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In loving memory of my mom, Caroyl Inch,
who taught me a love of literature and enthusiastically listened to my tales from the Paraxous Star Cluster for hours on end.

	I miss you every day.


Chapter 1

	Eight years after coming to earth, I sat at the kitchen table in our apartment pretending to do my schoolwork while actually sneaking in some video game time. My only worry was how to beat my new Zombies V Vampires game without my mom catching me. If she caught me playing instead of researching my history essay, I’d lose video game privileges for a week.

	Every time she glanced over, I clicked my laptop screen back to my essay. As she bustled about the kitchen making dinner, Mom hummed her favorite eighties tunes. Though a bit past middle-age, she was beautiful. She had huge, soft brown eyes, long raven-black hair, high cheekbones and a brick-red tan. Laugh-lines made up her only wrinkles.

	Dad came in and took a whiff of the roast cooking in the crock-pot. “That smells delicious.” He gave Mom a hug and turned to me. I’d switched to a site on the United Nations for research. “How’s your schoolwork going?” he asked with enough humor in his voice to make me think I’d been caught.

	The doorbell rang and Dad went to answer it, giving me a wink on his way out. I bowed my head. No more games for me today.

	I heard the front door open. The voice of my real father, Colonel Ebon Milett, came from the living room. “I’ve come for my daughter.”

	Shock and disbelief gave way to fear. I hadn’t heard that voice since being sent into hiding on Earth. Since then, Tina and Bill Splendor had adopted me and given me a home—something I’d never really had before. While I was glad to know my father was alive, the fact his return might mean losing the life I had here with the Splendors wasn’t lost on me. And the thought of returning to the hell my life had been scared the crap out of me.

	I twisted in my chair to look at my mom, Tina, hoping for some reassurance. She stood frozen, mixing bowl in hand. Her expression showed every bit as much fear as I felt. She and Bill had become my parents when Colonel Milett failed to come reclaim me. I’d arrived on this remote planet with some serious issues, and it had taken them years to win me over. Now my nice, comfortable life with a mom and dad who loved me, and that I could love in return, might be over.

	“Where is she?” Colonel Milett’s demand resounded from the living room.

	Mom’s tan face paled to sheet-white. She glanced at the kitchen door and then back at me in panic. “Twyla, stay here,” she ordered in a hushed tone. She dropped the bowl on the counter with a clatter. Sauce splattered the “happy yellow” wall. Ignoring the mess, she rushed into the living room.

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Dad sounded pretty harsh for him. “Who are you?” Somehow, I could sense he knew exactly who this guy was, and it terrified him.

	“I know Twyla is here,” Ebon said.

	Despite Mom’s effort to hold me back, I entered the living room. Ebon stood at the front door of our apartment with Dad blocking his entrance. I moved toward them with faltering steps. “Father?”

	He’d changed. His black hair was now almost completely gray. Dark bags hung under his eyes.

	“You … you came,” I stammered. “You finally came.”

	“Of course, I did,” he replied with a mix of anger and defensiveness.

	“I thought you were dead.” I was about to run to him, but he took a step back.

	A horrified expression contorted his once handsome face as he looked me over. A wave of revulsion hit me. It wasn’t my emotion I was feeling; it was his. My empathic powers had returned.

	Suddenly, I knew that he’d come for his little girl. But at fifteen, I now resembled my real mother so much that he recoiled at the sight of me.

	Memories of my life before coming to the Splendors flooded my mind, knocking me back to the day my parents split up.

	My father had been a brave and decorated officer in the Zartous Regime’s military, yet he’d crumbled under my mother’s telepathic onslaught. As she ripped through his mind, I’d felt it. At seven, my own mental shields weren’t strong enough to block the sensation of the stabbing penetration of her attack or my father’s anguish.

	Once she’d finished, I’d gone to comfort him. My mother, Cassie, wrenched me from his arms and hauled me out the door. I’d kicked and screamed, begging my father not to let her take me away. But he had done nothing.

	My body trembled at the memory as Tina pulled me into her arms, breaking me free from the flashback. She rocked me side to side and whispered in my ear. My adopted mom’s soft, sweet voice anchored me back in the present.

	I’m not sure which hurt worse: feeling how much my own father hated me, or realizing I was my mother’s daughter after all. With my empathic abilities back, was I destined to become a monster like her?

	Dad stepped aside to let my father come in. “I’ll deal with our guest,” he said, giving Ebon a wary glare. Mom started to usher me toward my room.

	“I am Colonel Ebon Milett and that is my daughter. Hand her over,” he demanded, pointing at me. For a second, he became the man he used to be. His sharp steel-grey eyes narrowed. He might not have been wearing his uniform, but his posture and bearing shouted military command.

	Revulsion still emanated from him. It wasn’t just that I have the same dark auburn hair and pine-green eyes as Cassie, I could have been her clone.

	“Why should they give me back to you?” I shouted. “You don’t want me!” Mom tried to get me out of the living room, but I refused to go. I broke from her grip and charged at Ebon. “I can feel it, you son-of-a-bitch! I can feel everything now.”

	“Twyla!” my parents said at the same time and in the same tone. I wasn’t allowed to cuss.

	I could sense their panic. Their emotions felt completely different than Ebon’s. Their love for me squelched my temper’s fire. I gave in to Mom’s embrace. “Make it stop,” I sobbed. “I don’t want to be a mutelouge.”

	She stiffened. Apparently, she knew “mutelouge” was a profane term used for hybrids in the Paraxous Star Cluster, where I was from. A strangled cry escaped her, but it was Dad who spoke. “You are not a mutelouge. You are a Kobbi. It’s going to be okay, Twyla. We knew this day would come.”

	“We just didn’t think it’d be so soon, or that your powers would come back so suddenly,” Mom said. Then she glared accusingly at Ebon. “You should have warned us you were coming.”

	His expression changed from disgust to confusion. “What the hell? I don’t understand. Are you telling me she’d lost her abilities?”

	As Mom led me away, Dad explained in his deep, rich voice, “She was sent to us with all her empathic powers blocked. Seeing you must have somehow released them.”

	“You mean she could have been normal?” I heard Ebon say before Mom closed my bedroom door.

	She sat me on the edge of my bed and knelt in front of me. She was talking, but I was too lost in her emotions to listen. I tried blocking the empathic whirlwind, but it was already inside me, and I had no clue how to get it out.

	Mom called to me. I followed her pleading voice like a lifeline. She saw she had my attention again and gave me an encouraging smile. “That’s my girl. You can control it. You just have to learn where your mind ends and where the empathic energy of others begins.”

	I understood the concept and tried to separate what was me from what was her. It didn’t work. Her love and fear overpowered me, engulfed me, drowned me. I couldn’t breathe.

	“Just go away,” I gasped. “I need to be alone.”

	Shouts came from the living room. She glanced at the door and back at me as they intensified. Reluctantly, she told me to stay in my room and left.

	Little Miss, my cat, crawled out from under my bed and jumped up beside me. She rubbed against me, purring. We’d gotten her as a kitten, not long after my arrival. Now the tuxedo cat weighed over twenty-two pounds, making her name rather ironic.

	My cell rang. I ignored it. A moment later it beeped, letting me know I had a text. Out of habit I glanced at it. My best friend, Vance, was asking my ETA. We were supposed to watch a movie tonight.

	If there was anyone I could have talked to about my father’s sudden appearance, it was Vance. Like many of the residents in our apartment complex, we were both refugees from the Paraxous Star Cluster living in hiding here on Earth. He was also the only one of my friends who knew the truth about me being half Kobbi.

	At the moment, I was sure my empathic powers would go berserk if I talked to anyone, so I replied that something had come up and I couldn’t make it. Then I curled up with my back against the wall forcing myself to just breathe. Little Miss crawled onto my lap as I stared out the window.

	Pixar Studios, where my mom worked, was visible; so was the bay beyond. But my mind’s eye pictured the view from my brother’s bedroom back on the planet Oweena. I could see the four moons in the sky, the enormous buildings with people of different avian races flying between them, and the hover-cars zipping by above.

	My mind slipped from memory to a flashback replaying the last conversation I’d had with my brother, Terrel.

	He’d opened his eyes and grimaced. Over the last several weeks, I’d watched Terrel go from a strong fourteen-year-old boy to a living skeleton. He’d run away, and before our mother’s people found him, he’d caught a wasting disease.

	“Twyla,” he said with a pitifully weak voice, “I need to talk to you.”

	He patted the bed. I climbed up and sat beside him with my feet dangling over the side. He was the one seriously ill, yet he looked at me with concern. “I’m going to tell you something very important. Something you might not understand right now, but you need to remember. Promise?”

	I just nodded, so he could continue.

	“You know how there are Humans, Katians—”

	“Flagoans and Sians. Yeah, yeah. I know my races,” I huffed impatiently. “I might be five, but I’m not stupid.”

	“I know you’re not stupid.” He smiled indulgently. “In fact, you’re extremely smart. But there are things you haven’t learned yet. Do you know what a Kobbi is?”

	I huffed and rolled my eyes again. “Of course. Everyone knows that. They’re mixed breeds.”

	“There’s more to it than that, but it’ll do for now.” He reached his knobby-knuckled hand out to take mine. My big brother hesitated before asking, “Did you know you’re one?”

	I jerked back, but didn’t let go of his hand. “Nuh-uh! No way. We’re Human. We don’t look like cat, or bird, or tree people. We’re not mixed.”

	He licked his chapped lips and tried to swallow, but couldn’t. I grabbed a cup of water from the bedside stand and gave it to him. He took a small sip, then handed it back.

	“Thanks. Now let’s see if I can get through this. There are two kinds of Kobbies. It’s the Drey-Kobbi that look like mixed breeds. The Crean-Kobbi look like pure-breeds. You can’t tell by looking at them that they’re hybrids. There are Crean-Kobbi Flagoans and Crean-Kobbi Katians … ” He paused to take a deep breath. “ … and Crean-Kobbi Humans, like you.”

	“Me? What about you? If I got bad blood, you got it, too.”

	He rubbed his forehead, obviously in a lot of pain. “Okay. Sorry. Crean-Kobbi Humans, like us.”

	I gasped and pulled my hand away. “You’re lying. I can tell. You know I can!”

	He stared at the holo-screen on the wall rotating through pictures from the last time our father had been home on leave. “You can tell because you’re an empath. That means you can pick up on people’s feelings. It’s a Kobbi ability. One you shouldn’t have at your age.”

	“But you lied to me. You promised you’d never lie to me. Lying’s bad. Mommy lies. Mommy’s bad.”

	“Yes, Mommy’s bad. Sorry I lied, but it’s complicated. I can’t say ‘we’re Kobbies’ because I’m not. We have the same father but different mothers. Our dad is Human and my real mom was Human. But she died before Dad met Cassie—”

	“You’re not supposed to call her that. It’s Cassiopeia, Mother or ma’am. She gets mad when you call her Cassie.”

	“That’s why I do it.” For the first time in days, he grinned. A twinkle sparked in his eyes then died. “You’re right, Twyla. She is bad. She’s very bad. She’s a Dashia.”

	“No!” I jumped off the bed with a shout. I crossed my arms over my chest and stomped my feet. “She can’t be! Daddy’s not broken, so she’s not Dashia!”

	Even as I denied it, I knew it was true. It all made sense now. The way she would invade my mind to punish me. Only a Kobbi could do that. The way she controlled our father. Only the group of Kobbies called Dashias abused their telepathic powers like that.

	I crawled back into bed and snuggled up with Terrel. “Sorry I yelled at you. Sometimes I get mad and can’t help it.”

	He hugged me with what little strength he had left. “It’s okay. I like your red-hot temper. It matches your red hair. You keep that temper. It will help you fight Mom when I’m gone.”

	I sat up, wailing, “Gone! Gone where? Terrel, where are you going?”

	Tears leaked from the corner of his eyes.

	“Die? You’re going to die?” I sobbed. “No! No! No! You can’t! I won’t let you. I’ll take care of you until Dad gets here. He’ll be here soon.”

	We both knew it wasn’t true. Our father was stationed on some planet in another quadrant. Even if he’d noticed our weekly messages had stopped and found out something was wrong, it would take him several days to get to us.

	“I love you, Twyla.” Terrel reached out his hand to me again. [[Henshe?]] he said in Ruslo.

	I took his hand. [[Henshe,]] I agreed. It was one of the few words in Ruslo I could pronounce correctly. It stood for the love and bond between siblings and had no equal in Standard.

	He kissed my forehead. “Don’t ever let Cassie change you.” He didn’t add, “like your sister,” but I’d heard him fight with Daylight enough that he didn’t have to.

	“I won’t,” I promised.

	He smiled, then drifted off to sleep and never woke up. I was left alone to deal with Cassie and Daylight until my father returned home months later. Even then, it was two more years of hell before a Dashia Hunter rescued me from my Dashia mother and sent me to this remote halo-world.

	Since I’d woken from cryo-sleep to find myself on Earth, my previous life in the Paraxous Cluster had grown vague and distant. Over the years, I’d almost been able to forget the pain of Cassie’s abuse. Of course, years of therapy with some dweeb from the Cluster had probably helped.

	But all the therapy in the universe couldn’t change the fact that my mother belonged to an illegal, genetically engineered race. Worse yet, she was a mind-raping Dashia. That sect of Kobbies had nearly destroyed the Paraxous Cluster. The Dashia were the reason the entire Kobbi race had to be banned.

	•          •          •

	Mom and Dad came into my room to find me crying, a rare thing for me. Our empathic connection immediately reestablished itself. Their fear of losing me invaded my own thoughts and feelings. Through it, I sensed their desire to undo the damage that had been done and stop my pain.

	“Twyla, it’s going to be okay,” Mom said.

	“Stop saying that!” I snapped, “It’s never going to be okay!”

	“It’s just going to take time—”

	“Time!” I shrieked. “Time isn’t going to change the fact that I’m a vreking mutelouge.”

	“Twyla,” Dad said in that firm parental tone he reserved for when I really got out of hand. “We understand you’re upset. You have every right to be. But that’s no reason to yell at your mother—who loves you very much—or to use that word.”

	I felt him calculating the best way to cut through my hysteria. He continued with a speech he’d obviously prepared for the day my empathic abilities resurfaced. “You are a Crean-Kobbi. And don’t you ever use the term mutelouge again. The Kobbi race proudly served the Paraxous Star Cluster for centuries. It’s not something to be ashamed of. It’s something to be proud of.”

	“You want me to be proud of being a monster?” I cried in disbelief.

	They obviously didn’t know the real story of the Kobbi race. We were a genetic experiment gone wrong. All this time, I’d hoped my empathic powers would never return. I’d hoped being only half Kobbi would save me from their curse.

	“You are not a monster,” they answered in unison.

	“You’re not from the Paraxous Cluster. You don’t understand!” I knocked the knickknacks off my bedside stand. Little Miss gave an irritated hiss and jumped off my lap. After giving me a disapproving meow, she scampered under the bed. Caught in the storm of my temper, I continued, “I should just go with my real father. That way you won’t have to deal with me!”

	Mom started crying, and I immediately regretted what I’d said. My anger deserted me. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I guess I just can’t understand why you’d want to keep a mutelouge around.”

	Dad bristled at the term, but his tone was more exasperated than angry. “Twyla, stop using that word. We may be Earthlings, but we do know something about the Cluster’s history. The Kobbi were heroes—Guardians, leaders, who bridged the gap between the races. It was, and still is, the Dashia who abused their power.”

	“And my mother is one of them,” I shot back. The memory of her mental invasions hit me so hard my gut twisted. I threw up without warning.

	Dad grabbed a trash can and shoved it in front of my face, catching most of it. He helped me to the bathroom and brushed my hair back as I knelt at the toilet.

	Mom appeared a moment later with a syringe in hand. “This will help your body recover from the shock.” She rolled up the sleeve of my tee shirt, pinched my forearm and jabbed me with the needle.

	After a minute, I stopped throwing up. After another minute, I sat back on my heels, feeling a bit more normal. “Will it stop my empathic powers?” I asked.

	“No. The medicine slows their return and makes it easier for you to control,” Dad said.

	“Can you just keep giving it to me?” I begged, looking desperately at Mom. She was usually the softer touch.

	Mom looked to Dad. Finally he said, “For a while. Just until you have a chance to adjust.” He saw that I was about to argue and raised a hand to stop me. “We can talk about this later. Right now, I need to know what to tell … what to tell Colonel Milett.”

	Anger reignited like a fire within me. “Wait. My father’s still here?”

	I got up and charged toward the living room, ready to tell my father what I thought of him. When my parents held me back, I yelled loud enough to make sure the man who’d deserted me to the mercies of a Dashia could hear. “You can tell him that I hate him, and I never want to see him again!”

	“No! Twyla. Stop.” Dad took me by the shoulders and knelt in front of me. “A Dashia Hunter was after your mother. Ebon convinced the Hunter to rescue you instead of killing one of the most notorious Dashias in the Paraxous. Your father had his mind wiped so Cassiopeia DeConnett wouldn’t know what he’d done. It’s because of his sacrifice that we have you.”

	Mom continued the story. “He was fully aware she’d know he was hiding something. But with the memory itself gone, she couldn’t find out what he’d done no matter how deeply she dug. He was in a near vegetative state at a mental reconstruction center when the Dashia Hunter sent you to us. He wasn’t expected to recover.”

	All my rage turned to guilt. Part of me had hated my father for deserting me. I hadn’t understood just how much he’d sacrificed to save me from Cassie. My shoulders sagged; tears filled my eyes. I rushed to the living room to apologize only to find that my father was gone. I ran to the front door, opened it, and looked both ways down the hallway. I was about to call out for him, but Dad yanked me back inside.

	He closed the door. “We can’t draw any attention to ourselves. I know how to contact him. So if you wish to reconcile with your father, we can arrange it.”

	My earlier words about Ebon Milett being my real father bit at my conscience, but there was no bitterness in his voice. There was a universe of fear in his next statement, though. “The real question is: how did he find us? And since he did, how long before Cassiopeia DeConnett does?”

	Mom took Dad’s hand and gazed up at him; her laugh lines became creases of worry. “Does this mean what I think it means?”

	He gazed back at her with a peaceful smile. His hazel eyes held a depth of wisdom few could match. I’d always thought my adopted dad looked a lot like Abraham Lincoln, only without the top hat and beard. “Yeah. We’ll do just what we’ve always planned to do if this day ever came.”

	Mom blanched, and I felt a wave of grief for the life we’d have to leave behind. Then her expression and her emotions became almost as serene and determined as Dad’s.

	“Do you think we should cancel tomorrow?” I asked. They both winced. I added, “Sorry, but you guys aren’t that good at being sneaky. It’s been kind of obvious you’re planning a surprise birthday party for me.”

	Tomorrow wasn’t actually my birthday. It was the anniversary of the day Bill and Tina took custody of me when I was seven. They’d chosen that month and day for my fake birth certificate and put the year as 1993. So as far as everyone else knew, I turned sixteen tomorrow.

	Dad considered for a minute, then answered, “No. We can’t let on that anything’s wrong. It’ll take us a couple days to make arrangements. Until then, it’s business as usual.” With a reassuring smile he added, “Besides, the nearest Paraxous planet is over a week away. Even if Cassiopeia gets word that your father found you, it’ll take her a while to get anyone here. We’ll be long gone by then.”

	“You mean we’re leaving Earth?” I asked in dismay.

	He forced his expression to brighten. “I’ve always dreamed of seeing the Paraxous Cluster. I guess now’s our chance.”


Chapter 2

	Someone knocked at the front door, and we all stiffened. Dad checked the peephole then relaxed. He opened the door to reveal Vance standing in the hallway, shuffling his feet awkwardly with his head ducked and shoulders hunched. “Uh, is Twigh home?” He spotted me and asked, “Can I talk to her?”

	I rolled my eyes. Vance was nothing if not persistent.

	Dad stepped aside with a nod. He put an arm around Mom, and they went into the kitchen. As he passed me, he gave me a slight shake of his head, indicating that I wasn’t to tell Vance anything.

	I opened my mouth to argue. After all, his family had been helping refugees from the Paraxous Cluster settle on Earth for nearly a decade. Dad mouthed, “Later.” I assumed he wanted to talk things over with Vance’s father first.

	As soon as the kitchen door closed behind them, Vance asked, “Everything okay? I thought I heard shouting.”

	His family lived in the apartment directly above ours, and I wondered just how much he’d heard. “I’m fine. Just have too much homework to do a movie tonight.”

	My friend cocked his head, eyeing me in a way that said he could tell I wasn’t fine. “Homework? Really? That’s what all the shouting was about?” He knew the Splendors well enough to know they never yelled.

	“Shouting? Nah, must have been the TV.”

	Outwardly, Vance looked like a stereotypical teenage boy: lanky and awkward. His black hair, though washed and combed, always looked a bit oily and unkempt. He had tannish skin that could have marked him as any number of ethnic groups. When asked, he’d tell people he was a genuine American Heinz 57 mix.

	In truth, Vance was an alien using the combination of a cloned body and an android’s cyber-brain as an avatar. Like all the non-humans who lived in our building, his real body was kept in a medically induced coma and hidden in a vault somewhere. Vance and his family happened to be Sians, one of the avian races from the Paraxous. I sometimes tried to picture my friend with golden wings and glacial-blue skin.

	One time, Vance had tried to take me to his family’s vault, so I could meet the real him. We got caught. Dang, did we get in trouble. We even had to go before the building’s council and promise never to do anything that might jeopardize our sanctuary again.

	Avatar or not, I was especially fond of his big, brown puppy-dog eyes which were soft with concern as he asked, “Twigh, what’s going on?”

	“Nothing.” I crossed my arms and looked away, glancing at the large oil painting over the fireplace. Mom had bought San Francisco at Sunset from a local artist and framed it with ivy that grew from containers on each side of the mantel. It was one of Mom’s many touches that made our apartment a real home. One of many things I’d miss.

	“Everything’s just fine,” I said with more of a growl than intended.

	“Yeah, right. Whatever. Can I help?”

	I was glad no creepy empathic stuff happened. I wouldn’t have been able to contain myself if I’d sensed his concern. Dad didn’t want me to tell him anything yet, so I said, “Nah. Not right now. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later. Okay?”

	He shrugged and donned his ridiculously huge grin complete with dimples. “Okay. If you say so.”

	I’d miss his grin even more than our home. I’d miss all my friends, but Vance was practically family. We hung out together nearly all the time. He even lived with us a couple of months every year when his parents were “away on business.”

	It wasn’t just that, though. He had the easygoing, friendly nature that I lacked. If it weren’t for him, I might not have had any friends. He’d introduced me to Cameron and Nina. And he was the one who’d put together our band.

	He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Well, make sure your ‘homework’ doesn’t keep you from practice tomorrow.”

	Dad came through the door before I could bail on our plans. “Oh, hey,” he said. “You guys are going to the movies after band practice, right? How about I give you a ride? You can get lunch at that place you guys like. My treat.”

	Vance’s expression brightened. Mine darkened. I gave Dad a subtle shake of my head. “I think I’d better stay home and work on my school stuff.”

	“I’m sure you’ll get it done,” Dad said with a smile. To Vance he said, “You’d better let her get to it. See you in the morning.”

	Vance took the hint and left. The moment the door closed, I protested, “I get you not wanting to cancel the party, but I don’t think I can handle being around people all day tomorrow. What if I go all … empathic?”

	Dad came over and took me by the shoulders. “You’ll be fine. The medication should last for a day or two. Besides, when this is over, you’ll be glad you got to spend time with your friends before we had to leave.”

	Though that medication kept me from being drowned in waves of mental contact, it didn’t prevent me from sensing that he wanted to keep up appearances. If Cassie had people watching us, he didn’t want to give them any reason to suspect we were about to run. However, he no longer felt safe letting us take rapid transit to The Plaza like we usually did. Actually, he didn’t want to let me out of his sight, but he’d arranged an important meeting right down the street from the theater.

	I withdrew, disgusted with myself for accidentally trespassing on his thoughts.

	•          •          •

	The next morning, I wanted to cancel band practice and just hide in my room. My newly wakened empathic powers scared me. The idea Cassie might be coming for me scared me even more. It took all my parents’ gentle powers of persuasion to get me out the door. They argued that the med was controlling my powers, and our garage was just as secure as the apartment. Mom and Dad had given up the garage that came with our apartment so my friends and I could use it for practice. Both mine and Vance’s parents had spent a weekend soundproofing our “studio” in order to prevent complaints from the neighbors.

	Somehow, I made it through practice without a meltdown, but I just couldn’t get into it. I kept thinking this might be the last time I ever sang with Vance, Cameron and Nina. Heck, once we left Earth, I’d probably never see any of them again.

	I glanced at Cameron as we wrapped up. Dang, he looked fine. He always did. He was just wearing jeans and a white tee shirt, but he sure made them look good. With his bright blue eyes, blond hair and beautiful complexion, he could have been a teen star.

	Okay, stop that, I told myself. I’m going away, and he belongs to Nina.

	Nina pulled her guitar strap off over her shoulder and set the instrument down. While she may have appeared Human, we all knew she was actually a Katian. Or rather half Katian, since her father was Human. She and her family had fled the Cluster because of how half-breeds were treated since they were often mistaken for Drey-Kobbi.

	Nina sauntered over to Cameron and draped herself on him. Having a crush on my best-friend’s boyfriend sucked. Not that I would ever betray our friendship by making a play for him. Besides, I could hardly compete with someone whose avatar looked like a damn Barbie-doll come to life.

	“Helllooo … Twyla.” Apparently, I’d missed something she’d said. As with most Katians, patience wasn’t her strong suit. “What is with you today? Sam would have kicked your butt back to the Paraxous if he’d heard how off key you were.”

	I’d been disappointed that Sam, the fourth member of our band, hadn’t made it to practice. But I was sure he’d be at my party tonight. The garage door opened, saving me from having to explain why I’d sucked.

	Dad waved to us from the Tesla. We piled into the car excited to see the latest Star Trek movie. Instead of just dropping us off at the Emeryville Plaza like he usually did, Dad parked and walked us to the theater. He insisted on paying for everyone’s ticket. Maybe he felt guilty at not letting me say good-bye to my friends, or maybe it was just an excuse to make sure we got safely inside.

	Vance, Nina, and Cameron spent the movie cheering and tossing popcorn at each other. We loved Star Trek in all its incarnations, and were super excited about this reboot. But all I could think about was how to safely stay in contact with them. Even people in witness protection had methods of sending and receiving letters. And if there wasn’t an approved method, Vance was a master hacker and I wasn’t half-bad myself. Somehow, we’d figure out something.

	Still, life would get pretty lonely with only Little Miss to keep me company. Then a realization struck my heart. What if I wouldn’t be allowed to take my cat with me? No, I told myself, Mom and Dad will find a way. They’d know with all my friends gone Little Miss would be my only companion.

	When the movie ended, Vance leaned over and asked, “You okay?”

	For the lack of a better lie, I said, “I just remembered today’s my birthday.”

	Vance and Nina fell all over themselves wishing me a happy birthday. If I hadn’t already known about the surprise party, their reactions would have given it away. But I couldn’t keep from messing with them. “Hey, did you guys get me anything?”

	“Yeah,” Cameron said, not missing a beat. “The privilege of our wonderful company this afternoon.” He looked me right in the eyes and asked, “You and your parents doing anything special tonight?”

	Nina looked at Cameron in alarm. Vance went into a coughing fit and “accidentally” elbowed Cam in the ribs. “Anyone else hungry? Let’s go eat.”

	As we headed up the aisle, a whirlwind of excitement washed over me. The emotions were coming from Vance. He couldn’t wait to see my expression when he gave me the complete DVD collection of Babylon 5.

	The contact faded, but left me shaken. Not only had I sensed his feelings, I’d relived his memory of us as little kids watching the show with our parents.

	My head ached like a brain freeze from sucking down a Slurpee too fast. I staggered a few steps, rubbing my temples furiously. Vance was instantly at my side asking if I was all right. But I knew if I tried to answer him, I’d throw up. I made a dash for the bathroom.

	Nina followed me and waited outside the stall. When I’d finished puking up all the popcorn and soda, she said, “Vance has your dad on the phone. He’s on his way.”

	“Tell him I’m fine.”

	Nothing could have been farther from the truth. The emotions of everyone around crowded my senses. Nina worried that my party would have to be canceled, Vance was trying to figure out what was going on with me, and Cameron—well, he was being Cameron. At that moment, he was distracted by twins walking by. They wore matching shorts and tank tops despite the chilly spring weather. The girls were pretty and flirtatious.

	I bit the side of my cheek to bring myself out of Cameron’s fantasy. Vance was still on the phone with Bill when I walked out of the bathroom. My dad was saying something about an ear infection causing vertigo. I heard him as clearly as if he were talking to me instead of Vance. Apparently reading minds wasn’t the only Kobbi ability that had been released. I now had super hearing.

	Vance handed me his phone. I knew the errands Dad was running were critical to our escape. At the same time, though, I figured he needed to know what was going on. So I told him, “I think the medicine’s worn off, but I’m okay if you need to finish your meeting.”

	“Actually, I’m almost there.”

	We signed off with our usual, “Luv ya, bye” and I gave Vance his phone back. We left the theater and walked over to the drop off and pick up area.

	As soon as Cameron and Nina were in their own little cute couple’s world and oblivious to everything else, Vance asked, “So are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

	Part of me wanted to tell him everything. For a second, I considered seeing if he wanted to run away with us. But how selfish was that? He had his own family to consider.

	I decided that somehow I was going to convince my parents to let me tell Vance we were leaving for good and not just going on vacation. I couldn’t see what harm it could do to say goodbye. 

	“Later,” I said in the conspiratorial tone he liked so much. “Let’s wait until no one else is around. Okay?”

	Suddenly, my new spidey senses went all tingly. Someone was watching us. No, not us. Whoever it was, was watching me specifically.

	I stretched, trying to look around without being obvious. This big guy in a hoodie, standing alone a few yards from us, turned away. Something about him seemed familiar, but I couldn’t get a good look at him through the crowd without being too obvious. I wasn’t sure, but I thought I remembered seeing him at the theater.

	I didn’t know what to do. If this was one of Cassie’s spies or henchmen, we were in serious trouble. I reached for my phone, but realized it might be monitored. Part of what Dad was doing today was getting us burner phones.

	Maybe I was overreacting. Without meaning to, my mind instinctively reached out to see if this guy was a threat. He knew who I was and not just my alias. He knew my true identity. He knew my mother was a Dashia and that I was half Kobbi.

	I pulled away from his mind and focused my thoughts to reach out for Bill. Dad, Dad. Hurry. Danger!

	Somehow Vance picked up on the message as well. He swung around panicked. He kept jerking his head side-to-side, looking for the danger.

	Cam noticed Vance’s confused and frightened expression. “What’s your problem?”

	It took Vance a second to answer. “I think I forgot my cell phone at the theater.” He patted down his pockets and pulled out his phone with exaggerated relief.

	“Dufus!” Cam said, giving him a smirk and shake of his head.

	Poor Vance probably had no idea what had scared him so. He threw me a quizzical glance. I met his gaze then looked away, feeling my cheeks redden. He released a long, whistling sigh, and our eyes met again. He knew it had been an empathic thing but was smart enough not to say anything in front of Cam and Nina.

	Dad pulled up just then. The tires screeched to a stop, he jumped out of the car, and ran over to me. He puffed like an asthmatic. “Are you okay?”

	“Damn, I wish my Dad got that worried when I got sick,” Cam teased.

	I said I was fine, but nodded toward the guy watching us.

	Dad was so relieved he nearly had a meltdown. He gave me a big old bear hug, still breathing hard. In my ear he whispered, “Don’t you recognize Gerry? I asked him to keep an eye on you.”

	Now that he mentioned it, of course I did. Gerry was one of the building’s security guys. I’d just never paid much attention to him, and I’d never seen him out of his rent-a-cop uniform. “Sorry,” I whispered back. “I was just too freaked out to think straight.”

	“It’s all right. But try not to send any more empathic messages until we’re safely relocated.”

	With our secret conversation done, he said loud enough for everyone to hear, “Let’s get you guys home.”

	We piled into the car. Vance was stuck in the back with Cam and Nina as they cuddled and giggled. He caught my disgusted expression as I looked at them in the rear view mirror. He couldn’t understand my crush on Cam and was often annoyed by it. But to give him credit, he’d never betrayed my confidence, and he never used my feelings against me.

	I wondered what he’d say if he found out the whole truth of what was going on. Here the most dangerous criminal family in the Paraxous Cluster was probably coming after us, and I was caught up in the drama of a teen crush. I started to laugh at my own foolishness, then stopped.

	The DeConnetts weren’t after us, they were coming after me. Most likely, they couldn’t care less about the Splendors. Unless they got in the way, that is. If I ran away, my mom and dad would be safe.

	In order to save the parents who’d loved and cared for me, I’d have to desert them.
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