid that I'd worry about sonething like that. | mean,
have powers far greater than that other red-tail. | can norph to hunan.
| can norph to any animal. | could norph to sone nenber of the feline

fam |y or sonme kind of snake and take out the red-tail.
Only | don't.

| could confront the other hawk. Red-tail to red-tail. W could fight it
out .

Only | don't.

| don't do anything. Pretty soon he'll make a

3 nove on ne, push ne aside. Maybe then I'Il have to figure out what to
do. But right now, | don't do anything. | just go hungry.

| could go to the others for help. To Rachel and the other Aninorphs, ny
friends. But how weak is that? How can | go begging for help to dea
with a situation | should be able to handl e nysel f?

| sat on my branch, in ny tree, and watched the dry grass. | watched as
only a hawk can watch. Wth tel escope eyes and a mind that never grows
tired of looking for the clues to a kill

| waited and watched and listened. A twitch of a grass stalk. A slight
puff of rising dust. The faint sounds of tiny feet scrabbling in the dirt.

And fromtinme to time | | ooked across the neadow at him At the other
hawk. He was a hundred yards away. The length of a football field. But I
could see himclearly. It was like looking in a far-distant mrror. The
angry, yellow brown eyes. The w ckedly curved beak. The sharp tal ons dug
into the bark of a branch.

He | ooked at nme. Qur eyes net. He was pure hawk. | was ... | was that
uni que, nmisfit creature called Tobi as.

<No,> | said to him though of course he understood nothing. <No, I



won't use ny norphing powers against you. It will be me and you. Hawk
agai nst hawk. >

4 He returned his gaze to the field. So did I. | had | ong since marked
the burrow of a rabbit and its famly. Three baby rabbits had survived.
| was human enough to know that people - hunmans- woul d be di sgusted by
the sight of ny killing and eating a baby rabbit. They would rather | at
| east go after the adult fenale.

But they'd be wong. Life in the meadow isn't a Disney novie. If |
killed the mother, the babies would all die. If I killed only the baby,
t he not her woul d survive to breed again.

Breed nore babies for ne to take. To rip apart. To eat.

There was anot her consideration: Rabbits are tougher than mce. They can
aimthose powerful hind |l egs and deliver a blowthat will knock you silly.

This is nmy life. A neadow running short of prey. A conpetitor who woul d
like to push ne out altogether. And a fanmily of rabbits who had to die
so that | could live.

See what | mean about names not telling you very much? In the old days,
back when I was truly human, "Tobias" was a word that meant winp. That's
what | was. | guess | was a nice person, back then. | guess teachers
liked me and girls felt sorry for ne. But the bullies were drawn to ne
like a nmosquito to a sweaty neck

5 That all changed in the npbst unexpected way you can possibly imagine.
It changed on the night Jake, Rachel, Marco, Cassie, and | went wal king
t hr ough t he abandoned construction site.

That's where we saw t he damaged spacecraft |and. That's where we net the
doonmed Andalite prince. Elfangor

It was El fangor who told us that our lives as we'd known them were goi ng
to end. Had already ended. He told us about the secret Yeerk invasion of
Earth. An intimate invasion by the parasite slugs who enter your brain
and ensl ave you.

And it was El fangor who gave us powers no one but an Andalite had ever
had before. It was Elfangor who transforned us with Andalite norphing
t echnol ogy.

W gained the ability to touch an animal, absorb its DNA, and then to
becone that animal.

Yes, to becone.

| morphed a hawk. | overstayed the two-hour tine [imt. | was trapped.
Trapped in the body of a red-tail ed hawk.

Trapped in a world where another bird can be a dangerous eneny. Trapped
inawrld where | nmust kill to eat. And not |ike humans do, where they
hire soneone el se to draw the bl ood and shatter the bone and then get
the food in sanitized plastic packages at the supermarket.

6 I nmust kill my own food. | nust swoop down and drive the sharp tal ons
into the brain, into the neck. | must feel the heart stop beating.
After. . . after | have already begun to feed.



That's what the nanme Tobias means. For this Tobias. For this one,
strange, unique creature

Movenent !

Just a slight twitch of a single grass stalk. | |ooked at ny opponent.
He had not seen it.

This kill was m ne

| opened my w ngs, caught the breeze, and swooped down | ow across the
reaching wl dfl owers and wavi ng yel | ow grass.

Swooooosh!
| saw the flash of brown. | saw the small rabbit. | was intensely
focused. | was electrified.

It happened in seconds.

| spilled air, changed the angle of attack, flipped ny tail to aim and
dropped, talons w de open, onto the baby rabbit.

It didn't see ne!
Its mother did, but she was three feet away. Too far

In seconds ny talons would close

<Aaaahhhh! >
Suddenly, | was scared, helpless, frozen with terror! Above nme the w ngs
bl otted out the sun. Huge, nonstrous talons came down, like they were

reaching down fromthe sky itself.

7 1 screaned in terror. | plowed into the ground, beak first. | was a
hawk again. But | had hit the dirt, mssing my prey.

| flapped madly, panicked. | tried to catch air, then
FWAPP!

Two big rabbit | egs kicked and hit me across the side of ny head,
snappi ng ny head back so fast | al nost bl acked out.

There was dust in nmy eyes. | blinked, frantic, terrified. | saw the baby
rabbit hopping away. | saw the nother rabbit keeping station between it
and ne. The nother gaped at ne with one perfectly round eye. Her mouth
wor ked, her ears twtched.

She did not see the second shadow. The one that cane up from behi nd her
dropped, opened its talons, and flew away, dragging her baby to its death.

8

| was still hungry. And now | was shaken up, too. This was not the first
time 1'd had a sinilar experience. It had started in the |ast couple of
weeks. Weird flashes |ike waking dreams. | would be closing in on ny

prey and then, in that ultimte nonent, | would feel ny mnd transferred



into that prey.

At least that's howit felt. | know it sounds crazy. But then, if you're
me, how can you even tal k about crazy and sane?

Sonetinmes | wonder if the truth is that |I'msonme lunatic. | wonder if in
reality 1'ma hopel ess, raving madman | ocked in an asylum nerely
i magi ning that I am a hawk.

9 Maybe I'mwearing a straitjacket. Maybe I'min a padded roomin a row
of other padded roons full of nuts who think they' re Napol eon or Ceorge
Washi ngton or a red-tail ed hawk.

How woul d | know? Does a madman know he's nmd? Does he realize that the
delusion isn't real ?

| left the rabbit to the other hawk. But that indelible menory of being
the prey instead of the predator hung over me, shadowed my mind. Even
with the bright early-norning sun baking up thermals off the roads and
parking lots, | felt like I was flying in shadow.

But there was a stronger need than the need for sanity. | was hungry.
Hungry in that desperate, all-consum ng way a predator has. It's a nean
hunger. A danger ous hunger

It was early still. The housi ng devel opnent bel ow me was quiet. Parents
were getting into their cars and driving off to work. Kids were waiting
for buses. Some were tal king or playing around. Mst were standing
glumy, wping the sleep out of their eyes.

| floated above it all, ignored by the humans below me. And then | sawit.

It was fresh, | could see that right away. A raccoon, its back quarter
smashed flat by a tire.

Roadkil|. Carrion

10 But it was fresh. It hadn't been dead nore than an hour. The flesh
woul d still be warm especially on this warm day. But the maggots woul d
not have started grow ng. Not yet.

| circled above it.

If only it had still been breathing. Stupid, isn't it? Drawing a |ine
between prey that's alive, that you have to kill, and sonehow pretendi ng
that's okay, that's right. And on the other hand, acting |ike somnething

already dead is off-linits.

The truth is, I'd seen hawks eat roadkill. O der, weaker hawks. Unlucky
hawks. |t happens.

It just hadn't happened to ne.

| circled lower. So fresh. | was so hungry. Such a stupid, neaningless
di stinction. My hunger argued with me. My hunger was convi nci ng.

| dropped down, as suddenly as if | were going in for the kill. Maybe
wanted to pretend that's what | was doing.

| dropped down and | anded on cracked bl acktop. | |ooked around for cars.



The street was enpty.

Quickly, furtively, | ripped ny beak into the raccoon's belly. And
began to feed.

Yes, it was still warm | gobbled. | ripped and swall owed. Ri pped and
swal | owed.
" Tobi as?"

12 | snapped ny head around, but | had al ready recogni zed the voice.
Rachel ? No! Ch, God, no! No.
She just stood there, school books under her arm Rachel would be

beautiful in the mddle of nmud slides and hail storms. On a sweet, sunny
day, she made my heart ache.

She | ooked at me. Enbarrassed for ne. Wanting to say sonething that
woul d make it all right. Not knowi ng what to say. Hurting for ne.
Feeling nmy hunmiliation

What could | do?

| flapped nmy wings, skimmed across the pavenent, and finally soared into
the air.

She m ght believe | was sone other hawk. She nmight. O at |east she
woul d pretend to.

A piece of raccoon liver was in nmy nouth. | swallowed it.

11

Chapter 3

| saw Rachel again two days later. I'd checked in with Jake to see if

anyt hi ng was going on. There were no nmissions - we'd worked plenty
lately, dealing with the horrifying matter of David, the first new Ani norph

David had ended up |like ne, as what the Andalites call a nothlit. A
person trapped in norph. But David had been trapped in the body of a
rat. No flying for him He was a prey ani nal .

And unlike ne, David had not, and woul d never, regain his norphing power.

Jake said that although there was no m ssion, Rachel wanted to see ne.
He said it was inportant. | said, <Okay.>

| flewto Rachel's house that night, after the

13 lights in her sisters' and mother's bedroons were turned of f. She had
left the wi ndow open, as she often did. Sonetinmes |I'd cone by and do her
honmework for her. | don't know why. Some weird desire to stay in touch

with nmy old Iife, | guess.

| flewsilently, with the ease of |ong practice, through her open w ndow
and | anded on her desk

She was sitting in the dark with one of those little book Iights on so



she coul d read. She put down her book

"Hi, Tobias," she whispered.

<Hi, Rachel. Listen, about the other day->
"Somet hi ng has happened, " she interrupted.

<What ?>

"Someone has cone around aski ng about you."

My heart m ssed about a dozen beats. Wien it started again | had to gasp
in air. <wWat do you nean, soneone is asking about me?>

Rachel rolled off her bed. She was wearing a long sports jersey of sone
kind. It's what she wore to bed, | guess. | didn't recogni ze the team
colors or the number. | was never very interested in sports, and now
that whol e thing neans nothing at all to ne.

She flicked on the dim!lanp beside her bed and came over to ne.

"Some | awyer. He says he was your father's

14 | awyer. And he's al so representing sone wonan. She says her nane is
Aria. She says she's your cousin.”

<Aria? Isn't that a song they sing in an opera?>

Rachel shrugged with that inpatient, "\Wat are you, an idiot? Pay
attention!" way she has. "Wo cares what her nane neans?"

<My cousi n? Who does she say she's related to? | mean, who is her nother
or father?>

"I didn't exactly cross-exam ne her," Rachel said snappishly.

| laughed. Don't ask ne why, but Rachel being cranky always makes ne | augh
"This comes secondhand," Rachel clarified. "From Chapman."

That killed any anusenent | was feeling. Chaprman is the vice principa

at nmy school. O what used to be ny school. He's al so a high-ranking

Controller. A human infested and utterly enslaved by the Yeerk in his head.

<Chapman?> | asked sharply. <How did he figure it out? Did he ask you
specifical ly?>

She shook her head, a novenent that caused her |long, blond hair to
shiver across her shoul ders. "No. He was asking his daughter Melissa if
she knew anyt hi ng about Tobias. | just happened to be there."

15 <l don't trust it.>

"No one trusts anything about this," Rachel said. "Marco is in
full-blown psycho paranoia nmode. But for what it's worth, it sounded
real to ne. | mean, maybe Chapman knows nore than he's letting his

daughter know, but | didn't get the feeling he was interested in ne."

<This still reeks. Marco's right to be paranoid. This snells bad.>



Rachel |aughed. "Definitely. Chapman was all |ike, Tobias hasn't been in
school in nmonths. | contacted his |ast address and his guardian says he
t hought he was with sone other aunt.'"

<Yeah, well, that's ny famly, all right,> 1 said, trying to sound
lighthearted. Both of my parents are probably dead. | used to be sort of
passed back and forth between an uncle and an aunt. One was a drunk and
the other just couldn't be bothered.

No one wanted ne. | don't say that to get pity; it's just reality. |
couldn't blane them | guess. | mean, they didn't ask to have a kid al
of a sudden. And when | disappeared | don't guess either of them spent
much time | ooking for ne.

"Look, | know where this |lawer is staying," Rachel said. "Jake says we
are all available to help check this out."

<Has to be a trap,> 1| said. <My father's

16 | awyer? Doesn't mmke any sense. When ny nom di sappeared and ny dad
died there wasn't any will or anything.>

"I don't know what to tell you," Rachel said.

<My father's | awer. And some woman nanmed Aria who is supposedly ny
cousin. It's a trap. Soneone has figured out who I am >

Rachel nodded, but not |ike she conpletely agreed. "Maybe. Probably. But
| guess this woman has been in Africa all this tine. She just got back
and found out that no one knew where you were. | guess she contacted
this lawer of your dad's. She told himand Chapman she wanted to take
you in."

<Take me in?>

"G ve you a home, Tobias. A hone."

17

The I awyer's name was DeGoot. His office didn't look like rmuch. It was
in one of those strip malls with a convenience store at one end and a

State Farm | nsurance office on the other end.

It didn't look like a place to lay a trap. But that's the thing about
traps: If they | ooked like traps, they wouldn't be very effective.

And the place did have one big problemfor us: There was nowhere to hide
any bi g nmorphs. Nowhere to conceal Jake's tiger or Rachel's grizzly bear

Behi nd the building was a fenced-in Dunpster. Between the Dunpster and
the back wall of the building was a narrow space. Dark enough, private
enough for me to norph

18 But | hesitated, floating above the building on the wonderfu

updrafts created by sun and concrete. | could see in the front w ndow of
the lawer's office. | saw a secretary sitting at a desk. | saw sone old
magazi nes on tables in the waiting room | couldn't see DeG oot.

Didn't matter. Seeing a man's face doesn't tell you much. Not when the



nost i mportant thing about himis the slug hiding, wapped around his brain.

| 1 ooked around. | saw sone of the others. Jake and Cassie were sitting
on the outside benches of a Taco Bell across the street. Jake was eating
nachos, |ooking past Cassie at me. He knew | could see him | did a
little roll, you know, rocking side to side to say "hi." He raised a

nacho to me, |ike he was nmaking a toast.

| saw Marco coning out of the convenience store with a drink | could
have taken a bath in. He acted like he'd just noticed Ax - in human
nmor ph, of course - and anbl ed over to say hello.

| could not see Rachel. But | knew she was in the Laundromat next door
to the lawer's office. She was ny first backup. If | yelled for help
she'd head into the Laundromat's bat hroom norph to grizzly bear, and
cone straight through the wall to save ne.

19 | pitied any poor soul who happened to be using the bathroomif
Rachel needed it.

Everyone in place. Everything was ready.

Still | hesitated. Not because the situation worried ne. Not because
was afraid. It's very conforting, knowi ng you have an on-call grizzly bear

Mostly | was just nervous. What was | going to discover? Wat was |
going to learn? What tenptations would | have to face?

Strange word, tenptations. Strange concept. But that's what worried ne
nost. Tenptati on.

kay, Tobias, | told myself, everyone can see you' re dawdling. Get it
over with,

| swooped | ow over the roof of the strip mall and dropped swiftly down
into the space behind the Dunpster. A lovely place: beer cans, weathered
Dorito bags, candy wappers, cigarette butts.

| landed on danp dirt and scraggly grass. And | began to norph

It's funny, you know, because when Jake or one of the others becones
human, that's denorphing. But for ne, the human is just another ani nal
shape |I can take on. Human DNA flows in nmy veins. My own human DNA
thanks to sonme neat work by the vastly powerful creature called the
Ellimst.

20 On one of our first mssions, | was trapped in the hawk body | now
t hought of as ny own. Some nmonths later the Ellimst used me to help
some free Hork-Bajir escape. The Ellim st paid nme for ny services. But
as usual with that unfathonmable creature, there was a conplication

| had asked himto give ne what | wanted nost. | had assuned he'd make
me human again. Instead, he left me a hawk but gave me back ny norphing
powers. And by twisting tine itself, he brought ne face-to-face with ny
old self and let me acquire nmy "own" DNA

| could be ny old human self. | could be that human boy for two hours
and keep ny norphing powers. O | could remain nore than two hours, be
my old self forever, and forever | ose ny nmorphing ability.



Ax's people, the Andalites, know a little about the race or the
i ndividual called "Ellimst." No one knows for sure whether there's just
one, or many, or whether it matters.

Anyway, the Andalites tell fairy stories of the Ellimsts. They see them
as tricksters. Unreliable. Creatures who use their power in
unpr edi ct abl e ways.

Wll, the Ellimst had tricked me. He | eft me hangi ng, stuck between two
i mpossi bl e choi ces: becone hunman and stop being an Animorph. O live the
life |l live now

21 Al this flashed through ny thoughts as | began to focus on the
change | wanted to nmake. | felt the resentnent |1'd often felt for the
Ellimst. But nore, | felt nmy own indecision

Slowy at first, because ny m nd was confused, then faster as | focused,
ny body began to change.

| grewtaller. My sharp talons dulled, becane pink and chubby toes. My
| eathery |l egs sprouted out of their feather sheath and thickened.
heard the bones stretching, becom ng nore solid.

| felt, as though it were happening far off, my internal organs shift
and change. It was a squirny, alnmost nauseating feeling. Wich wasn't
bad, considering the bizarre transformation that was going on in ny insides.

My wi ng bones thickened and becane heavy. Fingers began to energe from
the feathers, and at the sane time, all over ny body the feathers curled
and tw sted and di sappeared.

In their place was pink skin and the minimal clothing |I'd managed to
i ncorporate in mmy norph

My beak became soft, gradually nmelting into Iips. Teeth appeared in ny
mouth with a grinding, disturbing sound that resonated in ny expanding
skul I'.

My hearing grew confused. My eyesight dimed. It was as if anything nore
than a coupl e

22 of dozen feet away grew irrelevant. My eyes would not naturally focus
on faraway things, preferring to see up close.

| felt exposed without nmy feathers. | felt deaf and blind. It was as if
someone had gotten hold of the "brightness" and the "contrast"” knobs on
an old TV and turned them both down by half, then |owered the volune to
a whi sper.

Human senses work okay for what humans do. But conpared to a hawk, a
human i s deaf, blind, and hel pl ess.

Wrst of all was the leaden pull of gravity. Not that a hawk ignores
gravity. It's just not so ... final when you have wings. | felt Iike
someone had remade me in iron and the earth was one bi g magnet.

We'd left a paper bag with nore appropriate clothing behind the
Dunmpster. | put it on as quickly as | could with unfamliar fingers.
Still, even clunsy fingers are a marvel. |If there's one big physica
advant age a human has over a hawk, it's the hand.



Yes, human brains are the best around. But the brain woul d be nothing
wi t hout that hand.

| checked ny clothing. | | ooked dowmn at ny shoes. | ran ny tongue around
inside ny nouth, feeling the barbaric sensation of big, bony teeth.

"Hello," | said, trying out ny voice. "H. H . My nane is Tobias."

23

?Hello. My nane is Tobias. | ..."

| hesitated. The secretary was | ooking at nme skeptically. Like maybe I'd
cone in |looking to borrow a quarter for the video gane at the

conveni ence store.

"My name is Tobias." | told her my last nane. Weird. | could barely
renmenmber it. It felt like I was using an alias. "I think M. DeG oot
wanted to talk to nme."

She was puzzled. | |ooked at her nameplate. Ingrid.

"I't's pronounced DeGoot. It rhynmes with boat."

IIO,].II

24 "Let me just check with M. DeGoot." She picked up her phone and
punched a tine. "M. DeGoot, there's a young boy named Tobias ___ out
here. He says - Ch. Al right."

She hung up the phone.

"I guess he does want to see you," she admitted. "Right through that door."
| checked the door. Fine. The lawer's office was still sharing a wall
with the Laundromat. If | started yelling it would take Rachel about
three m nutes to norph and conme through that wall

Three mnutes is a very long time when you can't even fly.

| used the doorknob. Yes, human hands were very cool. As a bird |I'd have
been totally defeated by the doorknob

DeGr oot was younger than |I'd expected. More in his twenties or thirties
than really old. He was wearing a white shirt and red suspenders. H s
jacket was thrown casually over a chair.

He junmped up and snil ed.

"So, you are Tobias."

"Yes. |'m Tobias."

He | ooked nme up and down. | did the sane to him

"I"ve been hoping | could | ocate you, Tobias. Have a seat, please. Wuld

you |like sone water? A soda? Coffee? No, | guess you don't drink coffee
at your age. A soda? W have Coke, Diet



25 Coke. And we might have some Dr. Brown's cream soda. |'d have to have
Ingrid check."

If he was getting ready to pull a gun and shoot me, or expecting to have
Vi sser Three conme stormng in the door, he hid it very well.

| relaxed a little. But | was baffled. Water? Coffee? Soda? What was the
ri ght answer?

"Un ... urn ...

Good grief. You'd think it was Final Jeopardy and the category was

bscure Modern Poets. | was so out of practice being human.
"I"d i ke a Coke!" | practically yelled.
DeG oot pressed his intercom "lIngrid, our young friend would |ike -"

"- a Coke. Yes, | heard him Al the way out here."

The awer and | stared at each other till the Coke cane. | gripped the
can sel f-consciously and pressed it to ny beak. Lips.

It had been a long time since |1'd tasted sugar. | al nost burst out

[ aughing. It was like being Ax in human norph. The taste of sugar was
overwhel mi ng! And the coldness. | hadn't felt cold in nmy mouth in a very
[ ong time.

"Tobi as, where have you been staying? Your |egal guardians both seened
to think the other one had you."

Not a question | wanted to answer. "I take care of nyself."

26 DeG oot smled. "No doubt. But you are underage. You can't 'take care
of yourself.' Not legally."

"You can't lock me up," | said. Literally true. One thing about being an

Ani norph: No home, no building, no school, no jail or prison could hold ne.

The | awyer | ooked pained. "That's not what | amtal ki ng about."
"Ckay. What are you tal king about?"

That seermed to set himback a little. It was weird. | had a toughness
I'd never had when | was human. As a human |'d been a bully-magnet.

"Here's the thing. | represent your father's estate."
"My father is dead.”

"Tobi as . He | eaned across his desk. "Your father, that father, the
man who di ed? That may not have been your real father."

n \N]at ?II
"I have a docunent. . . it's a strange situation. Very strange. Look
Tobias, I'mgoing to level with you. My father used to run this office.

He's dead, too. He left this docunent along with the rest of his
clients' papers. But on this he wote nme specific instructions. Very
specific. On the date of your next birthday your father's |ast statenent



was to be read to you, if at all humanly possible."
27 1 didn't know what to say. If this was a trap, it was a weird one.
"Are you okay? You don't seem surprised.”

No, | didn't, | realized with a start. | had forgotten to make faci al
expressions. It was sonmething | didn't do as a hawk.

"I amsurprised,”" | said. | twisted ny face into what | hoped was an
expression of surprise. But it occurred to me that | was facing a new
problem He'd said he'd read the docunent on ny next birthday.

When was ny birthday? | couldn't exactly ask him

"Now there's this new conplication. A woman named Aria, who says she is
your cousin. Your great-aunt's daughter. Apparently she's only just

| earned of your situation. She's a very accl ai med nature phot ographer

and she's been on a long-termassignnent in Africa. She wants to neet you."
"W]y?"

"You're fanmly. She wants to help you."

n O’]. "

"She'd like to neet you tonorrow. At the hotel where she's staying. If
that's okay. It's the Hyatt downtown. Do you know where that is?"

| could have said, yes, | amfanmiliar with their roof. A peregrine
falcon has a nest there in a niche in the radio tower. And the thernals are

28 great, sweeping up the south face of the building, warmair radiating

up fromthe street bel ow and gaining strength fromthe sunlight
reflected off all those w ndows.

What | did say was, "Yeah, | know where it is."
"She's very concerned for you."

" Uh- huh."

"Do you need noney? A place to spend the night?"
"No, I'mfine."

He shrugged doubtfully. "You | ook healthy enough. Well dressed."

| al nost | aughed. Rachel had picked out nmy wardrobe. | |ooked like a
poster boy for Tommy Hilfiger.

"I get by okay. Un ... so when did you say you're going to read this
docunent ?"

"On your birthday."
"Ah. Ckay. Bye."

29



My birthday. When was ny birthday? This nonth?

What nmonth were we in?

| left the office and wal ked to the conveni ence store. Ax and Marco
studi ously avoi ded noticing ne. Ax's human norph face was snmeared with

somet hing | could only hope was chocol at e.

| didn't even look at them No nod, no wink, nothing. If we were being
foll owed the slightest thing woul d give us away.

The signal for "danger"” was ne going to the donut display and | ooking
i nside. The signal for "okay" was ne picking up a Mounds bar and putting
it back down.

30 | toyed with the Mounds bar. The guy at the counter said, "You gonna
buy that ?"

Ax and Marco left. | went to the newspaper rack. | checked the date. The
nmont h. Yes, that was ny birth nmonth. Today was the twenty-second.

My birthday was ... the twenty-fifth! Yes. That was it. Probably.

| waited till Marco and Ax were clear then | went outside. | blinked at
the sun and al nost fl apped my w ngs.

My father! My father was not ny father? There was some "real " father
somewhere? Al so dead or gone?

That was a | ot of coincidence. And sonme |ong-1ost cousin show ng up
wi thin days of when this "father's" will was supposed to be read to ne?

Way too much coi nci dence

| started wal king. | was heading to the nearby park to denmorph at a spot
we' d chosen in advance.

Hal fway there, | heard Jake's thought-speak voice in ny head. <l think
you're being followed. A big guy in a suit.>

| didn't wonder too much where Jake was. In the sky sonewhere. Up flying
free.

W had planned for this. |I glanced across the street and saw a Speedy
Muf fl er King and an Appl ebee's. | headed for the Appl ebee's.

31 Across traffic. Trotting, like |1'd suddenly realized | was hungry.
<Yep. He's follow ng you,> Jake reported.

In the front door of Applebee's. Fast, fast toward the men's room before
my tail could catch sight of me again.

Then a quick cut left, past the bathroom into the kitchen

Waiters and waitresses were runni ng around, pushing, |aughing, yelling.
The cooks were bangi ng pots. | pushed past the di shwasher, | ooking for
t he back door.

"Hey, if you're |looking for the bathroom..." someone called out as |



bl ew past.

Qut the back door. | broke into a run. There was a residential street of
smal | homes behind the restaurant. Down a connecting alley, | cut right
agai n, headi ng once nore for the park.

| wasn't too worried. Soneone mght think he could follow nme w thout
being noticed. But | had eyes in the sky watching over ne.

<You | ost him > Jake reported.

| trotted on toward the park. They had a covered but open kind of rest
roomthing. You know, with a roof, only the walls didn't go all the way up?

I found an enpty stall and waited.

<Tobi as, you're clear,> Cassie said.

| denor phed. Back to hawk. | flew up and out

32 of the stall, up away from humans and back into the bl ue sky.

Only then did it hit me full force: Someone wanted me. Family. Wanted to
take care of ne.

Unl ess, of course, what they really wanted was to | earn ny secrets.

And then kill ne.

33

| should have net with the others. That was the plan. But once | was
back in the sky, | just didn't want to.

| didn't want to have to sit down and explain it all to them | guess,
too, | didn't want to have to deal with Cassie's hopeful ness and

Rachel 's concern and Marco's abrasive skepticism

| didn't want it all analyzed and picked apart. | knew the routine.
Cassie woul d make ne go over everything, word by word, gesture by
gesture, expression by expression. Cassie has an anmazing talent for
under st andi ng ot her people and their notives. She would want to
understand all she could about DeG oot.

34 Marco would be different. He would barely listen before he started
zeroing in on all the problens and inconsistencies.

Rachel woul d pace restlessly, angrily, |ooking for some way to make ne
safe. Looking for sone action to take. Jake would wait and listen
calmy, and judge.

| didn't want ny friends thinking for ne. | didn't want themto decide
what | felt. | wanted to do it al one.

This was mne. My problem M hope. My choice.

| flew Flew and flew, circling higher and hi gher on lush thermals that
felt as if they could lift me effortlessly beyond the clouds.

Bel ow and behind, | saw a falcon | knew as Jake. And a harrier | knew as



Cassie. They saw ne. Jake, at least, could easily have caught up with
me. But they let me go. | guess they knew | needed to think.

| circled up till | could feel the ceiling of a flat-bottomed cumul us
cloud right above nme. Then | translated nmy altitude into distance and
headed for the woods. Headed for a very specific place in the woods, far
back, far fromany trail

I had been to this place twice before. Once when the Ellinist showed us
all the way. Once when | went there only to hear an amazi ng story. But
even now, even knowi ng precisely where it

35 was, even with all my hawk vision focused, all ny innate
direction-finding ability carefully attuned, | had a hard time finding it.

Call it a spell. That's what the Ellinist had done: He had cast a
fairy-tale spell over this place, making it al nmost inpossible for any
mere nortal to find it. The eyes slid away. The feathers did not feel a
breeze that blew fromit. The ears heard no sound that canme fromit.

It was the valley of the Hork-Bajir. The free Hork-Bajir.

Jara Hamee and Ket Hal pak had been the couple who'd escaped their Yeerk
sl ave masters. How nmuch the Ellim st had intervened . . . well, he would
say he never intervenes in the affairs of other species. But Jara and
Ket had evaded their Yeerks and avoided recapture with help fromus. And
they had come to this conceal ed vall ey.

Since then, others had cone. Sone were escapees. Ot hers had been born
into freedom

That's where | flew. To the valley of the Hork-Bajir.

The last tine |I'd come, they'd been surprised. This tine was different.
This time, as | flew through the narrow opening of the valley, | saw two
dozen Hork-Bajir standing, |ooking up at the sky, waiting.

When they saw ne they began to point and wave. | thought | recognized
Jara and Ket. Standing

36 at their center was the young Hork-Bajir girl named Toby. Naned after
me. She was Jara and Ket's child. And she was what the Hork-Bajir call a
"seer."

The Hork-Bajir are not the geniuses of the gal axy. They may | ook |ike
death and destruction on two | egs, but the blades that adorn their
seven-foot-tall bodies are designed for stripping edible bark fromtrees.

That is not what their slave master Yeerks use themfor. The Hork-Bajir
have been nmade into the shock troops of the Yeerk Enpire.

In any case, whether fearsone or sweet, the Hork-Bajir are not an
intell ectual species. Except for the very rare genetic anonalies they
call "seers."

Looki ng down at the gaggle of waiting Hork-Bajir, | easily spotted Toby.
I'd have spotted her even w thout know ng her. The rest of the group had
t he dopey, di m expressions of Tel etubbies. Toby had the kind of eyes

t hat | ooked t hrough you and nade you feel |ike you needed to pull a robe
on over your brain.



"Tobi as!" Jara Hanmee yelled happily. "Friend Tobias! Friend."
<Hi, Jara. Hi, Ket. Hello, Toby.>

"Toby say you cone," Ket said, nodding with great satisfaction. "Toby
say, Tobias will come."’

37 "Yes," Jara agreed. "Toby say, 'Friend Tobias will cone.""
"You are here," Ket said.

Like | said, the Hork-Bajir are long on decent and kind and sweet and
generous, and a bit short on witty, clever, and brilliant. If Marco
spent a day with the Hork-Bajir, he'd lose his nmnd and run scream ng
away | ooki ng for someone, anyone, who'd get a joke.

| landed on a nice, level branch just a foot above their weird,
forward-raked head bl ades. <Wy did you expect nme?>

"W need you, Tobias," Toby said.

| sighed inwardly. | didn't want to be needed. | wanted sonme peace and
qui et and a chance to think

But that feeling evaporated the instant Toby expl ai ned.

"One of the children, a male naned Bek, is missing. He has left the
valley. W fear that he may be taken by humans or by human-Controllers.
That he may be harnmed. Killed. O worse, nade into a Controller."

38

Once before when | was feeling low, | went to the Hork-Bajir valley.
They'd made ne feel better. After all, the Hork-Bajir think I'"'mtheir
liberator. They think I'm George Washington or whatever. It's hard not
to feel good under those circunstances.

But obviously, this visit was going to be different.
<You searched the entire valley?> | demanded

"Yes. Search," Jara said. "Look and | ook and | ook."
"Cry, 'Bek, Bek!'" another Hork-Bajir added hel pfully.
"Bek, Bek!" Ket confirmned.

39 "Bek is not in the valley," Toby said. "I ... we found tracks |eading
out of the valley. The right size for a Hork-Bajir of his age."

| said several words | can't repeat. Jara Hanee asked what they meant.
<Never mind,> 1 said. | couldn't believe this. A Hork-Bajir child
m ssi ng! Wandering the woods al one. O worse: not al one.

<How | ong has he been gone?>

"Since this time yesterday," the young seer said.

<Oh, man. | have to get back to the others. W'll start a search. But |



don't think our chances are very good.> Suddenly a thought occurred to
me. <Do you think Bek could | ead peopl e back here? Wuld he be able to
find his way back? The Ellim st has laid some kind of weird spell on
this place.>

Toby | ooked wary. "No, Bek would not know the way back. But we are able
to find our way back."

That made me stare. <Wiat do you nean? You | eave the valley?>

"Yes, Tobias. How el se can we free our brothers and sisters?" She waved
an enconpassi ng arm around the group. "How el se have these Hork-Bajir
cone to freedon?"

<l...! guess | just assunmed the Ellimst made it happen. >

40 Toby grinned the frightening Hork-Bajir grin. "W make it happen. W
go at night and raid places where we know Hork-Bajir are."

<The Yeerk pool ?> | asked i ncredul ously.

Toby | ooked down. "Tobias, we owe you a great deal."

"Freedom " Ket Hal pak said solemmly. "Hork-Bajir free. Tobias make free.'
<But?> 1 said a little sarcastically.

"But... but the place where we |liberate Hork-Bajir is a secret Yeerk
facility that is being built. Not in your city. In the human town beyond
the far end of this valley. Tobias ... it is very inportant for us to
continue freeing our brothers and sisters. W are few W nust becone
many. To fight the Yeerks. Also . . ." She let it hang there.

<Un. Be. Lievable,> | said. <You "seers" really are a different breed,
aren't you?> 1 said harshly. <You're looking for the day when the Yeerks
| eave, aren't you? You need enough nunbers so that humans don't just
slap you all in a zoo.>

Toby | ooked proud. "The Hork-Bajir trusted Andalites to save us fromthe
Yeerks. The Andalites failed. The Andalites took care of their own. W
must do the same. We are grateful to the humans cal |l ed Aninmorphs. But do
you say we should trust all humans?"

41 Well, she had ne there. It was way too easy to see a day when the
Yeerks were defeated and these Hork-Bajir were | eft behind on Earth.

What woul d happen to then? Humans didn't exactly have an unbl em shed
record of tolerance for different races. After all, before this valley
had bel onged to the Hork-Bajir, it had probably been inhabited by Native
Aneri cans.

<You're worried that if | know about this secret Yeerk construction
project ny friends and | will attack it?>

"Yes."
<Do you think Bek nay have gone there?>
"W don't know. He may have followed the scent trails left by our

rai ders." She sounded doubtful. "It is possible. But he did not |eave
fromthat end of the valley."



<Ah. Swell. Perfect. You know, | came up here | ooking for a break from
life.>

The seer smiled. "If you pronmise not to destroy the place, | will show
you how to find it."

| sighed. <l have to talk to Jake and the others. Jake's going to want
to go after this facility.>

Toby started to say sonething, but | interrupted her. <You have ny word
we won't do anything unless you approve. |'ll deal with Jake. In the
meantime, we'll start searching el sewhere. But be ready in case | cone
back. Because if | cone back, it will nean | need you. >

43 It was Jara who stepped forward then. Toby nmay have been the brains,
but Jara and Ket were the heart of this tiny comunity. Jara put his

bi g, dangerous claw out, palmup, and | hopped into it. He lifted me up
to his goblin face and said, "Tobias ask the Hork-Bajir. Hork-Bajir

gi ve. Always. Forever. Anything. Even life. Jara Hamee never forget."

Toby nodded her agreenent.

Wl |, what are you going to do? People like that you pretty nuch have to
try and save.

42

Chapter 9

Mor ni ng. The meadow.
My neadow.

| saw the other hawk. He was flying, inscribing |ow circles over the
meadow. Hi s eyes were ai ned downward, |ooking for breakfast. But he saw ne.

| knew he saw nme, because if our roles were reversed, | would see him

He was wondering why... no, that was wong. He wasn't wondering. He was
a true red-tailed hawk. Hawks don't wonder. The question "why" is owned
entirely by humans. At least, on Earth it is. Only Honb sapi ens asks
why. Buteo janaicensis-red-tailed hawks - don't ask at all.

44 He saw me. He knew | was a threat. He watched. He waited. He expected
my attack. When ny attack came, he would fight. If ny attack did not
cone, he would cone after ne. It would be a "show' fight. Bluff and
threaten and see who ran first. But it could also end up being a very
real fight.

| saw himdrop down swiftly on some target. A few seconds |ater he
fl apped his way back up into view. Hi s talons were enpty. He'd m ssed.

Not enough prey in the meadow. Not enough for both of us. One of us had
to go. O both of us would starve.

| sat on my perch and saw the twitch of grass that told ne a rabbit was
comng out of its hole. W all have to eat. Rabbits, too.

My opponent was too far away and at the wong angle to see what | saw |



opened ny wi ngs and swooped out of the shadows.

This time | would take one of the rabbits. This time my tal ons would
close on squirmng, living flesh

This time the rabbit would die so that | could |ive.

| saw them Yes! The nother and one of the babies. Just ny size, the
perfect prey. Slow noving, unaware, unlike the wly nother

| was approaching themon a perfect glide path. | was in the nother
rabbit's blind spot. |

45 opened ny tal ons wi de and noved them forward. | trimred ny w ngs and
tail just so. Just perfectly to intercept the little rabbit on its next
heedl ess hop

Nowi Now! Now! Drop and strike!

<Aaaahhhh! >

The vision seized my mind again. | was the rabbit, not the hawk!

| saw the talons! Too late! | tried to hop away but the panic froze ne
in place. | shook with terror. | could see death conming fromthe sky,

but | could not nove.
<Noooooo! > | screaned and broke off. <Noooooo !>

| flapped up and away, and the awful vision faded. The baby rabbit
hopped to his mother's side.

<What is happening to ne?!> 1 yelled to an enpty sky. <Wat is happening
to nme?>

46

?2Just tell me this," Marco raged. "Wen do we get a vacation? | mean,
Ben- Hur rowi ng that Ronman galley while the guy whi pped himand the other

guy banged on that big drum got nmore downtime than we do."

W were in Cassie's barn. It was the next day, after the others got back

fromschool. | was in the rafters, in ny usual place. Fromthere |I could
| ook out through the hayloft to see Cassie's house and the driveway. And
I could listen to sounds com ng fromoutside. |I could know whet her

anyone was sneaki ng up on us.

"Qur lives have becone N ntendo ganes,"” Marco went on, enjoying the
sound of his own outrage. "W're always wal ki ng down sone dark

47 hallway with our blasters drawn and there's an endl ess array of eneny
guys. W blow 'emup, but they keep coming. Wien do we get to hit the
pause button? Wien do we get to switch over to a nice, peaceful Riven?
When do we get to turn off the power and put down the joystick and just
veg out with some HBO? Wen do -"

"When do we get to shut you up?" Rachel interrupted. "Wen do we get to
switch you off? I mean, good grief, Marco, you act l|ike you have

somet hing better to do. Before we becane Ani norphs your entire day
consi sted of figuring out which girl to annoy next."



Marco grinned. "And now | always know which girl to annoy next." He put
his arm around Rachel and |aid his head on her shoul der

She | aughed and shoved hi m away.

It was just a dunb little routine, but | felt a flash of jealousy. There
are little intinmacies that nost humans can have that | can't. | can't
shake hands or hug or lay my head on anyone's shoul der

And, as |'d expected, Cassie had questioned ne closely, listening
intently to everything |I related about ny neeting with DeGoot. Marco
cane up with about eight different ways it could all be a scam

But then 1'd told themall this new piece of information: A Hork-Bajir
kid was on the | oose.

48 That's when Marco had started ranting and raving.

"Ckay, " Jake said, "we have a | ot happening at once. And we can't bl ow
off any of it. We need to find out if DeG oot is for real or a
Controller. W need to find out the sanme about this possible cousin
Aria. And we need to try and find this little, |ost Hork-Bajir.
Twenty-four hours plus last night, plus this nmorning while we were in
school. Coming up on forty-eight hours he's been m ssing."

"I hate to think of what could be happening to him" Cassie said.

Jake nodded. But Marco said, "No, wait. You should try and think of
what's happening to him Wat are the possibilities?"

<l assune that any human woul d recogni ze this Hork-Bajir child as an
al i en, > Ax wonder ed.

"No. Not necessarily," Cassie said.
"Most people don't believe you aliens exist," Rachel said.

Ax nodded, a gesture he'd picked up from humans. <Then what night a
human think this creature is?>

"Deformed," Cassie speculated. "Affected by birth defects. O seriously
sick."

<The average, fairly decent human would think of taking it to a
hospital,> | said.

"Or calling an anmbul ance,"” Cassi e added.

49 <The average not-so-decent human m ght decide to shoot it,> | said.
<Or stick it in a cage and charge people to |l ook at the freak.>

Jake nodded agreenent. "Yeah. Ckay. Marco? Get on the Internet and | ook
for any news reports or whatever. Ax? You help him Cassie and | will go
back to the valley entrance, norph wolves, and see if we can pick up
Bek's scent. Rachel, you're with Tobias. Figure out if DeG oot and this
Aria worman are Controllers. Follow them Watch them How | ong do we have
till your birthday, Tobias?"

<Um. . . three days?> | asked.



"Today's the twenty-third. Wen's your birthday?"

<The twenty-fifth. | think. Twenty-sixth?>

Marco | aughed, then | guess he realized | wasn't Kkidding.

<I| don't... | don't exactly remenber. Not for sure. But | think it's in
three days.> | forced a laugh. <Just don't ask ne howold | amin bird
years. >

50

| felt unconfortable being paired with Rachel. She'd seen ne eating

roadkill. She hadn't nentioned it, and | didn't think she woul d.
Rachel 's blunt but sensitive enough, too.

Still, unconfortable or not, | wasn't going to start arguing w th Jake.
I have ny problens in life. He has his. I"'mnot going to conplicate his
si tuati on.

Besi des, what could | say? I'd rather work with Cassi e because she
doesn't know | eat road-kill?

Rachel went into her bald eagle nmorph. 1've seen her do it many tines
bef ore, of course, but for sone reason this tinme it fascinated ne. Is
that the right word? No, it nesnerized ne.

51 Rachel is a beautiful girl. She's beautiful in that way you know wil |
| ast her whole life. She'll be a beautiful wonman. But beauty al one isn't
that big a thing. What makes Rachel "Rachel" is what's inside.

And wat chi ng her nmorph to eagle was |ike seeing her soul emerge through
her fl esh.

Feat her patterns appeared across her skin. The golden hair gave way to
the characteristic white feathers of the baldie' s crown. Her arm bones
narrowed and hol | owed and grew feathers to beconme wi ngs.

Her face, never exactly soft or inviting, becane forbidding and intense.
Her bl ue eyes turned gol den brown and glared with the fierce glare of a
raptor. Her lips becane the eagle's huge beak

She grew small er. But she was beconmi ng one of the |largest birds in
exi st ence.

Was she nore beautiful to ne because she was a bird now? No, of course
not. For one thing, eagles and hawks don't mate. For another, her eagle
nor ph is mal e.

But sonetimes it seenmed to ne that this body suited her better than her
own. Her own body nisled people with superficial resenblances to the

gl ossy i mages of magazi ne nodels. This body was Rachel: fast, strong,
smart, intense, and dangerous.

52 <Ready?> she asked.

<Ready, > | said.

She spread her wings. So much broader than my own. | am proud of being a



red-tail ed hawk, but there is no avoiding the fact that the human eye is
drawn to a bald eagle. People can see ne and think, What is that, a big
brown crow? But when you see a baldie floating on the air, with its

si x-foot wi ngspread and yel |l ow beak and unni st akabl e white head, you
know you' re | ooki ng at somet hi ng speci al

| read once that Benjanmin Franklin wanted the wild turkey to be the
of ficial synmbol of the United States. But cone on. He rmust never have
seen a bal d eagl e.

W caught a late afternoon thermal and rode it high into the air. Rache
had her wings, but | had nmy experience, so | kept pace with her easily
enough. Not to brag, but when you can add human intelligence onto bird
instinct, you get so you can outfly just about anything in the air.
Instinct only takes you so far

<| didn't nention it to Jake, but 1've already spent the norning
observing DeG oot,> | said.

<Why hin? Why not this Aria person?> Rachel asked.

<l know him He was easy to observe. Plus . . . >

53

I'd been about to say that the very idea of Aria nade ne nervous.
Unsettl ed. <Nothing. Let's go see if we can find her. | know what hotel
she's in. | know the room | norphed to human and called the hotel.>

<How di d you get a quarter for the phone?>

<Wth these eyes? Coins shine in the sunlight. You fly around outside
coi n-op Laundromats or the drive-through |ane at a McDonald's, you'l
find a dropped quarter sooner or l|ater.>

Rachel |aughed like that was the funniest thing in the world. <You are
the worl d chanpi on of coping with weird situations,> she said.

<Yeah, well, not always. Sometines | just w np out.>
<What do you nean?>

<Let's crank it to the west a little nore, catch this trailing breeze,
and take a |l oad off our w ngs,> | said.

<Ah. Sonething you don't want to talk about. That's cool.>

W turned west and felt the propul sion of the wind coming around behi nd
us. Flying is alot like sailing. You can fly against the w nd, but
it'll wear you down fast. You can sort of tack, flying against the w nd
by turning at angles to it. But when the wind is cooperating and goi ng
your way, hey, you ride it and be thankf ul

54 <It's no big thing,>1 said with a dismssive laugh. <A little
bi rd-on-bird probl ens

<So give ne the four-one-one, already,> she grunped. <W have ten
twenty mnutes of flying and | forgot to bring a book to read. >

<It's nothing. It's this hawk that's trying to nove in on ny neadow. >



| felt like an idiot the mnute the words were out of ny head. This was
like the "ol d" Tobias style: treating people to displays of stupidity
and weakness. No wonder 1'd gotten beat up so often when | was human. It
was |ike | was begging people to sneer at ne.

<Brilliant, Tobias,> | nuttered to nyself. <Rachel, of all people is
really going to appreciate sone pathetic story of how you can't stand up
to a bird. >

<What, is he bigger than you?>

Why didn't | just keep nmy mouth shut? <For-get it. | just haven't
decided the right time to kick his butt.>

Yeah, right. That was believable.

<There's the hotel. W need the twenty-third floor,> 1 said. <Room
twenty-three-oh-six. It's supposed to be facing the city view >

55

My heart was beating even faster than usual. | mght be about to see a
cousin who wanted to take ne in. O | might be sniffing around the edges
of a clever trap.

| counted up the floors to twenty-three. W swept around the building to
the city side. It is especially thrilling flying around tall buildings.
Sonet hi ng about bei ng outside a skyscraper really rem nds the human part
of you how high up you are. You can imagi ne humans suddenly outsi de and
picture their helpless terror as they fall, and . . . well, like |I said,
it remnds you.

<Wth the sun at this angle I'mhaving a hard tine seeing inside the
wi ndows, > | conpl ai ned.

<Real | y? Not ne,> Rachel said.

56 <Bal d eagles hunt fish,> | pointed out. <Your eyes are evolved to see
down through water, even if there are reflections on the water. | eat

m ce and rabbits. >

<Rabbi t s?>

<You take what you can get. And don't start in with Thunper from Banbi,
or Peter Rabbit, or the Easter Bunny. Rabbits are prey, just like nice.>

<| was just gonna say they sounded tastier than mce. | nean, people eat
rabbits. O at least they used to. In the old cowboy novies didn't they
shoot rabbits and cook "emup with a mess o' beans?>

<Absol utely. Exactly. Nothing wong with eating a rabbit.>

<Unl ess he's naned "Bugs." Hey, | see a wonan in that room Dm.
third wi ndow fromthe end. >

<| can't see clearly.>

<Probably a good thing. She's changing. >



<Ah. You nean she's changi ng cl othes, right? Not norphing.>

<She's norphing froma pair of sweatpants and T-shirt into a dress. The
dress is, oh, about three, four years out of date.>

<So maybe she really was in Africa. If that's even her.>
<0r maybe she doesn't keep up with fashion

57 1 see a lot of canera equipnment. That'd fit with the whole nature
phot ogr apher thing. >

<The glare is shifting. Is it safe for ne to | ook?>
<Are you always this nice about being a Peeping TonP>

<l am never a Peeping Tom > | said sharply. Then | softened ny tone. <l
cannot use my superpowers for evil.>

Rachel |aughed. <Okay to | ook now. >

| banked into a turn, flapped to keep ny altitude, then glided as slowy
as | could, forty feet out fromthe w ndow

She was maybe twenty-five or thirty. She had dark hair, pulled back into
a ponytail. Not tall, not short. Thin. She seenmed very tan

<Does she |l ook |ike anyone in your fanily?> Rachel asked.

<No. | nean, | don't know. According to DeG oot | have sone father
didn't even know about. So who knows if she |ooks |ike famly?>

<How do we find out?>

| didn't answer. The truth is, | hadn't really heard Rachel. | was off
in my own mnd, watching the strange woman who said she wanted to take
care of ne.

Why? Way woul d soneone want to take care of ne? She didn't know me. So
why? Because of some vague family loyalty thing? Maybe. | guess

58 some fanmilies are like that. You know, they feel connected to anyone
who shares a biol ogical connection to them But ny famly wasn't that
way. Not the ones |I'd net, anyway.

My not her di sappeared and ny father died when | was little. | barely
renenbered either of them | had pictures, of course. Back when |I was
human. But now when | tried to renenber them| couldn't tell whether the
menories were real or just something |'d nmade up

Sonetimes | wondered if it was all an illusion. That |1'd never had a
nmot her and father. That |'d never really been human.

| was a freak of nature. No, that wasn't right, either. Nature at its
nost perverse could not create me. | was a freak of technology. O alien
t echnol ogy.

| was a bird with the nmind of a human boy. Or | was a boy with the body
of a bird. Either way, that woman | saw through the gl ass, the wonman now
channel -surfing with her renote control and stopping at CNN, that woman



did not know ne.

Not the old nme or the real ne.

Surprise, Cousin Aria, your adopted son is a red-tailed hawk.
<| say, ahem how do we find out?> Rachel asked.

<What? Ch. | guess we follow her. Watch her

59 (bserve. If she's a Controller she'll need to go to the Yeerk poo
wi thin the next three days.>

<We can't watch her continuousl y* Rachel said.

<Maybe not,> | admitted. <But maybe we can find out enough. Look! She's
getting a phone

<She | ooks puzzled. Now she's . . . excited. There she goes!>
Aria ... if this was Aria . . . hefted a canera bag onto her shoul der
She paused in front of a full-length mrror, adjusting her hair and

checki ng her clothes carefully.

<Don't worry about your hair,> Rachel sniped, <do sonething about that
dress. >

| laughed. But at the sane time something bothered ne about what 1'd
just seen. Sonething .

But then the worman was out the door of her room and out of sight.

<We should swing around to the front door. Watch her cone out, > Rachel said.
<Yeah. Let's just hope she doesn't drive or catch a cab.>

<Why?>

<Ever tried flying fast enough to keep up with a car?>
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<Ch, man! She's going for a cab!> 1 yelled as the hotel doornman waved
for a taxi.

<Traffic's pretty bad. Maybe we can stay with her,> Rachel said.

<Not by staying in the air, we can't,> 1 said grimy.

<You have a pl an?>

<Rachel, | have a plan even you will think is insane,> | said. <See that
cop car? Going the same general direction as the cab? See the lights on
top?>

Rachel |aughed. <Okay, that actually is insane. Let's do it!>

W dove, hurtling down out of the sky. What | had in mind wasn't exactly
subtle. It was dangerous



61 and woul d make heads turn as we raced through the city streets.
But it could possibly work.

The red lights atop the police car were nounted on a raised bar. There
was a light at either end, and a couple of feet of open bar between.

The cab headed east down a major boulevard. So did the police car. They
were only doing twenty mles an hour in the traffic, but hawks and
eagles can't just fly long distances in a straight line. W need to
turn, to ride the thernmals upward. Even at twenty miles an hour the cab
could | ose us.

Down we swooped, turning height into speed.

Down, down, me slightly in front.

<Rachel , line up behind me, but watch the turbul ence fromny w ngs!>
She lined up behind ne and we swept down fromtwenty-sonething floors up
to just above street level, executing a snooth glide path that an
airline pilot would have been proud of.

<Keep up your speed! >

<W're going faster than them we'll overshoot”™ Rachel cried.

<Are you telling me howto fly?>

<No, sir!> Rachel yelled in that giddy way she gets whenever she's an
inch anay fromutter disaster. <Hah HAH >

62 The cop car noved horizontally. W came down at an angle. The two
lines would neet. . . now

<Flare!> | swept ny wings forward, killed just a hint of mny airspeed,
opened ny talons, spread themw de, and . . . yes! Snagged the crossbar
and hel d on.

Rachel grabbed with one talon but mssed with the other. She fol ded her
wi ngs and the wi nd current slamed her back.

<Keep your profile!> 1 cried. <Open your wi ngs. Surf, don't ride.>
Sonehow she nade sense of ny gi bbering. She lunged with her other tal on
and caught the bar. She muscl ed her body forward into a flying profile.

She spread her nassive wi ngs.

And of f we went. A red-tailed hawk and a bald eagle riding the roof of a
cop car, w ngs open, beaks forward, talons straining to take the pressure.

<Now this doesn't | ook too strange!> Rachel |aughed, still high fromthe
rush of danger.

Drivers behind and beside us stared, nmouths open. Sonme to the point
where they barely avoided crashing into one another. But the police
beneat h us renai ned obli vi ous.

<Somneone is going to yell to the cops that we're up here,> 1 worried.



<Nah, > Rachel reassured ne. <No one goes

63 out of their way to attract a cop's attention while they're driving.
W' || be saved by people's guilty consciences. >

One very odd-1 ooking police car continued down the boul evard, shadow ng
the cab froma distance of three or four car |lengths. W rode for two
mles that way, till we'd reached the edge of the city, out where the
bui |l di ngs grew smal l er, ol der, and shabbier. W were passing the
airport. A big 747 roared by overhead.

And then . . |,

<Ahhhh! >

Red lights swirled all around us. The car surged forward. Wnd
resi stance doubled and | could barely hold on. Then cane the siren

Thi nk police sirens are loud? Try having better-than-hunan hearing and
bei ng eight inches fromthe siren itself. Then add in four jet engines
froma slow noving junbo jet.

<Aaaaahhhh! They got a call!>

The cop car took off. In a second we'd pass the cab. No! A sudden turn,
and the cab and police car were separating at a rapid clip.

Too fast for us to keep our wi ngs open. W were noving at fifty, maybe
sixty mles an hour. W closed our wings and hunkered down as close to
the bar as we could crouch. | tucked ny head | ow and kept mny tai
feathers tightly cl osed.

Now we were just alongside the airport. An-

64 other jet, a smaller 737 this time, was readying for takeoff. But
before it gathered speed, something rmuch snaller rose fromthe tarmac.

A helicopter.

The helicopter lifted off and headed at right angles to us. It was going
the sane direction as the cab.

<l have another really bad idea,> | said.
<No. >

<I"'mdoing it!>1 yelled.

<How do | do it?> Rachel screaned

<Time it! Release. Just a little tail for Iift, barely open your wi ngs,
use your head to turn!>

<When?>
<NOW >
| released ny grip. | opened ny tail feathers and cocked them ever so

slightly upward. So little wing that my wings mght as well have been
tail fins of a rocket.



And a good thing, too, because | was a rocket.

| blew through the air like a feather nissile, catching just enough
l[ift, turning with only a slight nmovenent of ny head

| shot up beneath the helicopter, swerved to match its direction, rolled
over on my back, opened ny talons, and

<Ooowww > | took the jolt as nmy talons closed around the strut of the
| andi ng ski d.

65 Rachel was just behind ne. She turned and opened her talons, but she
hadn't prepared for the severe downdraft of wind fromthe helicopter's
rotors.

A m ss!

Rachel 's talons m ssed their mark, and she wasn't going to get another shot.
<I'"lIl see you later!>1 yelled to her

<Not much | ater,> she | aughed. <Take a | ook. The cab pulled in down there.>
| had pulled off a conpletely inpossible nove. For absolutely no reason

<It was still way cool,> Rachel said. But she |aughed sone nore as |

rel eased nmy hard-won grip on the helicopter and floated in enbarrassment
toward the dirt field where the cab was now di sgorging Ari a.
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It took a nmoment for me to realize what | was looking at. It was a

shabby-1 ooki ng building fromthe air. But the truth is, nost buildings

| ook pretty bad fromthe air. You just see roofs and air conditioners.

The building itself was one story, but with a fal se facade that woul d

have nmade it | ook nuch bigger to a person approaching from ground |evel.

It was fronted by a dirt parking ot with a few cars. In the back was a

dirty green | agoon - shallow water “ordered by a rickety-Iooki ng wooden
railing.

There were two alligators sunning thensel ves on the nud banks of this
tiny | agoon.

The ot to the left of the building was a |iquor

67 store. To the right of the main building, seemngly attached to it,
was a miniature golf course. The theme was apparently "pirates." A
pl aster pirate ship served as a centerpiece

<It's one of those crappy roadside zoo things,> Rachel reported, having
swept | ow enough to see the garish signs clearly. <It's called "Frank's
Safari Land and Putt-Putt Golf.">

<Cat chy nane, > | said.
<It's just a good thing Cassie isn't here. She hates these pl aces.

nmean, she hates these places. She'd have us go in there and free all the
ani nal s. >



<Maybe that's why Aria is here, > | suggested. <She's a nature
phot ographer, after all. She nust hate places like this, too.>

<Maybe, > Rachel said skeptically.

| banked a turn and went | ow to check out a sort of marquee that
advertised to passing cars. It was one of those signs where they use big
plastic letters.

The sign said all new deadly mdget freak! the living razor

<Oh, man. W have trouble,> | said.

<WIIl it involve trying to snag onto a helicopter in nmidair?> Rache
asked with a | augh. <And by the way, it may have been unnecessary, but

it was SO cool ! >

<"The Living Razor,"> | said, quoting the sign. <"Deadly M dget Freak.">

68 <wWhat's a living razor?> Rachel wondered.

<Don't know for sure, but | have a bad feeling about this. | think we
need to get inside that building.>

<wWell, we could denorph to human and walk right in. If we had noney for
a ticket.>

Dermor ph to human? Not ne. | had to norph to human. | let it go.

<It's two bucks each,> | said.

<l have got to learn howto nmorph a credit card.>

<We coul d al ways sneak in as cockroaches,> | said. <l doubt a couple of
roaches woul d even be noticed in that place. Let alone a couple of
houseflies. >

<Oh man, | hate doing insects. You know >

<Uh-oh. | feel a Rachel idea com ng on.>

<0Oh pl ease, after your idea of riding a cop car then rocketing off to
grab a helicopter? You' re going to diss ny idea?>

<0oookay. Fair enough. >

<| was just noticing there's only one old nan watching the front door

And | have to tell you, I don't think all his hair is exactly real.>
<What ?>
<Head for the Putt-Putt pirate ship. We can denmorph in there. I'Il be

ri ght al ong.>

Wth that, Rachel swooped down fromthe sky on a glide path toward the
old man, who was sit-

69 ting on a stool just outside the door to Frank's Safari Land.



Tal ons open, she raked the man's head.
"Hey!" he yelled. "That's ny hair!"

The big bald eagle flew slow and | ow, carrying what | ooked |ike a dead
muskrat, but was in fact the nman's toupee. The man took off after her. |
headed for the big plaster pirate ship. A few nonents | ater Rache
joined me, |aughing as she denorphed.

<Okay, what did you do with the poor man's toupee?>
<Well, let's just say one of those alligators has a whol e new | ook. >

W denor phed inside the dusty, cobwebbed interior of the fake ship and
had to squeeze out through a tiny access door. No one stopped us. No one
noticed then, or when we wal ked brazenly through the front door of
Frank's Safari Land.
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Inside it was about what |'d expected. A very sad place. M serable,
unhappy animals in cages a tenth the size they should have been. Dim
lighting that was swal |l owed up by the bl ack-draped walls.

A mangy fox paced restlessly. A pair of lynx slept, cramred into a cage
that woul d have been snmall for a house cat. There was an aged barn ow ,
an adol escent deer, a pair of sheep. There was a Shetland pony in a
circul ar pen, saddle on its back, saddle sores plainly visible. A sign
sai d pony rides $2.50.

A small fermal e black bear was in a cage so | ow she could not rear up to
her full height.

71 Rachel |eaned close to whisper in ny ear. "l was going to say we
shouldn't tell Cassie about this place, but you know what? Let's do tel
her. She'll get Jake to go along with stomping this horrible place out

of existence. What is the matter with people? | mean, |'mnot exactly
Ms. Tree-huggi ng-don't-eat-neat-|et-animls-vote, but come on, this
sucks. They want to treat a bear like that, 1'll come back here and

i ntroduce these dirtbags to a real bear. See if 'Frank' can stick ny
grizzly inalittle cage. I'lIl cage hi m™"

| smiled with ny human lips. The thing is, | knew Rachel wasn't

exaggerating. |If Jake didn't stop her, the "Frank" of Frank's Safari was
going to be getting a visit froma big, shaggy, very annoyed,
seven-foot-tall grizzly bear

Then we went around a dark corner into a small side room There stood
Aria and a man. | backed away quickly. But not so quickly that | failed
to see the occupant of that small room

There, in a raised cage with two spotlights intersecting on him was a
young Hork-Bajir.

He was only three feet tall, practically a newborn by Hork-Bajir
standards. Hi s bl ades were very sharp, |ike human baby teeth are, but
smal |l and not as rigid or dangerous as an adult's bl ades.

Hs tail was stubby, barely formed. The forehead bl ades were just bunps.



72 Hi s clawed hands were w apped around the bars of his cage. He was
gazing with pathetic hope at Aria.

"Whoa, " Rachel whispered
"Yeah. "

W glided back out of sight, not that either Aria or the man with her
had noticed us.

"Look, lady, I'mnot trying to bust your chops here. But if you want to
take pictures, that's extra."

"But, M. Hallowell -"
"Call me Frank."

"Ckay, Frank. |I'm a professional nature photographer. | would be happy
to give you sone copies of the pictures in paynment."

The man sneered. "I need a picture of the freak, I'Il take a Pol aroid.
Uh-uh. This little nmonster is going to make nme some cash. |'ve already
contacted a newspaper. They're sending a guy out. He decides this is a
good freak, he'll pay thousands."

Aria hesitated. "And he would . . . dissemnate . . . these photographs
wi del y? Publish thenf"

The man | ooked at her |ike she was weird. "Now, what el se would he do
with thenP"

Aria nodded slowy. "Yes. O course." She |ooked again at the young
Hork-Bajir and repeated thoughtfully, "Yes, of course.”

73 "So let me just ask you, lady, since you' re a big nature photographer
and all: What is that thing?"

"You don't know?"

Frank shook his head. "This guy comes driving up with this thing | ashed
in the back of his pickup truck. Says he saw it out wandering around the

side of the highway. Asked me what |'d pay for it. | gave himfifty bucks."

"You made a good deal ," Aria said. "I"'msure he's worth nmore than that."
"So what is it, that's what I'd like to know. "

Aria shrugged. "I don't know. 1|'ve never seen anything like it. But you
know, you shouldn't call it a 'freak."'"

"Not politically correct, huh?" Frank said know ngly.
"It's not that," Aria said. "lIt's just that it's like nothing |I've ever
seen. No animal | know. " She smiled. "You could present it as an alien

and no one would be able to dispute you."

"Alien, huh?" Frank nodded. "Hey, that's not a bad idea. Lot of crazy
peopl e out there believe in all that UFO, space alien crap.”

"Yes. And while you're changing things, maybe you could show a little



humanity to these aninals. They need bi gger cages, nore light, nore
fresh air. At the very least."

74 "1'1l think on that," Frank said with an expression that said he'd do
no such thing.

Aria turned and wal ked away, brushing past Rachel and ne. | turned ny
head away so she wouldn't be able to recognize nme |ater

W followed Aria at a safe distance, trying to | ook Iike we were scoping
the caged aninmals. Aria stepped out into the bright sun and | ooked
around expectantly.

Seconds later, a black |inmusine came tearing into the dirt parking |ot,
rai sing a cloud of dust.

The Iino pulled to a stop and the driver junped out to open the door for
her .

| stared with ny weak human eyes as she stepped in and sat down. For a
nmonent the door renmained open and | could see her as clearly as human
eyes woul d al | ow.

She was | ooking in our direction, but could not see us. She was in
sunlight and we were in dark shadow.

Aria gazed thoughtfully up at the Frank's Safari sign. There was a
flicker of a smile, but no nore.

"Who are you?" | whispered.
The driver shut the door and she was gone.
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There wasn't a | ot of debate back at the barn that evening about what to
do with the baby Hork-Bajir.

"W go in and get him" Jake said.

"It could be a trap,” Marco pointed out. "This Aria person could stil
be a Controller. This could all be a setup.”

| wanted to ask why a Controller would care about the conditions of the
animals in that hideous zoo. But | didn't. | guess |'ve gotten so | say
| ess and |l ess. Sonetines all the communicating that people do just seens
irrelevant. Action is what counts.

Jake nodded. "W have to act on the assunption

76 that this is a trap. W'll divide our forces. Goup A goes in, Goup
B hangs back."

Marco snmirked to Rachel. "He's just so Pat-ton."
Jake grinned and ai med a punch at Marco's shoul der
Then foll omed one of the nore bizarre parts of Aninmorph life: Jake,

Rachel , Cassie, and Marco all sat down in the hay of the barn, whipped
open their backpacks, and pulled out books and not ebooks.



Homewor k. | guess when you're fully human and a kid, there's just no
escapi ng homewor k

Ax | ooked over Cassie's shoul der at her science textbook. <But that's
not true,> he kept nuttering. <That's not at all how gravity works.>

| sat confortably in the rafters and eavesdropped on Jake's honework. |

still enjoy reading when | get a chance. Sonetines |I'll go to the park
or the beach, places where people read out in the open. 1I'll find a nice
updraft or steady breeze, float fifty or sixty feet up, and read over
someone' s shoulder. 1've read a | ot of John Gi sham and Stephen King and

Nora Roberts. Not whol e books, unfortunately, but pages and occasionally
whol e chapt ers.

Now | sat reading over Jake's shoul der. And when that grew dull, |
fluttered over to spy on Rachel's book

77 Then, at last, it was time to go.

<If you would really like to understand the |aws of notion as they apply
at the quantum |l evel, and how they relate to both gravity and what we
Andalites call the seventh force, then ->

Cassi e laughed and put a hand on Ax's arm "Ax, it nust be hard not
havi ng anyone around to di scuss things on your |evel."

He | ooked disconcerted. <I . . . no, it's not that,> he said |anely.
"Ckay, everyone cool with their parents?" Jake asked.

"Yes, all the right lies have been told," Cassie said, shaking her head
regretfully. "Everyone is over at soneone else's house. As usual."

"Well, this won't take long," Rachel said.

The ot hers norphed to various bird nmorphs and we flew to Frank's Safari
Land. The sign had been changed. It now cried out that Frank's had the
first ever actual space alien. It was working. The lot was filled with a
dozen cars.

I was in Goup A along with Rachel. W were the two who were famliar
with the place. Also with us was Jake. Cassie, Ax, and Marco were
backup, ready to cone in if things went wong.

W | anded and denor phed just outside the alligator |lagoon. It was dark
but not pitch-black. A hint of dying sun still glowed in the west. The
nmoon wasn't out, but the sky was full of stars.

78 The others denorphed. | waited. | was going to a norph I'd only used
once: Hork-Bajir.

Normal Iy I would never use the Hork-Bajir norph. Hork-Bajir are sentient
creatures. We have a rul e about norphing humans or other free, sentient
species. W're not the Yeerks, after all. W don't just go around taking
and using the DNA of free people.

But this was a uni que case. W needed Bek, the Hork-Bajir child, to cone
with us willingly. And | knew t hat Ket Hal pak - whose DNA was the basis
for nmy morph - would not object at all



"Ckay, " Jake whispered. "One nore tine. | go in human and turn off the
mai n power switch so we have darkness. Rachel norphs and as soon as the

power goes out, she goes in and renoves the back wall. Tobias? You stay
here in the dark till Rachel says go. Then you run in, snatch the kid
and run back out. Cassie will be ready to take himafter that. W get

hima quarter-mle down the back road to the cornfield. Al clear?"
Rachel w nked at nme. "You know, Marco's right. He's gotten so Patton."
"Ch, shut up," Jake said good-naturedly.

Jake remai ned human and began to wal k carefully around the outer fence
of the alligator |agoon

79 "Hey, did Jake say knock down one wall? O did he say knock down sone
wal | s?" Rachel asked, dripping with fake innocence.

<You know perfectly well he just wants you to get us into that place. He
did not say you should knock the whol e pl ace down just because Frank is
a creep and he nmistreats aninmals,> 1 said sternly. <On the other hand,

it is dark. You might get confused. . . . >

Rachel |aughed her slightly insane, ready-for-a-fight |augh. "Yeah. |
m ght . "

She began to nmorph an el ephant. Now, earlier when | said it was kind of
cool watching Rachel go to eagle? It's not the same, watching her turn
into an el ephant. There is nothing even slightly attractive about it.

For one thing, there is the way she grows. In sudden |lunps of flesh that
pop out of her thighs, her stomach, even her head. It is disturbing to
see a lump of gray flesh the size of a refrigerator bul ge out of the

si de of soneone's head.

She | umped and bunped and gl ooped her way from being a nornal -sized girl
to being a shapel ess behenoth. Her |egs becane pillars. So did her arns.
Her el ephant feet sank into the danmp soil

She was grinning at ne when her white teeth seened to fl ow together and
t hen sprout out and

80 out like a spear coming at me. They curved up to a point: a pair of
t usks.

Her nose began to hang down like it was running, then like it was
melting, then it began to thicken and darken and grow. O course, by
t hen the beach- bl anket-sized ears were already forned.

The last part of Rachel to disappear entirely was her hair. For severa
seconds she | ooked exactly like an el ephant wearing a blond w g.

Al this tine, | had started norphing as well.

It's strange norphing anything. | mean, no nmatter what you becone it is
a nightmare. Just inmagi ne watching your own flesh squirmand nelt and
wi ther, shrink or swell. Imagi ne hearing your own internal organs go
wat ery and squi sh away. |magi ne having body parts you' ve never had
before, and a brain that knows how to use them



Morphing is always a freak show But there is a special quality to

nor phing a nonterrestrial aninmal. According to Ax, DNA is a very conmon
thing in the gal axy. That sane double helix of atoms fornms the blueprint
for all of Iife on Earth and alnost all [ife-forns el sewhere.

But beyond that, there aren't a lot of simlarities between alien bodies
and say, humans. Real life turns out not to be like Star Trek. Aliens
are not just humans wearing funny ears, nose putty, and costunes.

81 There is nothing renotely human about a Hork-Bajir. Wat's weird is
there are slight simlarities between hawks and Hork-Bajir.

The tal oned feet are very much alike. The al nost beaklike nouth is
simlar. And . . . well, that's about it for simlarity.

Hork-Bajir are huge. Seven feet tall. Were my bones are holl ow and
light, theirs are thick and dense as steel. Wiere ny insides are built
for digesting raw neat, a fairly sinple job, theirs are infinitely nore
conplex to allow themto digest tree bark.

And while | have sone natural weapons - beak and talons - the Hork-Bajir
are a natural weapon. The claws that allow themto clinb the
skyscraper-sized trees of their home world, the wist and el bow and
forehead bl ades that allow themto scrape the bark fromthose trees, can
all be used as weapons.

But the Hork-Bajir had never used them as weapons until the Yeerks and
the Andalites brought their war to the Hork-Bajir world.

| grew and grew. Gewtill |I could alnost | ook Rachel straight in the eye

My tal ons becane Tyrannosaurus feet. My mouth grew teeth, sharp ones for
cutting bark and serrated nolars for grinding it up

My wings lost their feathers and extended out and out. Hands grew where
nmy "“finger" bones

82 had been. Muscle covered ny entire body. And fromthat nuscle the
bony projections of blades grew

<Well, we're a nice-looking couple,> Rachel said. <Let's go to the dance.>
| heard a noise. Car engines racing, brakes screeching. Then car doors

sl amm ng. Several. Many. | shot a | ook toward the parking lot, but it

was mostly bl ocked from vi ew.

And at that nmonent the lights of Frank's Safari Land went out.

<Show time, > Rachel said and | aughed her wld |augh
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Qut went the lights and | quickly discovered that Hork-Bajir don't have
much in the way of night vision. Neither do el ephants. But el ephants

don't care all that nuch, since they can pretty well stonp anything that

gets in their way.

Hhhr r r EEEEE- uh! Rachel trunpeted and took off around the perineter of
the alligator |agoon, heading for Frank's Safari Land.



| was amazed how fast she was. | could barely keep up

| heard annoyed yelling coming fromthe building.

"Hey, turn on the lights!™"

84 "I want my noney back!"

W rushed at the closest wall. Rachel canme to a stop and carefully
pressed the flat front of her wecking-ball head against it. She |eaned
her wei ght forward and we both heard a creaki ng sound.

<Heh- heh- heh, > she cackl ed. <Just wood. Doesn't this little piggy know
he shoul d build his house out of brick? Cone out, conme out, little
piggy! O I'lIl huff, and I'Il puff, and I'lIl crush this dunp like a
mat chbox! >

She reared back and sl amred her wei ght forward.

VWHAM CRRRRREEEK

<That shoul d have gotten people to step back,> she said. <Now we go in.>

She backed up three el ephant steps and |unged forward, hurtling her dunp
truck wei ght against the flinsy wooden wall.

VHAM Crrrr-ACK! Crunch!

VHOOOWPF! The wall fell in.

Now people were really yelling. "Hey, I'"mgetting outta here!"

Rachel happily stonped in across the shattered tinbers and splintered
pl ywood, trunpeting like mad, swi nging her big trunk back and forth and
general |y maki ng the kind of destructive mess she |oved to make.

<Everybody out!> she ordered in w de-band

85 t hought - speak. <Rabid el ephant! Psycho el ephant on the | oose! It's
Dunmbo-zill al >

In the general panic, no one would recall that they didn't really "hear"
anyone shout that warning.

| followed gingerly in Rachel's wake. She was busily tossing her trunk
up and down, nmaking the low ceiling junp with each inpact.

| squeezed past her and searched for the little lost Hork-Bajir. | found
himin his cage

But | was not al one.

On the other side of the cage stood three nen. Two carried standard
handguns. The third carried a weapon |I'd seen far too often before: a
Yeerk Dracon beam

The three human-Controll ers gaped at nme. Not the way actual humans woul d
react to suddenly encountering a Hork-Bajir. But the way peopl e already
famliar with Hork-Bajir would react to seeing one where he wasn't expected.



<Uh, Rachel ?> | said.

<What? Sorry, I'mall turned around and can't help stonping this place
to pieces.>

<Save that for Jake,> | said. <W have conpany”

"Who are you?" one of the nen demanded. "Visser Three didn't tell us
that . . . wait! It's one of the renegade Hork-Bajir! One of the escaped
hosts!"

87 Bek | ooked at nme pleadingly. The Controllers | eveled their weapons at
nme. And one of them began yelling into a watch that nust have al so been
a conmuni cat or .

This was going to get ugly fast. They were here to grab the baby
Hork-Bajir. So were we. One big difference: They nmight not care if Bek
lived or died.
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Chapter 18

?So, a renegade Hork-Bajir," one of the Controllers said. "Let's grab
them both! Visser Three will be very pleased."” He raised his Dracon beam
and leveled it at nme. "You can nake it easy or hard, Hork-Bajir."

Bek was between themand nme. If | attacked

Fortunately, | was not al one.

| never even saw the wolf till it was on the Controller. Its big jaws
cl anped down tight over his gun hand.

" Aaaahhhh!" he screaned
<Cassi e? Good tim ng!>

<Yeah, it's ne, but don't just stand there. There are nore coning! Lots
nore! >
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| anded, T-rex feetfirst, on one of the nmen. Hork-Bajir may not be
geni uses for the nost part, but they are quick

My victimwent down, yelling and scranbling to get away.

BLAM The gunshot was so close the sound hurt worse than the bullet. The
bul | et knocked a neat, round hole in ny |left el bow bl ade.

| slashed instinctively. The gun dropped to the floor. And the
Controll er would now have a hard time counting past eight on his fingers.

W had a nonentary advantage, Cassie and I. | funbled with clunsy
Hork-Bajir fingers at the lock on Bek's cage. Then sonethi ng bl ack
shaggy, and nassive pushed by ne.

<Here. Let Corilla-boy do that for you,> Marco said. <See, it requires
del i cacy, patience, a subtle touch.>



He grabbed the front of the cage, twi ning his sausage fingers through
the bars and

RRRI | PP!

He tore the cage open |like a bag of chips.

<Corme with nme, Bek,> 1 said to the terrified Hork-Bajir baby.
<Ket Hal pak?>

<Un. . . yes. Cone.>

89 He took ny hand, and that's when everything broke | oose.
BLAM BLAM BLAM

TSEEWN TSEEWN

The blinding light of nuzzle flashes and even nore blinding Dracon
beanms. Expl osions that rocked the room

Suddenly, an el ephant.

Suddenly faces, angry, frightened faces visible in the flash of gunfire.
| felt as if someone had punched nme in the stomach. For a noment | was
confused. Had Bek hit nme? No. A bullet! | could see the hole. | could
seet he bl ood.

Hrrreee- YAH Rachel trunpeted.

And now there were nore creatures. The lynx, |loose fromits cage. A
tiger, roaring, rushing, slashing.

A gorilla, swinging fists the size of canned hans.

An Andalite, his tail flying like a bullwhip, slashing with terrible
accuracy.

The attack was reckl ess, desperate, heedless. Bullets flying! Dracon
beanms burning holes in cages and walls. Flanmes rising around ne. Snoke.

I clutched Bek's hand and staggered back, |ooking for an escape route.
But it was pretty dark aside fromthe angry weapon's fl ashes. The

90 ceiling was sloping down in places where it had alnpst fallen. Walls
were twi sted. Cages were strewn here and there. Animals screanmed. Human
voi ces shout ed.

The pain hit suddenly. Late, but not forgotten. | doubl ed over, but kept
my grip on Bek's hand. He was yanking, tugging, pulling in panic.

Now the battle was becom ng nmore organized. The Controllers had the
front half of the building, and nore were around the back, splashing
hurriedly through the alligator |agoon to cut us off.

Rachel was denorphing. Her el ephant bul k was doi ng nore harmthan good.
As she shrank toward human she ducked out of sight and faded into the dark



The Controllers - there must have been a dozen by now had | earned a
little humlity. They were cowering behind cover, shooting wildly around
corners, waiting, no doubt, for our retreat to be cut off.

<Tobi as! Get that kid out of here!> Jake yell ed.
<You need ne.> | gasped.
<CGet. Hm Qut!>

| grabbed Bek nore tightly and began to back toward the crushed wall
we'd conme through. The pain in ny stomach felt |ike soneone had shoved a
red-hot sword into ne.
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the opening into the night beyond. But the way was not clear.

An Andalite stood there.

He was ol der than Ax, larger, battle-scarred. He exuded a darkness that
was bl acker than the night. A darkness that cane fromthe tw sted, evil
slug that lived inside that captive Andalite brain.

Vi sser Three!

He whi pped his Andalite tail forward, and | stepped back. But even as |
regi stered the Andalite body that had once bel onged to a powerful
Andal ite war-prince, | began to see the changes.

He was norphing. Visser Three, the only Andalite-Controller. The only
Yeerk with the power to norph

Vi sser Three, who had travel ed the gal axy acquiring norphs of the npst
deadly creatures of the known universe.

<Ah, a renegade Hork-Bajir,> he said, sounding delighted. <The little
runaway and the renegade. Ket Hal pak, if | amnot m staken. Well, ny
Hork-Bajir friend, I'll soon have you back at the Yeerk pool. You'l
soon belong to us again.>

91
Chapter 19

<Poor, stupid Hork-Bajir,> Visser Three said, dripping fake pity. <You
can't even appreciate the nmagnificence of this norph. It's called a Kaftid.>

The Visser's Andalite head narrowed and stretched forward till it |ooked
like the head of a seahorse. You know, with that rigid, tubular nouth?
H s neck elongated. Two | eathery wi ngs that could not possibly have
allowed himto fly grew just behind the head.

H s four-legged body mutated, growing a fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth
| eg! The tail disappeared altogether, and where there had been blue fur
highlighted with tan, there was now a green, sliny, froglike skin.

93 | yanked Bek cl ose, fought a wave of pain, and tried to dodge around
the nonster that Visser Three was becomi ng. But Bek was in full panic.
He was yel ping and crying and trying to get back to what probably seened
like the safety of the building.



| tried to lift himup but I was unfamliar with ny Hork-Bajir body, and
worried about cutting the young Hork-Bajir with ny bl ades.

At last | managed to get an arm around Bek's mddle and ran around the
Visser's right side

Too | at e!
SsssPASSSS

A liquid the color of antifreeze squirted fromthe nonster's pouting
mouth. It mssed ne by millimeters and hit a fallen two-by-four

Hsssssss!

Acid! In seconds the wood was smoking and disintegrating fromthe
corrosion of the greenish-yell ow acid.

<Hah- hah- hah! > Vi sser Three exulted. <Are you ready to surrender
Hork-Bajir? You' re not a fighter! Your people were neant to be our slaves!>

Surrender. What an excellent idea. Wth Bek in ny arns, | couldn't risk
a direct attack on this hideous, acid-spitting alien freak

"I surrender!" | cried.
<Pown on your face, then,> he snapped. <l
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slave. And keep hold of that little one, too.>

"Yes. Down on face," | said, trying ny best to sound like a Hork-Bajir.

| knelt and started to stretch out. And that's when Visser Three got
overanxi ous. He started to rush past nme, desperate to reach the others.
He stepped a little too near. And suddenly, instead of eight |egs, he
had five. One fast, powerful sw pe of my arm Bl ade! Bl ade! Bl ade! | was
i ke that new three-bl ade razor

<Arrggghhh! > he bellowed in pain and rage. He began to topple over,
unable to support hinself with his one left leg. But even as he fell, he
twi sted his head and took aim Point-Dblank range.

Poi nt - bl ank at Bek.

Jerking every nuscle in nmy body, | rolled over Bek, putting ny back
between himand the Visser's acid spray.

Pai n! Uni magi nabl e pain! | was burning alive! | was on firel
I couldn't think, couldn't control nyself, not even for a nonent.

| got to my feet, staggered, screaming in agony, to the |agoon, and
pl unged into the water.

Water. Bl essed, nmuddy water diluted the acid before it could eat right
t hr ough ny spi ne.

95 Relief!



But even as | shuddered at the |l essening of the pain, |I realized that I
had let Bek go. | rose up fromthe | agoon, dripping mud, and | ooked
frantically toward shore

No Visser Three. No Kaftid.

And no Bek

<Nooooo! > | cried in anguish

From the weckage of Frank's Safari Land cane a burly, deceptively
roly-poly animal. It ran to the water's edge and stopped. It reared up
toits full height, as tall as a Hork-Bajir.

The grizzly bear blinked nearsightedly. <To-bias?>

<l | ost Bek!>

<CGet out of that water or you'll lose your butt!> Rachel yelled. <You've
got gators com ng after you! >

<| lost Bek!>1 cried.

<Forget him > she said harshly. <The Yeerks are bailing. So are we.
There's cops and fire engines and paranedi cs coning. We're out of here!>
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| had | ost the young Hork-Bajir. The Yeerks had him | had | ost him

Maybe they'd get himto reveal the way to the secret Hork-Bajir valley.
Maybe.

Maybe they'd make hima Controller. Al because of nme. Because |'d |et
pain di stract nme. Because | wasn't focused.

That had been the human in me. The human in ne had given too much wei ght
to pain. A hawk knew better. A hawk didn't care about pain.

| was in my meadow. The sun was just coming up, rising to hide behind
t he gray bl anket drawn across the sky during the night.

| was ravenous.
And why? Why had | not eaten? The human in

97 me. How el se to explain the strange confusion | felt, the horrific
vi sions of nyself as my own prey?

Human.
| could become human again. Right now!| could do it. R ght now !l could
tick off the two hours and never, never have to kill to eat. Well ... at

| east not have to do ny own killing.

A qui ck norph, two hours, and |I'd be back. Back where |'d started.
Hurmman. Tobi as t he boy.

Ever since the Ellim st had given nme back nmy power to norph and all owed



me to reacquire ny own original DNA the question had hung in the air.
Rachel wondered, | know. Once she'd suggested it to nme: Wiy not j ust
becorme fully human agai n?

| hadn't given her an answer.

| saw the other hawk float suddenly into ny field of vision. He was
getting bolder. Mre aggressive. How long till he attacked and

withdrew? If |'d been a true hawk, the battle would I ong since have been
drawn. Even an ol d, sick hawk woul d have put up a better fight than I
had so far.

He was floating above the rabbit hole. My rabbit hole. He was pure hawk.
The real thing. Not sone freak with a talon in one world and a foot in
t he ot her.

<Hey there,> | thought-spoke. <Yeah, you
98 Hawk. Wy don't you go pick on soneone else's territory?>

No answer. O course not. Wrds neant nothing to him They weren't even
background noi se. They m ght as well have been sil ence.

<Those are ny rabbits, you jerk. Get out of here. | know | don't eat
them but they're still mne. |I know |l'munable to hunt and kill like a
hawk shoul d, but do you have to rub ny nose in it? My beak?>

The hunger came up in a wave.

What a sickening life. What a disgusting creature | was. To live ny life
as a hawk, | had to fight another hawk. A bird fight. And over what? A
rabbit? A few mce? | was going to fight that bird for the right to kil
and eat rodents?

Before, I'd had no choice. Now |l did. | was choosing to live as a hawk.
Choosing to build a life around a scruffy neadow and the pitiful rodents
init.

Maybe | was crazy.
Before, I'd been able to tell nyself | had nowhere else to go. No one to

take me in. No parents. No famly. Now there was this Aria person. She
was actually going out of her way to find nme, to care for ne.

Maybe.
<Tobi as?>
99 | jerked, startled. | recognized Ax's thought-speak voice and cal ned

down. He comes around sonetines. W are the weird couple of the gal axy:
the alien and the Bird-boy.

<Hey, Ax-man, what's up?>

<Up is the opposite of down. Although, of course, those ternms are
nmeani ngl ess outside the context of a distinct, localized gravity field.>

<0oookay. >

<Was that funny? | was attenpting a joke.>



<Ah. Well ... |I'mprobably not the guy to ask,> | said evasively.

| 1 ooked down fromny perch on the eerie-Ilooking creature who was ny
friend. When you | ook at an Andalite, there's just no avoiding the
obvi ous: They aren't from around here. He was | ooking up at ne with one
stal k eye. The other was roanming left and right, while his main eyes
gazed out across the neadow.

<Have you eaten?> he asked.

| could lie. <No.>

<There is insufficient prey?>

<Yeah. And one too many predators.>

<Yes, | saw the other nmenber of your species.>

<| have no species,> | said. <I'ma one-of-a-kind freak. >

Ax didn't have an answer for that, | don't
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l'i ke that.

| sighed. <Sorry. |I'mhungry and in a bad nood. >

<Hunger is distracting,> Ax allowed. <Since the others are in their
human school today, | thought perhaps we could investigate this Aria
wonen some nore. >

<We should be finding that little Hork-Bajir | lost,> 1 said bitterly.
<Not checking out ny relatives.>

<You found the Hork-Bajir the first tinme by followi ng the Aria woman. >

Was he inplying something? No. It was just coincidence, wasn't it? Aria
was a nature photographer. She'd heard about this strange aninmal and had
gone to see it. She couldn't be a Controller. Wiy would a Controller
conpl ain about the treatment of animals at Frank's Safari Land?

<Okay, Ax-man. It'll give us sonething to do, anyway.>

| took a last | ook at ny opponent. <Go ahead,> | said to him <Go ahead,
t ake the stupid neadow. >
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W took turns, Ax and I. He used the roofs of the skyscrapers to denorph
and renorph. Qut of sight of curious eyes.

Al that day a red-tailed hawk and a northern harrier flew around the
Hyatt Regency Hotel. When Aria went to lunch down the street, we

foll oned. Wien she visited an exhibit of black-and-white photographs,
nmor phed to hunman and stayed with her

W foll owed her. Hour after hour. Witing, watching for sone contact
with a known Controller. Looking for any attenpt to visit the Yeerk poo
hi dden beneath a | arge part of our town.



A Yeerk nust return to the Yeerk pool every

102 three days. W couldn't watch her for three days, but we could watch
her for a lot of that tine.

She didn't.

I nstead, after eight hours of watching, we had seen her eat, seen her
read the newspaper, seen her walk in the park, seen her return to the
hotel several tines and go back out again.

No one had approached her

W' d | earned nothing. Nothing at all, except that she seened to enjoy
her hotel room She'd go out for a while, but return every couple of
hours. She'd | eave the curtains open. W could watch her, except for
when she stepped into the bathroomand cl osed the door

<What is beyond that door?> Ax asked.

<Toilet,> 1 said. <You know. Peeing and so on.>

<Ah. Are there no ... no toilet facilities except in the hotel ?> Ax
wonder ed.
<Sure there are. But, you know, | think wonen are nore iffy about using

public rest roons than guys are.>
<Why?>

<Well, | don't know 1It's probably the whole sitting down versus
standi ng up thing.>

Ax had no idea what | was tal king about. But | guess he figured he'd |et
it go. Besides, having made her pit stop, Aria was on the nove again.

W caught up with her outside. She was wal ki ng
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Time for us to be getting back to hook up with Jake and the others.

And that's when it happened. A little girl broke away from her nother,
turned around, and went running back into the street. A city bus was
barreling straight toward her

<Look out!> | yelled out of sheer instinct.

There was a screamfromthe nother. But she was too far away.

| saw Aria's head snap around. She saw the acci dent about to happen. She
dropped her canmera and nade a tackl e-the-runner-on-the-two-yard-Iine |unge.

She hit the girl in the back, knocked her forward, and rolled with the
little girl onto the narrow concrete nedian strip.

The nother came running. The little girl bellowed, but seenmed okay. Aria
got up and brushed herself off.

<She just saved that little girl's life,> | said.



<Yes. And she could easily have been killed.>

<0h, ny God,> | said slowy, amazed. <She really is human. No Controller
woul d ever have done that!>

<No. > Ax agreed. <That nmkes it very clear that Aria is not acting as a
Controller would. Very clear.>

Sonething in Ax's choice of words bothered
104 me, but | forgot about it in the rush of enmotions that foll owed.
I'd been assuming this was all a trap. 1'd assunmed Aria was a Controller

But she wasn't. She was what she said she was. A human wonan | ooking for
her |ong-1ost cousin Tobi as.

My | ast excuse for remaining a hawk, for refusing to becone human again,
was | ost. Now | could have a home. Now | could have a famly.

True. Al of it true.

I could have a hone. Like a hunan being. A hone!

| would not kill my breakfast. | would not eat roadkill. | would sleep
in a bed. And Rachel would | ook at nme without having to hide the pity in
her eyes.
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I. flewto Rachel's roomthat night. | couldn't sleep. And I was
literally starving. But the last thing | could think about was hunting.

She'd gone to sleep early but had left the wi ndow open. | fluttered in
and | anded on her desk. Wen | realized she was asleep, | started to | eave.

"No, wait. Don't go," she said, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and
sitting up. She did not turn on a light. I was relieved sonehow.

"You m ssed the neeting," Rachel said.
<Yeah. Sorry. What did you guys decide to do about Bek?>

Rachel tousled her hair. "Jake cane up with the idea that the Yeerks
woul d probably try to use himto trap the other free Hork-Bajir."
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"This facility the Hork-Bajir wouldn't tell you about? The one where
they've been raiding to free other Hork-Bajir? Jake figures they' |l take
Bek there. As bait."

<0r at least that's what Jake wants to believe® | said resentfully.
<Jara and Ket and Toby trusted ne with that information. Maybe Jake's
just looking for an excuse to squeeze the Hork-Bajir to reveal this
pl ace to us.>

Rachel | ooked at nme |ike she was going to argue. Then she kind of
| aughed. "Maybe. Jake has gotten nmore subtle. It doesn't matter. W



don't have another lead. Either Bek is at this site or he's down in the
Yeerk pool or he's dead. In any case, we're going in tonorrow in broad
daylight. School's out for a teacher conference."

| cringed. <l told Jara and Ket and Toby 1'd get that little Hork-Bajir
back. >

"We alnost did. It's not your fault the Yeerks got him"

| let that go. It was ny fault, but there was no point in the two of us
going "yes it was, no it wasn't" all night.

<Ax and | followed that Aria woman. > | sai d.
"Yeah. Ax mentioned that."

<I| - | think she may be for real. Not that it matters, really. | nean,
you know . . .>
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me. "OF course it matters, Tobias. She's famly. And she wants to take
care of you."

| forced a | augh. <Yeah, that'll work out real well. "H, Cousin Aria.
It's me, Tobias. No, over here: the bird. Yes, your cousinis a
red-tailed hawk. Surprisel">

"You don't have to be."

| pretended not to know what she was tal king about. <Wat ?>
"Tobi as, you have the power to becone human again. Fully human."
<Uh- huh. >

"You can go to this woman as a human. You can be Tobi as again. You can
have a fanmily. Someone around to take care of you."

<l don't need anyone to take care of ne.> | bristled.

Rachel jumped up suddenly. "Tobias, don't play dunb! You know what |
mean. You think | don't know that you're going hungry? | can | ook at you
and see it. Something is wong lately. | mean, | saw you - never mnd."

My heart was in ny throat. <Wat?!'> 1 al nost screamed. <You saw nme what ?
Eat that. . . that roadkill? How is that any different than what you do?
O any human? You go to the supermarket

108 and buy beef or pork or chicken that's been dead for weeks!>

"I don't care that you ate roadkill. Stop being an idiot! |I care about
you. And when | see you doing that, | know things are going wong for
you. But you're off in your own little hawk world and no one is all owed
to help you. You'd rather starve than ask for help. You can't ever admt
that your life may suck because then you'll feel weak."

<I"'ma hawk, > | snapped. <A bird of prey. Wen we're weak, we die.
That's the law for us. |I'mnot a human being. Not anynmore. No one hel ps
a hawk. A hawk lives by his eyes and wi ngs and tal ons. >



"You're a hawk?" Rachel sneered. "You tal k, Tobias. You read. You have
enotions. Those are human things, not hawk things."

<l know! | know Don't you think |I know? That's why |'m going hungry.
Because |I'm not hawk enough. That's why | |let Bek get away, because
was human enough to care nore about my pain and fear than | cared about
doi ng what | had to do.>

"That's just stupid,” Rachel said angrily. "It doesn't even nmake sense.
You know what? You have to nake a choice, Tobias. You can be a hawk. But
you will never, ever, not in a mllion years, be a pure, true hawk. If
you want to stay a hawk you'll be like you are now confused, conflicted,
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be human again. Al human. You can live with the Aria wonan and eat at
the table and sleep in a bed."

<And never fly,> 1| said. <Never fly again. Never see with hawk's eyes.
Never norph again. | know you guys would all be nice to me, but 1'd | ose
all of you. I'd | ose being an Aninorph. >

"You woul dn't | ose nme," Rachel said.

For a long while neither of us spoke. Then Rachel, in a whisper, said,
"What am | supposed to do, Tobias? I'ma girl. You' re a bird. This is
way past Roneo and Juliet, Mntagues and Capulets. This isn't Kate
Wnsl et and Leo Di Caprio coming fromdifferent social groups or
whatever. It's not like you're black and I'mwhite |ike Cassie and Jake.
No one but a noron cares about that. W are ... we can't hold hands,
Tobi as. W can't dance. W can't go to a novie together."

<| . . . God, Rachel, don't you think |I know all that? Don't you think I
want to have all that? But | can't keep changing. | can't keep becom ng
somet hing different.>

"One nmore change, Tobias. Back to human. You'd be free of this stupid
war and free of all the danger of living as a hawk. | wouldn't have to
worry about you anynore."

| couldn't take anynore. | just couldn't. It was too rmuch. | felt like
I'd explode if | didn't get
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| turned and prepared to fly.

"Tobias. It's tonmorrow, by the way. Your birthday. | had Marco hack into
the school records. It's tonmorrow you have to see the | awer and Aria.
VWhat ever happens there - whatever you decide - cone see nme afterward,
okay? Maybe we can have a cake with a candle.”

| spread nmy wings and flew away.
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I. didn't sleep a lot that night. Talking to Rachel had not exactly nade
me feel peaceful

In the norning, in a couple of hours, we would all go to the Hork-Bajir.
I would ask them where the secret Yeerk facility was. W would tell them



that's where the Yeerks had Bek. Maybe that would even be the truth.
There would be a battle. Maybe we'd survive and maybe not.

And then | would have a different battle to fight. One with mysel f.
Human or hawk? What was |?

| sat in my tree and clutched ny perch and stared out across the neadow.
The hunger was terrible now Terrible enough to | eave ne weak. If
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| would not make it to the battle.

WAas that so inportant? Hadn't | done enough? Hadn't | paid a high enough
price?

| could norph to human. Stay human. Eat as a human. No fighting over
territory, no fighting Yeerks.

And | would still have Rachel

Such a sinple decision. So easy. Any fool knew the answer. Be human! Be
human!

| spotted the slight movenent of grass in the dimpredawn |ight. The
rabbit coming out to feed. So cautious now. She'd | ost one baby.

Then | saw the other hawk. He was waiting, he was watching me. And
knew right then today was the day. He could see ny weakness. He knew he
coul d take ne.

| began to shake. To trenble. Sone conbi nati on of hunger and fear and
enotions too numerous to list.

| saw the rabbits clearly. They were mine for the taking. But | knew the
terrible vision that awaited nme. | knew that as | descended on ny prey |
woul d become that prey.

It was the human in nme. | had to fight it! If | wanted to be a hawk,
had to destroy the part of nme that felt, the part of ne that cried for
the creatures | killed. No predator could feel for his
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the pain | caused.

<That does it,> 1 told the other hawk. <This is stupid. |I'mnot fighting
you! I"'mnot going to kill those hel pless creatures. |'mdone with this.
"' ma human bei ng! >

| fluttered to the ground. And | began to norph

Mor ph to human!

No. Not yet, | told myself. The others are counting on me still. The
Hork-Bajir are counting on ne. Later. After the battle. Then | can norph

to human and go to Aria.

| flapped nmy wings and rose into the air. | needed food and | had seen a
cat killed by a passing car. Just this one last tine. Then | would put



it all behind ne.

One last time, picking the dead animal flesh fromthe pavenent. One | ast
hum liation, one last battle, and | would be done forever

It was ny birthday, after all. A good day to be reborn

| found the cat. | ate as nuch of it as | could hold.
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W, the Aninorphs, stood before the free Hork-Bajir. | rested on a | ow
branch and did the talking. | told them about our failed rescue attenpt.

| expl ai ned our guess that Bek was at whatever facility the Hork-Bajir
had been raiding. "A trap," Toby said.

<Yes. >
"And you want to step into that trap, anyway?"

<W¢ have no choice. W will free Bek. W only need you to tell us the
exact location of this facility.>

Toby considered this for a monment. Even now it was weird talking to a
Hor k- Bajir who could
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"W will go with you," Toby said.

"No, no," Jake said. "W work al one. Besides, we're just going to grab
one little Hork-Bajir. W don't need a whole arny."

Toby said, "This is a trap. But it is a trap because the Yeerks expect
us to cone after Bek. We nust do the unexpected. We nust surprise them
even as we step into their trap.”

| looked at Jake. Jake raised an eyebrow at me in surprise.

<| told you: Toby ain't your average Hork-Bajir,> 1| said to Jake in
private thought-speak.

"The Yeerks expect a rescue mssion. O at worst, a raid |like the ones
we have carried out: stealthy, in and out, quickly disappearing into the
forest," Toby expl ai ned.

"What do you want instead?" Jake asked her

Toby got a hard look in her eyes. "Attack! Destroy the entire facility.
Even if it neans destroying other Hork-Bajir. Even if it means |osing Bek."

Even | was shocked. <That's awfully harsh, Toby.>

She smiled grimy. "The Yeerks nust not be allowed to think that they
can use hostages agai nst us."
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t hought the point was to save Bek."

"No," Toby said. "The point is to defeat the Yeerks. W must be strong.



Once we free a Hork-Bajir, he nust never be taken again."

"Do you think the Yeerks will respect you? They won't. They'll cone
after you harder," Cassie pointed out.

Toby nodded. "That is true. But the Hork-Bajir will respect thenselves.

A fool is strong so that others will see. A w se person is strong for
hi nsel f. The Hork-Bajir will be strong for the Hork-Bajir. That way,
when the Yeerks are all gone, we will still be strong.”

"Fair enough," Jake said.

Marco stepped forward and jerked his thunb at Rachel. "Toby, neet
Rachel . You two can visit the psychiatrist together."

"She's right," Rachel said. "Soneone pushes you, you push back. Doesn't
matter who it is. You have to make the other guy pay a price."

Cassie rolled her eyes. "That's like a perfect rationalization for gang
warfare. "

"Wrld War Two, " Rachel shot back. "The Nazis push, you push back. If
you don't, they kill you anyway."

"Northern |Irel and? The M ddl e East?" Cassie said.
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one of theirsh to the norgue. That's the Chicago way."

Cassi e and Rachel both just stared at him

"Sean Connery in The Untouchables,"
you peopl e have cabl e?"

he said, disbelieving. "C non, don't

"Ah, Sean Connery. | thought you were doing Urkel," Cassie teased.

"Marco is Urkel," Rachel said.

It took Toby just minutes to assenble the Hork-Bajir. Ten of them ended
up comng with us. More woul d have cone but we insisted sonme be |eft
behi nd. Just in case.

Ten Hork-Bajir and the six of us. Not exactly an army. But not exactly a
group to laugh at, either

If I went through with ny decision to become human, it would be ny | ast
battl e.

W traveled along the valley to its farthest end. It was a good wal k.
The vall ey was big enough to house a lot nore Hork-Bajir. The Ellim st
had been | ooki ng ahead when he'd chosen it.

"I fight you," a Hork-Bajir | didn't know said to ne as | fluttered
al ong, keeping pace with the group

<What ?>

"I'n Yeerk pool. Before. | fight you." He grinned
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a bird coming down and raking his face with its talons. "Fal Tagut say
' Aaaahhhh!* "

<| did that? I'm... sorry.>

"No sorry! Fal Tagut not free." He tapped his head with one |ong cl aw.
"Fal Tagut have Yeerk. Now free. Good! Hork-Bajir and humans friends.
Toby say."

It was a |l ong speech for a Hork-Bajir. Fal Tagut seened worn out by it.

| wondered about the inage of Hork-Bajir and humans |iving side by side
if the Yeerks were defeated. Humans didn't have a great record of
getting along with people different fromthensel ves. Humans kill ed one
anot her over skin color or eye shape or because they prayed differently
to the sane god. Hard to i magi ne humans wel com ng seven-foot-tal

goblins into the local Boy Scout troop when they couldn't even nanage to
tol erate sonme gay Kkid.

CGet pushed, push back. Toby had already seen it. She knew that the
Hork-Bajir would need to be strong to defend thensel ves agai nst humans
once the Yeerks were defeated.

Get pushed, push back. The only way.

No, not the only way. There was another way. Don't push to begin wth.
It's the aggressors who start the cycle. It's the guy who wakes up in the
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soneone to attack, to insult, to hurt.

But where does that |eave you? Letting jerks dictate your reactions?
Al ways sinking to the | evel of whatever creep cones al ong?

My mind went to that other hawk. The one who wanted ny territory. There
it was: Push and push back. But it wasn't a good conparison, was it?
That hawk wasn't human. Al he had was instinct. Couldn't blanme himfor
doi ng what was natur al

So maybe humans were no better. Maybe you couldn't blame a human ani mal
for just being an aninmal. Except that ny hawk opponent had no choice, no
free will. He'd never heard "Bl essed are the peacemakers.” or "l have a
dream" or "All men are created equal ."

It suddenly occurred to ne, right then, for the first time, that what |
t hought was so uni que about ne - that | was half instinctive predator
and hal f human being - wasn't so unique after all.

Every human - Jake. Rachel. Marco. Cassie, all humans - kind of lives on
t hat edge between savage and saint. And the thing is that sonetinmes when
you get pushed you do have to push back. And other times, you have to
turn the other cheek.

120 | saw the scar on Fal Tagut's face. I'd put it there. |I'd been
trying to kill himat the tine because he'd been trying to kill me. Now
we were on the sanme side

| guess the trick is to figure out when to do which thing. Wen to
fight, when to let up. A balancing act. And even if | went back to being
fully human in body and mind, that bal ancing act wouldn't go away.



Maybe realizing that should have nade ne feel bad. But it didn't. Just
made ne feel human
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<It is a ground-based weapons platform> Ax said. He was struggling to
keep the sl ow burn anger out of his voice. <You can see the Dracon beam
already in place. They only need to position the targeting sensors to
have it operational.>

W were at the edge of a perfectly round bow blasted or cut into the
earth. W were in dense forest. And anyone approaching fromair or |and
woul d have still seen dense forest. Hol ogram projectors maintained
perfect illusion. Until you got close enough

H kers or campers who got close enough woul d nost likely never return
They' d be di spatched by the patrols of hunman-Controllers and Hork-Bajir.
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human-Control l ers were trussed up tightly and hanging froma very high
branch of a very tall tree. The Hork-Bajir may not be rocket scientists,
but they are very good with vines, roots, and trees in general. Those
Controllers weren't goi ng anywhere for a while.

The Hork-Bajir-Controllers, four of them had been knocked unconsci ous,
their faces shoved into dug-out holes in the dirt. Apparently, this kept
Hor k- Baj i r unconsci ous |onger. These four would be coming with us.
Unwillingly at first. But in three days or |ess, when the Yeerks in
their heads died for |ack of Kandrona rays, there'd be four nore free
Hork-Bajir.

W had slipped through the hol ogram and coul d now peer down cauti ously
fromthe lip of the vast hole the Yeerks had nmade. In the center was a
single structure. It |ooked Iike sonme power station or sonething. Blank
steel and bits of this and that jutting out at odd angles. Atop this
structure was sonething that | ooked |ike a mniature Washi ngt on Monunent
nounted on a sw vel base.

<Is that the Dracon bean? |'ve never seen one that |arge,> | said.

Ax swiveled his stalk eyes toward ne. <The size is enbarrassing, really.
If the Yeerks were
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third of that size.>

<Is it powerful ?>

<It could vaporize entire nountains on your noon,> he said flatly. <Or
destroy an Andalite ship in orbit.>

"Can it be pointed down? At the ground?" Jake asked him

Ax peered closely at the weapon. Then he snmiled that strange Andalite
smle they do without a mouth. <Yes.>

"How do we get down there?" Rachel wondered

"Fly? They'd see us and shoot us out of the air," Cassie said.



<What would they do if they captured a bunch of free Hork-Bajir?>
wonder ed.

Toby | ooked at me and nodded. "They would cage us and hold us till we
could be made into Controllers again. Until they could transport us to
t he Yeerk pool ."

"They know we were at Frank's Safari Land the other night," Mrco

poi nted out. "So they know we have sone contact with the free
Hork-Bajir. And if they brought Bek here it means they're expecting a
rescue attenpt."

"Well, Visser Three knows we're connected to the free Hork-Bajir. But
does whoever is running
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Jake asked Toby, "Wen you've raided this place in the past, how nany of
your peopl e have cone on each m ssion?"

"Usually three or four. We did not want to risk everyone."

Jake smled. "Then we send in three or four Hork-Bajir. It'Il [|ook
exactly like previous raids. Only these four Hork-Bajir will have

hi t chhi kers on board. They put up a fight, then let thensel ves be taken
Only then do we denorph and strike."

Marco groaned. "We're not tal king fleas again, are we? | hate norphing
fleas."”

He had good reason. Marco had cone very close to being trapped in flea
nor ph. Being trapped as a hawk is one thing. But a flea? 1'd rather die.

"Pick a bug, any bug," Rachel said with a |augh. "Flea, fly, nosquito. A
bug's a bug."

"Yeah, right," Marco muttered. "I'man ant and | get chomped in half,
I'"'ma flea and | al nbst get stuck in nmorph. | don't have a good record
wi th bugs."

"I got slapped as a fly," Jake offered, |ike that was hel pful
In the end, after some debate, four Hork-Bajir headed stealthily down
toward the secret Yeerk facility. On board themwas a collection of in-
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spi der. Marco was the spider

I went ahead and did the flea norph. They're gross, nostly blind,
bl oodsucking, brainless little things, but have you ever tried to kil
one? You could swat it all day and it would just |augh

Unfortunately, | couldn't see anything fromny vantage point at the base
of Jara Hanmee's front horn. | mean nothing. But | could listen to a
runni ng, thought-speak description courtesy of Marco. He, after all, had
ei ght eyes.

<Okay, we're sneaking.>



A few nmnutes later: <l think we see Bek. He's in a cage, right out in
the open. But no one's guarding him>

Then, <Man, the Yeerks have no respect for the Hork-Bajir. | nean, a
two-year-old would |l ook at this and think "trap!" Cone on, put sone
effort into it. Post sone expendabl e guards. Sonething. >

| felt a sudden, violent jerk that translated itself up through Jara
Harmee' s body. <Let ne guess. We're caught.>

<Yep. W are caught,> Marco said, sounding satisfied.
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<Ckay, here's the deal, as well as | can tell with a mx of sinple and
conpound eyes, > Marco reported. <W're in a cage. Big, thick bars. But a
very conventional |ock. A human | ock. Bek's here, hugging Jara Hanee.>

<How strong are the bars?> Cassi e wondered

<How strong woul d you make the bars if you wanted to | ock up
Hor k- Baj i r ?> Marco asked.

<Ah. Strong, then.>
<W¢ need to unl ock the | ock,> Marco sai d.

<Do you think?> Rachel nocked. <Wth your intellect, maybe you coul d be
our "seer.">

<Hah. Hah. And al so, hah,> Marco said.

<W¢ need the Hork-Bajir to hide whoever de-norphs, > Jake said.
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No one argued. It was obviously true. |I fired ny springy flea |l egs and
hurtled, somersaulting into the air. |I fell for what felt like a very,
very longtine. Then | hit.

Pht !

| had probably just fallen a thousand times nmy own height. The

equi val ent of a human being | eaping off a building five tines the height

of the Wrld Trade Center. And when | hit it was like, "Okay, what's next?"

| began to denorph. Very slowy. | grew to about an inch across, then
stopped. <Jara Hanee? Do you see ne?>

"Jara sees bug."
<That's ne.>
"Tobi as? Tobias is bug?"

I found nyself w shing we had | et Toby cone al ong. Al though she was too
val uable to risk.

<Yes. | amthe bug. Jara? You have to get the other Hork-Bajir to hide
me. Forma circle around ne. >



"Jara do."

| denor phed sone nore. Till | was a six-inch nonster wth pinfeathers
growi ng out of rust-red flea arnor. Not a pretty sight. Trust nme. You
don't want to see what a cross between a hawk beak
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But | had eyes now. Dim weak ones, but eyes. | |ooked around and si ghed

<No, Jara. You want to turn outward. This way it's kind of obvious
you' re shi el di ng sonet hi ng. >

The Hork-Bajir turned outward and | finished denorphing. | was easily
hi dden by the forest of tree-trunk legs and tails all around ne. All
had to do now was open the | ock. Wthout benefit of fingers.

There were guards now. Now that the trap had been sprung. Six big
Hork-Bajir armed to the teeth stood outside and around the cage.

But the entire prison was in the shadow of a sharp escarpnent |eadi ng up
to the weapon. It was maybe fifty feet high, alnpst vertical. A nound in
the center of the scooped-out bow .

I could see occasional glinpses of Hork-Bajir and Taxxon workers at the
top of the slope, but they'd have had to | ook al nost straight down to

See us.

A road had been cut into the escarpnent, w de enough to accommodat e
human trucks. We had to go up that road to reach the weapon.

| hawk-wal ked out the back of the cage. W hawks aren't fast on our

tal ons, but we do know how to wal k. | wal ked right through the gap

bet ween the bars.
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away. | | ooked at him equally puzzled. Just how was | supposed to get a
key fromthis guy? Wal k up and ask hin?

Actual ly .

| hawk-wal ked around behind a toolshed. It's always weird when you find
the Yeerks using normal, human stuff. This |ooked |ike one of the

backyard t ool sheds you buy at Sears.

| wal ked behind the tool shed and | began to norph. The one norph that
woul d seem perfectly at honme here

| mor phed Ket Hal pak

| swaggered confidently out from behind the tool shed and wal ked over to
the Hork-Bajir who | ooked Iike he was in charge.

"They want to see you," | said.
"Who?"

| jerked my head over ny shoul der toward the main building. "They."



It's one of the things you can count on in this world: There's always a
t hey.

The Hork-Bajir scow ed. The Yeerk in his head was hal f annoyed, half
afraid. "The Visser isn't here yet, is he?"

| turned my head and | ooked away. Like |I wasn't allowed to say nore. Now
the guy was ten percent annoyed and ni nety percent scared,

| held out ny claw. "G ve nme the key."
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unl ocked t he cage.

"What are you doi ng?" one of the other Hork-Bajir-Controllers demanded.

| turned on himand swung ny left fist up in a vicious uppercut. It
connected with his jaw. He went down.

The remai ni ng four guards hesitated for a split second. Just |ong enough

for Jara Hanee and the others to come tearing out of the cage. | caught
sight of sonething growing fast on the dirt floor of the cage. It was
still about hal fway nosquito, but there was no nistaking the tai

growi ng out of that bug.

There was a nminute of sharp, brutal combat. Five free Hork-Bajir

(i ncluding nmysel f) agai nst the four guards. Then Ax joined the fight and
it all ended quickly.

W shoved and dragged the guards into the cage and | ocked t hem up

Everyone norphed to battle norph. Me, | de-norphed. W woul d need an eye
in the sky. | caught a little breeze and floated up, just a dozen feet
off the ground. | looked at our little force. Four free Hork-Bajir, a

tiger, a wlf, a gorilla, an Andalite, and a very | arge el ephant.
A strange little platoon of warriors.
<The beautiful thing is, they can yell all they
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said of the guards in the cage.

<Okay, > Jake said. <So far, so good. But we have a job to do.>
<0oh, he's getting all John Wayne, > Marco said with a | augh

Jake ignored the remark. <We have to take that weapon and blow it up
Quiet and fast. W want to be in there before anyone has a chance to react.>

There was a nonent of expectant silence.
Then Marco said, <Rachel! Wat's keepi ng you>?>

<Oh, | forgot,> she said. And then, in true Rachel style, she yelled,
<Let's do it!>

<Thank you, > Marco said. <W can't run off on another idiot suicide
m ssion w thout the blessings of the always i nsane Xena, Warrior Princess.>



W forned up and then, on a signal fromJake, they tore out of there,
out of conceal ment, out into the open, racing like mad to reach the
weapons pl atform before sonet hing could go w ong.

But | was in the air, and I had ny owm hawk's eyes. So | could see that
al ready sonet hi ng had gone wrong.
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Up the steep road ny friends and allies ran. They were directly behind a
big dunmp truck. Mostly invisible to the unsuspecting Yeerks above them

But they were not invisible. Not to the helicopter that cane
fwap-fwap-fwapping its way over the trees and into the concealed facility.

It canme around and swept low It was a small helicopter. Wth one of
t hose bubbl e canopies just |arge enough to hold a pilot and one passenger

One human passenger. Not hing el se would have fit.

The Hork-Bajir guard had acted as if Visser
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The sun was on the canopy, blinding, hiding the persons inside. An eagle
or an osprey mght have been able to see better. They're adapted for

| ooki ng through sunlight on water. But all | could see was the vague
outline of a human form A finger pointing at ny friends. And a flash of
a pony-tail.

Arial

The helicopter roared past, oblivious to ne, spinning me roughly in its
rotor wash. It disappeared around the far side of the nound.

How coul d | have been so stupid?

How could | have ever been stupid enough to hope? How could | have
failed to know? Had | been blinded by sonme pathetic desire for nornal cy?

It was all an act! Aria, saving the little girl's life, just an act! A
show put on for the benefit of any Ani norph who mi ght be watching.

| raged at nyself. Raged and berated nyself, piling anger on top of anger

Anger was good. Anger was safe. Anger was so much better than the other
enotions that threatened to surface and overwhel m ne.

<Fool, Tobias! Fool!> 1 cried. <Every two hours she went back to the
bat hroom at the hotel. Fool
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peopl e, Tobias, not know what that neant ?>

Two hours! Two hours in norph
A morph! Aria was a norph!

| felt sick. | could barely flap my wings. | couldn't think. | couldn't
see. Everything was just spinning around ne.



| hadn't realized till that monent how rmuch this hope had neant to ne. A
hone. A famly

<Not for you, Tobias, you idiot! You fool! | hate you! | hate you!
want you to die!>

| couldn't fly. I landed hard and lay there in the dirt. | just kept
saying it, over and over in ny head. <l hate you, Tobias. | hate you. I
want you to die.>

Inny life as a human, in nmy life as a bird, | have never been | ower
than that. | knew nmy friends were fighting. | knew they needed ne. But |
couldn't.

couldn't.

After a while, a clawed hand snatched ne roughly fromthe ground and
realized | was noving very fast.

"Come with nme, Tobias. The weapon is about to expl ode.™

It was Toby. In sonme distant corner of my mind ! wondered how, why she
had come. Later | would learn that the battle had gone badly for ny
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She had seen nme fall. She saved nme. And when we were safe again, she
handed nme to Rachel

How di d Toby know to give me to Rachel? | don't know. Al | knowis I
was carried, bundled up in Rachel's arns, till we made it back
They took me to the barn. Cassie | ooked nme over, lifting w ngs and

spreadi ng feathers. Looking for an injury.
"Tobi as, where were you hit?" she asked ne, puzzled.

| felt like | had to pull the words out of a deep well, like they each
wei ghed a thousand pounds. <l wasn't,> | said.

"Then what's the matter?" Jake asked.

<It's Aria,> 1 said.

"Your cousin? The woman who wants to take you in?" Jake said.

<She's a norph,> | said without any enotion at all. <It's all a trap
She's Visser Three.> Then | | aughed. <The "wonan" who was going to be ny

fam ly? She's Visser Three! Hah, hah, hah! Now, that's funny. That is
really, really funny.>
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| didn't have nmuch tinme to sit and feel sorry for nyself. That woul d
have to cone later. | had an appoi ntment.

It was ny birthday. | was supposed to hear the |l ast statenent left to ne

by my father. O ny real father, whatever that mneant.



All a sham of course. But | had to go through with it. It was a trap
but the only way out of the trap was to step right in.

Aria was Visser Three. She/ he had been | ooking for ne. Wich neant
she/ he suspected ne. If | didn't show up, the Yeerks would assunme | had
figured out the trap. They'd assune | was an Ani nor ph
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easy leap fromdeciding I, a human boy, was one of the so-called

Andal ite bandits to guessing that the others were human, too. To
guessi ng that they were kids |I had known.

Fromthen on, it would be a deadly chess gane with only one possible end.
They woul d get Jake. He had been ny friend.

Jake woul d be nmade into a Controller. Even if he died resisting them
they'd move fromhimto Marco, his best friend, and Rachel, his cousin.
From Rachel to Cassie. Gane over

| had to find a way to walk into that lawer's office and let Visser
Three spring his trap. And not get caught.

And worst of all, | had to do it alone. He would have his forces
clustered all around De-Groot's office. One glinpse of a strange ani mal
and it would be all over. Visser Three woul d know,

In fact, my friends would have to be somewhere else. Wiile | went in to
face DeG oot and the foul fake of Aria, they would go back and | aunch an
attack on the Yeerks, attenpting to clean up the weapons site we'd hit
earlier.

| morphed to human a long way fromthe office, just to elimnate any
chance of being seen. | wal ked ei ght blocks to the | awer's office.
Wal ked. | hadn't wal ked that far in a very long tine.

138 It's a lane way to travel. Wen you fly, you're living in three

di rensi ons. When you craw the earth |ike a human, there are just two.
It was slow as well. And there were traffic Iights and ot her people and
cars and . . . flying was so nuch better

So be happy, | told nyself bitterly. It's a good thing you aren't going
to be human again. You can still fly.

No family, but | could fly.

I was shaking and scared by the time | reached the office. It wasn't so
much for me. | guess at sone level | didn't care all that rmuch if |
lived or died right then. | just worried about blowing it sonmehow For
the others. For my friends.

| guess it's true what they always say about conbat soldiers. They may
start out fighting for their country, but they end up fighting for the
guy next to themin the foxhole.

| didn't so nmuch care about the fate of the human race at that nonent.
wasn't human. | was a hawk. But | cared about Jake, and Cassie, and
Marco, and Ax-nman, and Rachel. Al ways Rachel

The receptioni st was gone when | wal ked, trenbling, through the door.



stood there, unsure of what to do. Then the two of themcanme fromthe
i nner office.

139 Aria snmiled a big smle. "You nmust be Tobias," she said.

I remenbered seeing her for the first tine. Watching her through her

wi ndow at the hotel, me flying hundreds of feet in the air. Then it
struck me. The thing that had bothered ne then: Supposedly, she'd been
in the African bush for years or whatever. But when she'd left her room
she' d paused to check her hair.

Perfectly appropriate for a normal worman. Just a bit wong for a wonman
who spent her days hiding in blinds and racing around in open-topped
Land Rovers.

| nodded. "Yeah. |I'm Tobias."

My role was tough street kid. It was easy for ne to pull off, given that
| usually forgot to make facial expressions and had a tendency to stare.

She came and put her arns around me. She hugged ne cl ose. The norph that
cal l ed herself Aria.

Vi sser Three.
| stiffened and tried to pull away.

"It's okay," she said with perfect sincerity. "Tobias, we're famly.
want to take care of you."

DeGr oot canme over and shook my hand. He said, "Cone on in, young nan."

If you weren't looking for it, you' d never notice it: the way DeG oot
stayed back from Ari a.

140 Li ke she was sonmeone he didn't want to get too close to. Like she
was someone he didn't want to touch.

Soneone he feared.

So, | thought, DeG oot is in on this. He's a Controller. He knows who
Aria is.

W all took seats in the office. DeGoot, |ooking to Aria for cues.
Aria, playing the role of concerned, decent wonan. Me, being the tough
street Kid.

One wong nove. One slight wong nove, and Yeerks would pile in on ne
fromdirections | hadn't even thought of yet.

"We are here today to carry out the reading of an inportant docunent
left for Tobias by his father. By ... by a man different than the man
you believed to be your father."

| shrugged. "Whatever."

Aria |l eaned toward ne. "Aren't you interested in finding out who your
real father is?"

| laughed. "Did he | eave ne any noney?"



DeGoot's eyebrows shot up. "No."
| rolled ny eyes. "Figures."

DeGr oot tapped the pages to straighten them "Then we'll just go
straight to reading the docunent. If that's -"

Sone little bit of Visser Three showed through then. "Read it," he/she
snapped. Then, forcing a

141 smile, said, "I'manxious to hear what this is all about."
So the | awer began to read.

| had forgotten how to use facial expressions. | was used to being a
hawk and not a hunman

It saved ny life.
142
?Dear Tobias," the | awer read.

He hesitated, pulled a pair of glasses fromhis desk, and put them on
Then started again.

"Dear Tobias. | amyour father. You never knew ne. And | never knew you.
| do not know what your |ife has been over these many years. | hope that
your nother found sonmeone else to love. | know that all nenory of me has

been erased fromher nind. Al evidence of nmy tine on Earth has been
erased. "

| could feel Aria staring at me. | could feel her predatory al ertness.
She was wat ching nmy eyes. | did not |look at her. She was watching for
the twitch that did not come, for the grinmace, for the worry, for sone
enotion that would give ne away.

143 | gave her/ hi m not hi ng.

"I am being given this opportunity to communicate with you by the very
creature who has erased nmy life on Earth. He has called me back to ny
duty, and |I cannot fail.

"This will all seemvery strange to you, ny unknown, unseen, unnet son
But | amnot one of your people. | have taken on the formof a hunman,
but I am not human."

My lungs wanted to stop breathing. My heart wanted to stop beating. |
felt like suddenly everyone, everything was very close in, like
Arial/ Vi sser Three was breathing on ny cheek, and the | awer was | eaning
cl ear over his desk to whisper his words right in ny ear

Not human
A reaction! | needed a reaction
| rolled my eyes and said, "Oh, man," in as sarcastic a tone as | could

manage.



The | awyer glanced at Visser Three, then went on

"I was in a terrible war. | did terrible things. | had to, | suppose.
But | grewtired of war, so | ran away. | went and hid anmong the people
of Earth. Among humans. Wiile on Earth, and living as a human, | took

t he nane Al an Fangor."

The | awer was quoting from nenory now, no |onger reading. Hi s eyes were
narrowed to slits as he watched ne.

144 "1 took the nane Al an Fangor. But ny true nane is
El f angor - Siri ni al - Shantul . "

Ti me st opped.

| felt like 1'd grabbed hold of a million-volt power line. Every cell in
nmy body was tingling.

El fangor! My fat her!

| could not let a flicker of recognition appear. Not a novenent. Not a
wi deni ng of the eyes. Nothi ng! Not hing!

The | awer had stopped. Visser Three glared at ne with a worman's eyes.
| shrugged. "lIs that it?"

| saw Aria's eyes dim He/she was di sappoi nted. The tension, the
electricity, seemed to slowy seep out of the airless cube of an office.

"There's nore," the | awer said, drawing a del ayed breath. "But my true

nane is Elfangor-Sirinial-Shantul,” he repeated, |like he couldn't quite
beli eve that nane didn't make me junp up and run around the room "And
t hough you will never know me and we will never neet, | wanted to nake

sure that you knew ny di sappearance fromyour |ife was not by ny choice.
| wanted nothing nore than to live out nmy life, |oving your nother and
[ oving you as well."

But we did neet, Elfangor, |I thought. W net as you lay dying. Did you
know? Did you guess . . . Father? Did you sense, at that last, terrible
nonent

145 when | had to | eave you to the murderer who now sits beside ne, that
I was your son?

Tears! NO NO One tear and | would die

DeG oot | ooked annoyed now. Let down. He nmunbl ed t hrough the | ast
paragraph of the letter |ike he had sonewhere el se to be.

"But | was part of something |arger than nyself. | had ny duty. There
was a great evil | had to fight. There were lives | had to try and save.
I ncl udi ng yours and your nmother's. | amfroma race called Andalites.
Duty is very inportant to us. As it is to many, many humans. | cannot
say that | |love you, ny son, because | do not know you. But know that I
wanted to | ove you. Know that, at |east.

"It's signed El fangor-Sirinial-Shantul, Prince."

| barked out a harsh laugh. "Well, that figures, doesn't it?"



"What figures?" the creature calling itself Aria asked.

"My so-called 'real father' shows up and he's some lunatic. Sone idiot.
Perfect. So: No noney, right?"

"No noney," DeG oot confirned.
| stood up. Aria did, too.

"You really want to take nme in, or were you just hoping | was going to
i nherit something?" | demanded.

146 "1 do want to take you in," she said, snmling falsely. "But it may
have to wait just a little while. You see, | was suddenly called back to
Africa to do sonme reshooting of ... of sone lions.™

| laughed derisively, still the tough street kid. "Great. | have a nut

for a father and a fake for a cousin.”

| turned ny back on them and wal ked away.
"Tobi as," Aria said.

| turned back to face her. "What?"

"I ... | knew your father. We were, shall we say, on the opposite sides

of certain issues. But he was no fool." Suddenly Arial/Visser Three
smled. It was a faraway smle, |ike she/he was renenbering something
fromlong ago. "Prince Elfangor-Sirinial-Shantul was no fool. And the
gal axy will not soon see his |like again."

| threw up ny hands. "Good grief, you're as crazy as he was."

| wal ked out and cl osed the door behind me. | heard DeG oot say,
"Shoul dn't we take hinf? Just to be safe? Make hi m one of us?"

Aria snorted derisively. "He's street trash. A waste of a Yeerk.
El f angor woul d be ashaned. H s son should be a warrior. A worthy
adversary, not some young fool. A pity, really."

I'd been in nmorph for along time. | left the office and made it to a
safe place without being foll owed

147 or watched. | denorphed. | didn't think about the fact that I'd

decided to remain as a human. | denorphed to hawk before |I could be trapped.

But then | norphed again. Back to human. See, | wanted to cry. | wanted
tocry alot, for a long time. And hawks don't cry.

148

| could see it all, now DeG oot said he had inherited the letter when
his father died and he took over the | aw practice. The younger DeG oot
was a Controller. He must have al nbst had a heart attack when he went
through his father's old files and the nane El fangor-Sirinial - Shant ul
junped up at him

There was not a Yeerk alive who didn't know t hat nane.



Vi sser Three had wondered what happened to the son of his archeneny. D d
El fangor's son know the truth? Was El fangor's son sonehow connected with
the "Andalite bandits" who caused the Visser such pain?

149 Investigation had revealed that | had di sappeared from school and
fromthe custody of ny indifferent relatives. That nust have really
pi qued Vi sser Three's interest.

So he devised a trap. Invent a cousin. Ofer nme what | obviously did not
have: a hone. Lower ny defenses. Then read ne the letter

But then cane the conplication: Visser Three had a crisis to deal wth.
The young Hork-Bajir named Bek. He would need two traps: one for ne, one
for the free Hork-Bajir.

Just in case | was connected with the "Andalite bandits," he would play
the role to the hilt: In that first visit to check out Bek, he pretended
to a humanity he did not have. Later he arranged to nake it seem he'd
saved some girl's life. What better proof that he was truly a human?

It woul d have worked. Except for the fact that Visser Three was called

suddenly to the facility where they had just "captured" a group of free
Hork-Bajir.

He' d been passing as Aria at the tine. He needed to get to the weapons

facility quickly. A helicopter would do the trick, but he would need to
travel in human norph

| saw him And that was all that saved ny life. And doomed his plan

150 | flew back to my nmeadow, my mind and heart nore full than | would
have thought possi bl e.

El fangor. My fat her.

| had no doubt about who had erased Elfangor's life on Earth. Wo had
allowed himto | eave ne that one, short letter

Only the Ellin st could have done it.
| landed back on nmy favorite branch in my favorite tree. He had left ne.

My not her never renmenbered him He had never existed for her, so she did
not feel the pain of it. And | would not have known, but for the letter

And now, | guess | could be angry at him But that wasn't how | felt.
El f angor had run away fromhis duty when he cane to Earth. He'd had no
choice but to return to that duty. No choice at all, if he was to play

the part he had to play, and be the great prince he was.

I'd lost a father. Because of that fact, Elfangor had been where he had
to be, when he had to be there, to change the lives of five ordinary
kids forever. And maybe . . . maybe. . . save the human race.

I wondered why the Ellimst had allowed ny father to |l eave that letter
But | didn't wonder for |long. The answer was too sinple.

See, | had a duty, too. And who is there to re-

151 mind you that what you want for yourself is |less inportant than
doi ng what is necessary and right?



<Message received, Father. Message received. >

152

| swept down across the grass, silent, nmy wings carefully aligned.
raked my talons forward, flared ny tail, swung nmy wi ngs forward, and

dropped with perfect precision

My talons sank into the back of the rabbit's neck.

And then again, as before, | was not the hawk, but the rabbit. | was not
the renorseless killer, I was the victim Not predator, but prey.
In this vision | felt the pain of nmy talons in my own neck. | felt the

terror of the death fromthe sky.

But | held on. | had to accept what this vision was telling nme. What
some corner of my own mnd had wanted me to under st and.

153 The rabbit becanme cal mand quiet as | absorbed its DNA. | acquired
the rabbit, nade it part of ne.

Then | tightened ny grip till the rabbit stopped squirmng. Till its
heart stopped beati ng.

| am after all, the predator hawk. | kill to eat.

But | am al so the human being. And | can never take a life, not even for
my own survival, wthout feeling.

| had heard my father's nessage conme down through the years. Now | heard
the nessage ny own mind was telling ne: You are both, Tobias. Hawk and
human. You always will be. You will always kill to eat. And you will

al ways regret.

It's a rotten situation, | guess. But ny duty is to be what I am A
hawk. A boy. Instinct. And enotion. |I'll have to go on wal ki ng t hat
ti ghtrope.

| ate the nother rabbit. Al | could hold.

Then | morphed into the nother rabbit. And | shepherded the babies
safely back to their den, as over our heads the other hawk flew, | ooking
down at us for a chance to hunt and eat as | had done.

Life would have been a lot easier for ne if | could have been a sinple,
ruthless animal. If all ny decisions were straightforward. If everything
made sense.

But that's not the way it is for human beings.

| looked up at the other hawk through terrified

154 rabbit eyes. | had becone prey, this tine for real. This is what it
felt like. This is what nmy prey saw when they felt ny shadow bl ot out

the sun. It was good that | knew.

<Sorry, my brother hawk,> | said to the shadow of death above ne.
<There's nothing left for you in this nmeadow. These little ones are



under my protection now. >

| killed to eat. But | didn't need to eat these little ones. These
woul d save. These little ones | could pity. That was the hunman thing to do.

That night | went to Rachel's room She was asl eep. She was ticked off
when | woke her up. But she rolled out of bed and put on a robe and told
me she'd never get any sleep with sonme idiot bird comng in and out at
all hours.

Then she showed nme the cake. She |lit a candle and | blew it out by
flapping ny wing. Neither of us sang "Happy Birthday." But she said it.

"Happy birthday, Tobias."

155 Don't; miss

Ani nor phs

#24 The Suspicion

I. was getting small. | was getting small very fast.

I've shrunk before, when |'ve norphed various insects, for exanple. But
this was new. | was shrinking as a hunman.

The only good thing was that at |east ny norphing suit was shrinking,
too. Bad to be shrinking. Wrse to be shrinking right out of your clothes.

"Hey!" | yelled. "What did you do to ne?"

<Hah! You glory in your swollen, bloated bulk, human! You dare to defy
us! W shall see how bold you are when you are the sane size as we. Now
you will taste bitter defeat! Now you will feel the sting of eternal
hum | i ati on®

"I don't glory in ny ... Hey, who are you calling bloated? Wit a

m nute! Stop this!"

| was still shrinking. 1'd started at four foot something. Now | was
less than a foot tall. And

156 was still shrinking. | glanced over and saw a raccoon. He was bigger
than I was. Not to mention being a mllion times nore hostile.

<Cassi e! >

| spun around and spotted Tobias, swooping in like a 747 coming in for a
| andi ng.

"Tobi as! Look out! They have a shrinking ray!"
<A what ?>

FLASH

"Never mnd. You'll find out soon enough."

<Hah HAH' You all think to resist the might of the Hel macrons because
you are | arge and because you glow with the transformational power! But



we, too, know how to use the transformational power! Shrink! Shrink! And
become our abject and pitiable slaves!>

<Hey, > Tobi as sai d, soundi ng puzzled. <I'mshrinking. And you've already
shrunk! >

"Tobi as! You have to warn the others not to cone in here! Sonehow
they're using the power of the blue box to do this."

<| can't leave you. You're less than six inches
"Warn the others!™ | cried.

Tobi as turned, but he was shrinking fast. He was al ready down to about
hunm ngbi rd size. Suddenly the door was nuch farther away for him

157 <wWell, this is unfortunate, > he said.

A huge, gal unphing form appeared in the doorway: Marco.

"Cet back!" | screaned.

But of course what he heard was, "Cet back!"

FLASH

"Hey!" Marco ye | led. "No flash photography."

<Marco! Quick, before you shrink. Warn the others to stay out!>
"Say what? Before | what?"

But he turned and yelled over his shoulder. "Jake! Ax! Rachel! Stay out
of here!"

| could see himpeering down at ne. H s face was about the size of the
Goodyear Blinp - if it was about to land on top of you.

"Ch, this isn't good," he said.

| was shrinking still further. | was already as small as a cockroach
The roof of the barn already |ooked like it was the sky. A di moverhead
light mght as well have been the noon.

Marco was standing on sequoia legs, with feet the size of twin Titanics.

"What's happening in there?" Jake yelled.

"Well," Marco said calmy. "The Hel macrons have the bl ue box and they
seemto be using it in a kind of bizarre way."

"I"'mcomng in," Jake said decisively.

"No!" Marco yelled in a voice that already sounded |i ke soneone
breat hi ng hel i um

158 "No, Jake and Ax, do not cone in!" Then, as an afterthought, he
sai d, "Rachel, you could come in."

<Mar co! > Tobi as chi ded.



"Hey, the Wcked Wtch gets to be full size and I'm down here singing,
"W represent the Lollipop Guild ? | don't think so."

<Rachel , Jake, everyone stay out!> Tobias cried in thought-speak that we
all heard clearly.

"Ckay, everyone just stay put," Jake ordered. "Look, the other Hel nacron
ship took off. Rachel hit it with a brick."

| woul d have | aughed. Only I was now shrinking down to the point where
scattered bits of hay on the ground were | ooking |ike huge, felled
trees. Gains of dirt were the size of soccer balls.

"I think I'"mdone shrinking!" | said. Not that anyone heard ne.
Sonething flewinto view Sonething that seened weirdly | arge. Tobi as
He was roughly the size of a very snmall fly. But he was about as big as ne.

<l think |I've stopped shrinking, > he said.
"Me, too."

<But we're the sane size. | should be snaller than you. | started out
much smal |l er than you. >

"I guess that's not how it works,” | said. "I think the idea here is to
shrink us all to the same size as the Hel nacrons thensel ves. "

159 Marco, now no nore than three inches tall hinself, came wal ki ng
over. He was huge to us. But his face was getting closer all the tine.

"Ch, man, you guys are small," he said. "Honey, | shrunk the Aninorphs!"

"Rachel! Get a brick!" Jake said in a huge voice that reverberated
around us.



