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  Dedicated to my husband,
who stuck with me in sickness and health
to help me see my dreams come true.

	
Chapter 1

	Six months after being kidnapped from Earth, I sat in the cargo bay of a small shuttlecraft with Dovain, celebrating our escape. It hadn’t been easy. My mother, Cassiopeia, was the third Elder of the DeConnetts, and she hadn’t taken it too well when I’d refused to join the family business. And with the DeConnetts pretty much running the planet Oweena—though from the shadows—it had taken a month for us to make our escape.

	But now we were on our way to a new life. A life far away from my Dashia mother. A life where I’d be reunited with my friends from Earth.

	As Dovain and I parted from our first kiss, I wondered what they’d think of my first boyfriend.

	Boyfriend? That not so little voice in my head intruded. One of the Paraxous Cluster’s most dangerous criminal families is after you, and you’re worried whether your friends will like Dovain?

	I pulled away, shaking my head and letting out a humorless chuckle. Sometimes, I really wished my brain would just shut up.

	Dovain cocked his head in that uniquely avian way Sians have. “What are you laughing about?” he asked in a reedy whisper.

	I looked into his eagle-like eyes, still processing the fact that my first kiss had been with a guy with a beak. “I was just thinking what an odd couple we make. A Human gal and a Sian guy.”

	“Cha-shaw,” he said, waving the idea away. “Cross race romances are quite common in the Cluster these days.”

	I was grateful he didn’t bring up that I wasn’t pure Human. My not so dear mother belonged to a genetically engineered race of telepaths known as Crean-Kobbi Human. For once, that no longer mattered. I just stared at him, taking in how he held my gaze.

	When we’d met as fellow prisoners of the DeConnetts, he’d been a nervous wreck. But now he’d gained enough confidence to hold his own—even when my temper got the best of me. His pale, glossy complexion was now a healthy sky-blue. His crown feathers, which had been dull and scraggly, shown superman black.

	The shuttle rocked, ending our moment.

	“Hang on!” The pilot called over the comm.

	I automatically reached out with my telepathic senses. Somehow Cassie had found us. I could sense her. And she was out for blood. My blood. As she reestablished our mental link, it became clear she didn’t care if the attack destroyed our shuttle.

	I thought you weren’t allowed to kill me, I flashed through our link in desperation.

	Well Twyla, you thought wrong, she sent back as our shuttle rocked again. This time the metallic tang of ozone filled the air. We’d sustained damage.

	“Shit!” I grabbed Dovain’s talon-like hand. He looked over at me. His ice-blue skin paled to white, his feathers fluffed like a chicklings, and the pupils of his avian eyes dilated until only a rim of his golden-brown irises showed.

	“The Elder DeConnett lifted the restriction against killing me,” I explained needlessly. Apparently, my genetic engineering was no longer so valuable that my rebellion against the family had to be tolerated.

	“Suit up!” The pilot’s shouted came over the comm, along with the blare of multiple alarms from the cockpit.

	The Katian warrior no longer sounded as cocky as she had when she’d rescued us. Was that actually fear I sensed from her? Love and anger were usually the two main emotions that made up the feline race’s temperament. Since death didn’t scare them, the only time a Katian felt fear was in the face of failure.

	Suiting up was a lot easier said than done. Even with artificial gravity and inertia dampeners, Dovain and I got tossed around the nine-by-nine-foot cargo bay pretty bad as we searched the cabinets. While we found a spacesuit for my Sian friend almost right away, there weren’t any designed for Humans. They all seemed to be for the three majority races: Katians, Flagoans or Sians.

	Finally, we figured out the Katian suit could be adjusted to fit most humanoid races. But the delay cost us.

	The ship barrel rolled, but failed to completely avoid the shot that took our artificial grav and reduced inertial dampeners to the point we ended up plastered to the walls. We fumbled with the controls, trying to pressurize our suits when the pilot yelled, “Prepare to abandon ship!”

	“We aren’t ready!” I shouted back.

	A string of curses in Standard, Ruslo, and Felniez flowed through the comm. She continued taking evasive action, but our little ship took a couple bad hits. I felt it when the next shot took out the shuttle’s shields.

	“That’s it,” the Katian’s voice growled with cold fury from the cockpit. “Get out now, or die with the ship. I’ll hold them off as long as I can. The Hunter is on his way to pick you up if you survive.”

	She opened the hatch and Dovain and I were sucked out. Though her words gave me some hope the Dashia Hunter would arrive in time to save us, the “if you survive” didn’t inspire a lot of confidence.

	I tumbled in space, spinning and flipping around and around for what seemed like forever before the stabilizers kicked in. It took me several more seconds for me to orient myself and find Dovain and the ship. As I navigated my way to Dovain, the shuttle came between us and our attacker. We clung together, helpless spectators.

	The shuttle turned toward the cruiser and to our horror, deliberately rammed the much larger ship. I barely had time to register the death of the Katian who was supposed to bring me and Dovain to a Dashia Hunter where we’d finally be safe from Cassie and the DeConnetts. The shockwave hit, throwing us backwards.

	We lost our grip on each other as our stabilizers failed. The screeching alarms made it so we couldn’t hear each other. Then my suit’s life support system failed.

	Everything went black.

	
Chapter 2

	I woke up in the same damn med-unit where Cassie used to torture me. The same model of med-droids hung in the alcoves against the wall. My blurry eyes fixed on the one I’d beat the crap out of when she’d sent it to inject me with another dose of hallucinogenic. I registered the fact that she hadn’t had the dents removed.

	The med-droid from hell made no move, so I tore my gaze away to look around. The other beds in the med-unit were empty. Dovain wasn’t there with me. I looked up at the window into the booth where Cassie preferred to oversee her experiments and punishments. It too was empty.

	The door to the med-unit opened. Cassie stood framed by the door ready to make her entrance. She hardly looked like someone whose ship had just suffered a Kamikaze attacked. Her auburn hair was perfectly done up in an elaborate do full of curls and loose braiding that defied gravity. Her beautiful face was the picture of serenity. Only the glint in her green eyes hinted at the evil within.

	Those eyes were so much scarier that anything from the horror movies me and my friends used to sneak out to see back on Earth. She paused to leer down at me with a scowl, then stepped inside, folded her arms across her oversized chest and cocked a brow. “Well, aren’t you going to thank me for saving your life?”

	I tried to ask about Dovain, but my voice failed. When I reached for my throat, I found a new obedience collar around my neck.

	“You want to see Dovain?” Cassie easily guessed what I kept trying to say.

	All I could do was nod. Her scowl twisted into a creepy grin. “By all means.” She turned to the enforcer droid now posted at the door. “Take my daughter to Dovain n’oreal,” she ordered, deliberately using the insulting slur of his formal name. “He’s in Daylight’s apartment.”

	The metal monstrosity moved to literally “take me” in its huge pincher-like claws. Out of pure reflex, I jerked away. To my surprise, I wasn’t restrained. But then, Cassie must have known I wouldn’t be in any condition to put up a fight. On the other hand, I’d be damned if I was going to let that thing carry me to my sister’s room.

	I forced myself to stand and face this on my own two feet—no matter how unsteady. There was only one reason for Dovain to be in Daylight’s suite. Unlike me, my older sister was considered a good DeConnett. That meant she was a Dashia.

	As I staggered down the endless halls with Cassie and the enforcer Droid following me, I hoped against hope it wasn’t too late. Please don’t let him be bonded, I prayed to no gods in particular while riding the lift to the VIP section of the ship.

	Daylight’s door opened to reveal her lounging in a recliner wearing a sheer gown. With the same auburn hair and pine green eyes we’d inherited from our Crean-Kobbi mother, she was a perfect vision of what I would look like when I reached eighteen.

	Dovain lay in her bed, obviously out of it. I closed my eyes, unable to face my worst fears realized.

	Cassie stepped up right behind me and hissed in my ear, “His mind has already been pried open. All you have to do is complete the bond.”

	I shook my head frantically, keeping my eyes shut. “I can’t. I can’t do that. Please, there’s got to be another way. I could never do that to anyone, let alone my friend.”

	Cassie reached in telepathically and yanked my mental shields away. Dovain’s desperate need for empathic contact stabbed at my temples. The rift in his mind threatened to envelop him. Darkness, emptiness, isolation and fear were all he knew.

	Your friend needs you, Twyla. I could sense how much my Dashia of a mother was enjoying his suffering as she taunted me. You can feel how badly he wants to be bonded to you. He needs another’s mind to complete his own now.

	He mumbled a plea for help. I could feel him crying out mentally as well. Daylight had tricked him into thinking she was me. Now Cassie had diverted their link, so it was me he reached out to.

	I’d been able to support him without letting it turn into a Dashia’s bond once before, and I was about to try it again. But the pressure of Cassie looming just outside of my consciousness made it clear she was counting on me to do just that. She’d force the contact into a bond. I’d destroy his will and become a Dashia for sure.

	“No! I won’t do it,” I gritted through my teeth. “Let him go, and I’ll do anything else you ask. But I won’t bond him.”

	Cassie gave a malicious laugh. She nodded to my sister, who got up and stretched leaving nothing to the imagination under the sheer robe. With a vrek you smirk, she sauntered over to Dovain despite my protests.

	I moved to stop her—maybe to even break her neck—but Cassie activated the damn obedience collar. It felt like being stabbed inside the brain. I crumpled to the floor in agony.

	Daylight crawled into the bed with Dovain. She reached deep into his mind. At first, a wave of relief emanated from him. He thought it was me. By the time he realized who it really was, she’d located his will and sense of self. She gripped it like a vice and squeezed.

	He struggled to hold on to who he was and the things that mattered to him. He thought of his brother and sister and his strength rallied for a while. But Daylight worked relentlessly at smothering his will until he began to weaken.

	He tried to pull away. No. Please. What do you want, Daylight? I don’t understand. I’ll do anything, just please stop. Daylight wouldn’t let him speak, and the more he reached out with his mind to beg, the deeper her invasion became.

	When pleading with her did no good, he reached out to me for help. Twyla, please.

	I knew it’d be wrong, but I couldn’t take it anymore. In a weak voice, I managed to gasp through the pain of the collar, “I’ll do it. Just make her stop.”

	Daylight froze in disbelief.

	My mother smiled and shut off the collar. “Hold her,” she ordered the droid. It came over, seized me, and yanked me to my feet.

	Cassie looked me in the eyes. “You waited too long. You should have agreed when you had the chance to save him.” She shook her head and gave a casual shrug. “Daylight couldn’t stop the bond now, even if she wanted to.”

	I looked to Daylight, in desperation. She looked to Cassie unsure what to do. With great effort, she stammered, “Mother, since you’d already redirected the link to include Twyla, you might be able to redirect the bond. If you wish. It’s not like I want him.”

	I couldn’t believe Daylight actually wanted to help us. Still, I found myself hoping Cassie would let me bond him. It seemed better than letting him become Daylight’s plaything. Still, we were talking about mental vampirism.

	Cassie dismissed the idea with a casual wave, “Don’t be silly, Daylight. I wouldn’t want to risk you hurting yourself. Finish it.”

	Dovain’s struggle against Daylight’s telepathic invasion lasted an eternity of minutes. Finally, he surrendered to her power and embraced her dominance. He gave up his own identity completely. And my mother made me experience every second while the enforcer droid held me in mercilessly in its grip.

	When it was over, she ordered the droid to release me. I staggered a few steps toward Dovain, realized I was about to throw up and turned to aimed it at Cassie.

	She stepped back, but otherwise pretended to be above noticing. “Now, since we have no need for this mundane, Sian boy—other than practice ...”

	“No!” I cried, but too late. Cassie reactivated the collar.

	My sister replenished the energy she’d expended bonding him by devouring his synaptic energy.

	No! Stop, I begged. Take the energy from me!

	Once again Daylight hesitated.

	Cassie did not. Foolish girl, that’s not the way this works. If you’d studied anything about empathology, you’d know that.

	Then she flashed at Daylight. Finish him! Don’t tell me you’ve gone soft.

	For the first time in my life, I felt my sister’s thoughts were tainted by fear. No. No, it’s nothing like that, Mother. It’s just I thought you wanted her to make the bond, and she’s ready to do it.

	Are you questioning me?

	That was all the prompting Daylight needed. She resumed draining Dovain’s mental energy. She fried so many of his nerves, within seconds he was nothing but a mental vegetable. Without life support, his autonomic nervous system began shutting down. His breathing became agonal. Death would come soon.

	Cassie deactivated the collar. My body writhed on the floor for a few more seconds. Without making a conscious decision to do so, my mind reached out to save him. The link between us was thin and tenuous, but I tried pulling him back from the brink.

	The link snapped. Dovain’s mental pattern faded into black wisps, then was gone.

	Dovain was dead, and he had died for nothing. My mother had won. I’d offered to become a Dashia.

	Enraged at my own impotence, I attacked Cassie. The collar reignited. The pain only fed my animalistic ferocity. She tried to paralyze me telepathically like she’d done so many times before my escape. This time it had no effect. My mental shields had snapped on with incredible force.

	My hands wrapped around her ornately jeweled neck. The enforcer droid tried pulling me off. Though nearly unconscious, my grip clenched her windpipe. For one moment, I thought I might manage to kill her.

	Then the droid landed a blow that nearly caved in my skull. I fell to the floor with a thud.

	Cassie cleared her throat, then snapped angrily, “I hope you enjoyed your little tantrum, Twyla. It’s the last time you’ll ever be able to defy me. You just sealed your fate. When you wake up from surgery, I’m sure you’ll be much more cooperative. And I must say, I am looking forward to having you finally take your proper place as a DeConnett daughter.”

	
Chapter 3

	For the next six months, I was a dead-woman walking. The operation the day after Dovain’s death made it possible for Cassie to take control of my body whenever she wished. And she’d wasted no time demonstrating her power over me.

	Once I’d physically recovered from the surgery, she had me brought to the theater she owned. Okay, to be fair, the DeConnetts owned the whole damn fetshous—an entire city housed inside a single gigantic building. She’d turned me into her puppet and made me go up on stage in front of her minions and dance around in a skimpy dress. I was fully aware, but had no control of my body. To complete my humiliation, she made me strip naked and continue dancing with near pornographic moves for what seemed nearly an hour.

	After that, I did nothing to provoke her. I didn’t even protest when she chose a couple classes blatantly related to becoming a Dashia for the next semester. With Dovain dead, nothing mattered anymore. I’d given up any hope of rescue. She’d proven her ability to take control of me, so I’d never be free as long as she lived. My only hope was the Hunter would launch another attack that killed her.

	Cassie reveled in her victory. She arranged beauty and fashion consultations, then commissioned a new wardrobe for me. She fussed over me like I was her new life-sized doll.

	My singing lessons resumed, but for the first time, music brought me no comfort. Some dweeby instructor from the local fine arts school had taken Sir Venor VerVum’s place. My previous instructor and secret ally had departed shortly after my escape. Apparently, the master cantor had declared quite loudly that with me gone there was no one left worth his time.

	I hoped his declaration had crushed my traitorous ex-friend hope of becoming a cantor. FreaShia had served as Cassie’s spy and almost blixed up my and Dovain’s escape. My guard, turned ally, ended up sacrificing himself so we could get away.

	On the anniversary of the day Cassie had murdered my adoptive parents, I woke feeling as numb as ever. If I couldn’t grieve the loss of my parents, I needed to feel something. Anything. And my hatred for FreaShia was the only fire that still burned within me.

	I got up early and wandered the main promenade of Cassie’s city sized building with only one token guard following me. I searched for FreaShia among the shops, kiosks, entertainment centers and eateries, while trying to work myself up into a rage over her betrayal. But emptiness inside still ate me alive. So I listed everyone who had died trying to help me: my parents, Dovain, several Sians from the village we’d hidden at, my guard who helped us escape, and the Katian pilot from the Dashia Hunter’s team.

	They all died for nothing, the voice of guilt echoed in my head.

	Suddenly, I felt like a tiger trapped in a cage. I needed to beat someone up, and apparently FreaShia had been declared fair game by Cassie. At least I’d never been punished for attacking her. In fact, Cassie seemed amused by my beatdowns of the Katian teen, who would have outmuscled any Human—especially since she was one sixteenth Crean-Kobbi Katian. That meant, even though she appeared pure Katian, she had some of the abilities of the genetically- engineered, hybrid, Kobbi race.

	But then, I was only half Human. My other half was Crean-Kobbi Human. Thanks to my bemfornte of a mother, I had more of those abilities, making me more than a match for my feline enemy.

	I prowled through the morning crowds shopping and grabbing breakfast. All my senses were heightened for the hunt. I found her wandering down a long hall. She spotted me and ran. The chase was on, and the longer it took to catch her, the more adrenaline pumped into my system. An adrenaline rush wasn’t quite an emotion, but at least I felt something.

	She knew the Katian guard assigned to me wouldn’t interfere for several minutes, and no one else would help her. She also knew she didn’t dare hurt the daughter of Madam Cassiopia DeConnett while defending herself.

	Did it bother me that it wasn’t a fair fight? No. She deserved a good beating for betraying me. What bothered me was that she couldn’t put up a good fight. While the fights made me feel alive for a few minutes, they never really satisfied me.

	Still, when I caught her, I grabbed her by the mane and threw her to the ground. She let out a distinctive feline growl and bared her claws and fangs. I didn’t shy away. I was quick enough to avoid anything but superficial scratches, and I found the jolt of pain they caused actually felt good.

	We tussled. She got in a few good blows; so did I. Knowing my time was almost up, I stomped on her tail just to be mean to the person who’d pretended to be my friend. Her howl almost pierced my eardrums. The time came and went when my guard would usually pull me off. I continued pounding on here. She continued to defend herself, even to fight back some.

	I pinned her flat on her back. The solid punches to her face hurt my fists probably as much as they did her jaw, and they left me open to her slashing my shoulders. (She didn’t dare mar my perfect, genetically engineered face.) But the endorphins released by the injuries she caused made me want more.

	The nearest lift opened, revealing Cassie. She looked happy. For once her smile reached her green eyes. That worried me. I disengaged from FreaShia and stepped back. I stood there panting, with my eyes fixed on the floor waiting to see what awful thing she’d reveal now.

	I knew I wasn’t in trouble for beating up the daughter of her head chef. This wasn’t an angry Cassie. This was a delighted Madam DeConnett, which terrified me.

	“This one really does annoy you, doesn’t she?” she asked by way of a greeting.

	I said nothing. Cassie always used anything I said against me. The scene from Return of the Jedi when the emperor comes down the stairs encouraging Luke to finish off Darth Vader came to mind.

	As if offering me toast for breakfast, she asked, “Would you like me to have her killed?”

	I fought not to show my shock. Besides rage, it was the first emotion I’d felt in months. She really thought I might cross that line and become a killer. I wrinkled my nose and shrugged nonchalantly. I knew if I said anything, things would only get worse.

	FreaShia froze, her big, green, feline eyes wide with fear.

	Cassie continued talking to me as if the young Katian female wasn’t even there. “Or would you like me to have her declared memfed?”

	FreaShia let out a yowl and dropped to her knees. While pretending to be my friend, she’d explained to me that memfed meant being at the very bottom of a clan’s social hierarchy. You were considered a slave, only one step above being expelled from the clan.

	She extended her arms, wrists up and tilted her head far to one side. The Katian pose of full surrender, which gave the victor two choices for easy slashing. “No. Please,” she begged Cassie. “If I served you well by discovering Twyla and Dovain’s escape plan, then grant me an honorable death.”

	She somehow managed to get her mane, that had stood on end, to lay flat. She carefully showed no fang or claws to Madam DeConnett.

	Cassie was unmoved. She looked to me, “What do you think, Twyla? Should it be death or a life of shame?”

	Despite my best efforts, a smile curled one corner of my lips. I had a way to get my revenge while still doing “the right thing.” Okay, the right thing according to most human cultures. It didn’t matter to me that in her culture such a fate was worse than death. My adoptive parents, Bill and Tina, had been pacifists. They would want me to save FreaShia’s life—no matter how much she deserved to die for getting the guard who freed me and Dovain killed.

	I looked right at her and said, “Let her be memfed.”

	FreaShia let out one strangled cry, but made no further protest. As she remained trembling in her awkward pose, I realized she awaited the pronouncement regarding her family. Becoming memfed can affect just the one individual, or the shame could be shared by direct family members.

	Cassie, too, knew what FreaShia waited for. To my surprise, she looked to me. “What do you say, Twyla. Shall FreaShia be allowed to be severed from her family, or shall they all share in her disgrace?”

	This shocked me even more than Cassie’s offer to have FreaShia killed. She was giving me power—something she’d been very careful to deny me. And this was a hell of a lot of power to wield.

	FreaShia’s mother had been a thorn in my side since my kidnapping, and at least some of her siblings worked for the DeConnetts. From what I understood, a few had enough Kobbi blood to be practicing Dashias. Maybe having their status reduced would reduce their benefit to the DeConnett organization.

	I was about to declare the whole family memfed, when I remembered the slumber party with FreaShia and her younger sisters. None of this was their fault. But I had no sympathy for their wannabe Dashia of a mother. “Just her mother, HelaShia.”

	“Take her away,” Cassie ordered two of her personal guards, who stood back, waiting. “Have her and her mother shaved and their hides branded as memfed.”

	I watched without emotion as the two ten-scar Katian warriors dragged away the wailing Katian girl who was hardly more than a cub. Then Cassie turned to me, and it was like looking at a reflection of my future self. We had the same auburn hair, pine green eyes, soft features, and oval face.

	And now I was starting to act like her. She’d always loved telling me that I couldn’t fight my genes. Like a punch in the gut, I understood why my father had rejected me after coming all the way to Earth to claim me. When he’d seen me as a teenager, all he could see was her.

	Cassie watched the darkness cloud my expression. She put on her concerned mother act, “Oh Twyla, why so upset? FreaShia and her mother will no longer be a nuisance to you. I’d expect you to be happy.”

	“Happy?” I asked confused. Did she really have no idea it was the anniversary of Bill and Tina’s death or was she messing with me? I told myself not to say anything, but the words just came out. “Nothing’s going to make me happy. Not with my parents dead—”

	She shut my mouth with the yank of a telepathic string. “Excuse me?” She stepped closer and leaned in, cocking her head. “Who’s dead?”

	“The people who kept me from you,” she forced me to say.

	“That’s better. Those people. They were not your parents. I am your mother.” She let out a sigh, then shook her head. “I had hoped you’d be over that by now. You are so tenderhearted, aren’t you?” She looked to her remaining guards and a Flagoan, who I assumed was her newest personal assistant. “What am I to do with her?”

	She reached out and took my hand. I tried to yank it away; Dovain had held that hand. But she held me in place.

	“You simply must quit thinking of mundanes as the same as us. We’re so far above them on the evolutionary scale—”

	“That it’s perfectly okay to go around killing them?” I asked through a grief-constricted throat, as she finally released my hand.

	“Twyla, try to remember that most mundanes wouldn’t hesitate to kill you. They want to wipe out our entire race. They hate us.”

	“Bill and Tina loved me. They didn’t care I was Kobbi,” I countered.

	“Yes, enough that they died for you. You must feel just awful about that.”

	I winced at her verbal barb.

	Cassie saw and sensed my pain. She cocked her head to one side and considered for a moment. Then she sent me a wave of pleasure and joy. “Would you like me to take the pain of their deaths away permanently? I could.”

	Shaking my head frantically, I said, “No. No, thank you. Please, just leave me alone.” My parents deserved to be grieved for. And no matter what Cassie said, Bill and Tina were my parents. They had raised me. They had loved me. Cassie had given birth to me, only to torture me and try to turn me into a weapon for the DeConnetts to use. She had taken them from me, but I couldn’t let her take away my memory of them well—even if those memories were mixed with the grief of losing them.

	Cassie yanked away the emotional blanket, leaving me reeling under the weight of the pain. She regarded me with her arms folded across her large chest. “You shouldn’t feel any more for them than you would for the loss of a pet.”

	She raised a hand to stave off my objection. “But you go ahead and grieve for them today. You’ll feel a lot better tomorrow.”

	“May I go?” I asked through gritted teeth. “I’ll be late for my lessons.”

	She gave me a dismissive motion and moved on with her entourage. I stepped into the lift and pressed the button for the level where my instructors kept their offices within the fetshous. A sigh of relief escaped me too soon.

	Just before the door closed, Cassie flashed, If you’re not feeling better by tomorrow, I’ll help you forget all about them.

	•          •          •

	Cassie’s threat left me so rattled, my teacher’s voice sounded like distant buzzing as he stood reciting Kobbi history. Today’s lesson was about how the Kobbi had been stripped of their authority and forcibly relocated to Kobbi Containment Camps. The lecture was clearly slanted to show my genetically engineered race as the victims of mundanes who feared our telepathic abilities.

	Unlike most the Flagoan’s lessons, this one wasn’t accompanied by any holo-vid augmentation. So I sat in a generic office, with a guy who basically looked like an Ent from Lord of the Rings, only much shorter, buzzing like a mosquito in my ear. My guess was Cassie had requested a change in his lesson, knowing today was the anniversary of Bill and Tina’s death.

	But I’d learned the real history of the Kobbi from my true parents. They had taught me that the Kobbi were created as hybrids to bridge the gap between races during a time when race-wars threatened to bring the Paraxous Star Cluster to ruin. They went on to become Guardians, who kept the peace for over four hundred years.

	It felt like some kind of sick irony that my parents died at the hands of Cassie, who personified the reasons the Kobbi race had eventually ended up banned. She belonged to a group of Kobbi, known as Dashia, who used their telepathic powers to commit mental rape and take control of others.

	So where does that leave me? Honor bound to kill myself? I wondered. If I didn’t, Cassie would eventually force me to join the family business.

	Once my Kobbi History Class ended, I considered my chances of succeeding at suicide. How could I hide my intent with her being able to probe my mind at will? How could I take my life when she could take control of my body?

	There had to be a way. Death was a lot better than becoming a psychic vampire.

	Then the music studio door opened. Sir Venor VerVum, premier Cantor of the Paraxous, sat at the mixer singing.

	Any and all thought stopped.

	
Chapter 4

	Sir venor vervum sang my favorite song, [[What am I?]] in Rulso. Like most Katians, he considered Standard too guttural of a language to be fitting for the art of music. Actually, to say he sang is too weak of a word. My former mentor cantored to me with all four of his voices in perfect harmony. One sang lead, while the others sang background and chorus. His voices played inside my mind, bringing warmth and peace.

	In all the months Venor had worked as my singing coach, he’d never completely overtaken me with the power of his cantor. While the hypnotic effect had helped strengthen and encourage me, this time I felt its power mending my soul back together. Despite everything Cassie had done to me, inside, I was still me. I, Twyla Splendor, still existed.

	I staggered a few steps toward Venor, embracing the trance. The familiar music studio, with its various instruments, barely penetrated my awareness. My focus was locked on him.

	The Katian entertainer looked every bit as flamboyant as the first time I’d auditioned for him shortly after being brought to the planet Oweena. His outrageously huge mane and ruff were dyed an electric blue. The holographic garb he wore depicted a spectacular swirling galaxy scape. It took me a moment to realize it was the same holo-garb he’d worn when we first met. Part of me hoped it some kind of a message.

	When he finished, his foot-long enhanced whiskers twitched. He eyed me with his intense feline eyes that matched his blue mane. “Well, child, do you intend to just stand there darkening my doorway?”

	A smile tugged at the corner of my lips. Those were the first words he’d said to me at my audition. I rushed forward and collapsed onto the bench beside him, ready to beg him for another song.

	As if knowing that, he snapped, “I did not come back here to sing to you. I came to hear you sing. I understand your mother went through with the surgery.”

	His mention of the surgery hit me like a gut punch. I guessed the double meaning. Afterall, he was the one who’d warned me Cassie planned to butcher my brain during the vocal cord surgery meant to make it possible for me to cantor. What little control I had left started to crack. Despite all the effort, risk and loss that went into trying to prevent me from becoming Cassie’s puppet, she’d won.

	My temper exploded. “Yep, she slit my cords and whatever the hell else she wanted to do to me.” I sprang from the bench. “I’m surprised, you, the great Cantor Master, are even willing to demean yourself enough to listen to me sing. What happened to you not wanting to have anything to do with an artificial cantor?”

	His eyes narrowed to predatory slits. “And I was led to believe that you had learned some manners.”

	I gave an unladylike snort. “Manners. That’s what you call it. I call it being tired of everyone one around me getting killed.” As much as I wanted an ally, I needed Venor safely gone even more. After what happened to Dovain, I couldn’t risk anyone else’s life. “Holy Makers, Sir VerVum, what are you doing here?”

	He stood and placed his hands on his hips, letting his tail slash the air to show his annoyance. “I’m here to audition you again, obviously. But if you’re not worth my time, I’m on the first flight back to Towerth.”

	My heart contracted into a tight fist. Besides being a Katian homeworld, Towerth was the undisputed entertainment capital of the Paraxous Cluster. I’d give anything to go with him. But for his sake I had to let him go. “Have a nice flight! Sorry Cassie drug you back here, but I won’t waste any of your precious time.”

	Venor cuffed me as any Katian adult would a disrespectful cub. “No one drags me anywhere. Understood, ch’ild? I chose to come here, and I’ll decide if you’re a waste of my time. Now sit.”

	He pointed a clawed finger at the bench, and I obeyed out of reflex. For the sake of the monitors, I said, “You must be daft. Only an idiot would willingly walk into the lair of a Dashia.”

	For that, he knocked me clear off the bench. He stood and set a booted foot on my chest. His mane stood on end and a growl was clear in his voice. “Tell me you did not just call me daft and an idiot.”

	I shook my head denying what we’d both heard. He leered down at me. “Good, because such an insult would have required me to respond rather violently.” He flexed two of his claws in front of my eyes to make his point—literally. “Remember, you do not need your eyes to sing.”

	I trembled. He smiled, not necessarily a reassuring gesture from a Katian, especially one with a long, freshly sharpened fang showing. Then he lifted his boot off me and returned to his seat at the mixer. “Now let’s get started. I need to evaluate the results of the operation. Your sister’s voice is so sour, not even splitting her cords could help.”

	His second reference to the operation sapped what strength I had left. My harsh breathing turned to sobs. “That’s just it, Sir VerVum. She killed me! My body might be alive, but she killed me.”

	Venor made a show of how unimpressed he was with my emotional display. As I ranted, he meticulously combed his mane with his claws. He finished his mane, then continued smoothing his fur coat hidden under the Holo-garb. That’s when I realized it wasn’t exactly the same scene he’d worn before. In the foreground, a Katian Warrior was silhouetted against a dusky sky…a twilight sky.

	In the Katian language Felniez, my name Twyla is translated as Twilight. How had I missed it? Was there some meaning in that?

	Instead of soft sympathetic words, he sneered, “Stop your blubbering, child. From where I sit, you’re the same hot-headed, untamed brat. When you entered looking like a holo-vid star in your fancy clothes, I thought maybe you’d changed. The only real difference I can tell is this defeatist attitude of yours.”

	He watched me intently until I tried to meet his gaze. But I just couldn’t. I thought of how similar I must look to my sister now. My auburn hair was done in a fancy curly do that framed my face and cascaded down my back. My makeup—done by my full-time stylist set off my pine-green eyes end went with my carefully selected emerald pantsuit.

	He let out a dramatic huff. I had no idea how much of his dramatics were for the sake of whoever watched the security cameras, but he honestly sounded disappointed when he said, “Perhaps you are more Human than I realized. We Katians are never defeated until we are dead. And when we know we are to die, we do our damnedest to take our enemy with us so that even in death we may be victorious.”

	I doubted Venor meant it as advice, but that’s how I took it. Since I was already dead, I might as well try to take Cassie with me. Killing my own mother seemed a dark and twisted goal, but it was something.

	It took me a few attempts to settle down and start singing in earnest. When I tried to explain that the surgery had, for some unknown reason, caused me to forget most of the Ruslo I’d learned, he growled, “Child, can you cantor or not?”

	“Yes, but—”

	“Then do it.”

	It took me so long to split my voice while staying in tune, Venor lost his patience. He ended up having to sing with me to guide my efforts at cantoring. Focusing with everything I had, during the next verse, I whispered in Standard with one of my voices as the other continued to sing, “You need to get out of here.”

	Without hesitation he whispered back with one of his voices, “Don’t ever insult me like that again. I’m not going anywhere.”

	Then he abruptly ended the audition. “Enough!” He stood and paced. “You’re nowhere near the level I had hoped, but there is promise.”

	I pressed my luck. “But I’m a fake. An artificial cantor. What about your reputation?”

	His eyes flashed a warning. “I will worry about my reputation. Your mother assures me your performances will not be for public consumption. They are meant for more private affairs.”

	He raised a clawed hand to stop me from pointing out that those “private affairs” were likely referring to the seduction of my first victim as a Dashia. “Besides, she’s willing to compensate me at double my usual rate. And if I decide to take you back as my pupil, you’ll be my only one, leaving me plenty of time to work on my own music.”

	“Venor,” I started.

	“It’s Sir VerVum to you child.” He waved dismissively toward the door. “Off with you. I have much to consider.”

	Once again, his double meaning was not lost on me. It was not a simple matter of deciding if he was willing to break with Katian tradition and teach someone who did not have a natural set of pipes that allowed for multiple voices. He had to decide if he was going to stay, and risk his life again in order to help me, or save his own hide and leave me to my fate.

	
Chapter 5

	The next day i walked into the office of my Advanced Anatomy and Physiology instructor to find Cassie had replaced him as well. Since I’d once dreamed of becoming a med-tech I’d done well on all my assignments, so the change didn’t make any sense. Not until Cassie introduced the Sentagil male sitting on the couch next to her. “Twyla, this is Mattox Long, your Sexual Education instructor.”

	I felt the blood plummet from my head to my gut. When I’d entered, I’d carefully dampened my emotions in order to keep her from having any ammunition to use against me. But she couldn’t expect me to go along with this. Maybe it’s just a test, I told myself.

	With tired resignation, I replied, “I thought I was supposed to finish Advance Anatomy and Physiology in order to prepare for my basic ed exams.”

	Pleased that I wasn’t being outright defiant, she said, “This is part of your lessons. Just because you’re squeamish, doesn’t mean you can pretend sex isn’t a part of anatomy and physiology.”

	“You promised not to push any Dashia crap on me until I finished basic ed.” I forced myself to walk over to her and beg. “Please, I can’t deal with this.”

	She cocked her head and scanned me empathically. She felt my disgust at how Dashias used sex to get their victims to lower their mental shields so they could strip them of their will and complete the bond. My disgust was no surprise to her. When I’d first arrived, she’d forced me to telepathically experience her bonding the local Kobbi Containment captain. Just the memory made my stomach churn.

	She probed deeper, and I let her. There was no point in trying to block her. Unfortunately, she came across thoughts of my adoptive parents and my continuing grief at losing them.

	I told you, I could take that pain away, she said directly into my brain.

	It took all the control I had to respond civilly. “I’m fine… Whatever. You want me to take sex ed. Fine. I’ll take sex ed.”

	She withdrew from my mind. “Of course, you will. And you are very fortunate. Mattox Long is the best in the business. I went to a lot of trouble to bring him here just for you.”

	Mattox Long had to be his public name. I’d learned enough about Sentagil culture to know they didn’t use their clique names except with family, lovers, and close friends. I rolled my eyes at the obvious innuendo. Mattox was the term used for a male character in erotica and, well, long was self-explanatory.

	He stood up to greet me. If there was any doubt about his open sexuality, the way his tailored pants showcased the family jewels made everything perfectly clear. Sentagils are the only race in the Paraxous more sexually open than Katians. If you think green Orion slave women from Star Trek, but with maroon skin, you’d have a Sentagil.

	He may have looked like Robert Downey Jr. in Iron Man, but his lustful leer creeped me out. Unlike most of his race, there was nothing of the typical friendly, laid-back nature they were famous for. Everything about this guy screamed snake about to strike.

	He moved as if to put a hand on my shoulder, but thought better of it. He addressed Cassie as if she were entrusting her favorite dog to a trainer. “I will take good care of your daughter, Madam DeConnett. I promise not to damage her.”

	That’s when I realized the horrible truth. Not a dog, but a horse to be broken in. As if to confirm my worst fear, he took me by the arm and tried to lead me to the apartment attached to the office.

	I wrenched my arm away and turned to Cassie. “You’re going to let him rape me?” I cried in disbelief.

	She put on her mask of maternal concern. “I’m sorry, Twyla. But this is for your own good. You must get over your hang-up regarding sex. I had hoped it would happen naturally. I gave you every opportunity.”

	“Madam DeConnett,” Mattox drawled, “don’t blame yourself. Many new trainees have to be broken in. You hired me to do the job, please trust her into my capable hands.”

	My teeth ground together so hard I cracked a molar. “Not even you could do this, c’assie,” I growled, not caring if the insulting slurring of her name got me in trouble. I’d rather endure any punishment instead of being forced to have sex with this letch.

	But my show of will backfired. She dropped me to my knees with just a thought. She’d take control of my body and make me do all sorts of humiliating things if I didn’t cooperate.

	I bowed my head and pleaded. “I’m sorry. I’m just scared. Not this. Please, not this. Not yet. Give me a little time. I mean I don’t even know this guy.” All I could think to do was stall, and she knew that was exactly what I was doing. If she probed any deeper, she’d know buried under all my fear, was my hope of killing us both before the rape.

	Thankfully, my feelings of fear and disgust hid those thoughts. She gave me a puzzled look. “What is there to know? It’s just sex. And ‘knowing’ Dovain, didn’t help any. I practically served that young man to you on a platter, and you still came back a virgin.”

	I instantly understood the meaning behind her comment. In disbelief, I sputtered, “You knew? You knew where we were hiding the entire time? But how? I didn’t sense you until the night you came and shot up the place. And I’m sure none of the Brassaud betrayed us.”

	“You really don’t expect me to answer that, do you? Now let’s get back to the subject at hand.”

	I was perfectly happy avoiding the subject at hand. Besides, I had to know how she’d found Dovain and me when we were hiding within a Sian reservation clear on the other side of the planet. Then I realized how she’d reacted to what I’d said about betrayal.

	“No,” I insisted. “You’re not going to make me believe one of them turned us in.”

	“For an empath, you are incredibly naïve. Did you learn nothing from your debacle with FreaShia?”

	So, it was someone within the aviary. But who?

	She caught my devastated expression, and I felt how much she savored my hurt. “Now don’t take it so hard,” Cassie said with pretend sympathy. “He found out we were threatening to destroy anyone caught harboring you. He was simply trying to save his people. He was particularly concerned with protecting his wife. In fact, he died protecting her.”

	Dreena’s husband! I pictured Dreena—the regal Sian Elder who’d been so kind to us. I closed my eyes against the memory of the destruction that kindness had caused her aviary. Against the black, I saw Dreena’s husband throwing himself over her as Cassie’s goons opened fire.

	While I reeled from the shock, Cassie grabbed me by the back of the neck and shoved me into Mattox’s arms. “I do not want her visibly damaged. It’s taken me a long time to get my little girl looking so pretty,” she told him. “Oh, and Mattox, no bonding her. She’s worthless to me if you do.”

	Shit, he’s a Dashia. I tried to pull away and follow my mother out the door, but he held me pressed against him as it closed behind her. His overly sweet cologne made me gag.

	He tugged at my shirt, untucking it. I hit, bit, kicked and scratched at him. He actually seemed to enjoy it until my long, manicured nails tore chucks of skin from his face. He picked me up and threw me to the floor.

	My head struck the wall, leaving me stunned. Even so, part of me registered the fact that this guy was a lot stronger than a normal Sentagil. Of course he was; he was a Crean Kobbi.

	“Enough of these juvenile games.” He pulled a tazer from his pocket and ignited it. The pale blue glow of the electrical charge threatened to end any resistance I could offer.

	I rolled onto my stomach, buried my face in my hands and pretended to sob. He knelt and reached over to remove my shirt. I slammed my elbow into his chin hard enough to knock him off balance, then I flipped back over and kicked him with all my strength. He slid across the floor and slammed into the coffee table. He wasn’t the only Crean-Kobbi in the room.

	Knowing the front door was locked, I ran for his apartment, hoping to lock myself in the bathroom. My hand pounded on the release, but it refused to open. “Unauthorized for entry,” the automated voice announced dispassionately.

	Mattox recovered, and once he tired of chasing me around the furniture, he stopped in front of the room controls. He paused dramatically to make sure he had my attention as he set the controls to retract all the furniture in the office.

	Suddenly, there were no obstacles between us. I tried to sidestep his tackle, but he swept my legs from under me. The next instant he was on top of me, choking me with one hand. In the other he held the ignited tazer. I fought to stop the choking and keep the tazer from zapping me.

	We might have both been Crean-Kobbi, but he was bigger and stronger than me. At least physically. Physically, not empathically, it occurred to me. I hurled all my pain and anguish at him.

	He grabbed his head with a scream, dropping the tazer. I picked it up and shoved it into his chest right over where his heart would be. He collapsed on top of me and started to seize, but I kept tazing him. His maroon skin became blotchy and turned strange colors.

	Finally, I shoved him off me. Only then did I realize what I’d done. His face was frozen in a contorted expression of pain. His skin was pale purple and mottled with dark blue stars from burst capillaries.

	The tazer was retailed as a defensive weapon. It was supposed to only deliver a quick electrical shock to an attacker, so the intended victim could get away. It shouldn’t have stayed on for as long as it did. It shouldn’t have delivered a lethal shock. Either it had malfunctioned or it had been modified.

	I forced myself to reach over and search for a pulse. Nothing. I’d killed him.

	I shrieked like a Hollywood femme fatale. When I ran out of breath, I began puking up my lunch. I didn’t want to be a killer. Even if he’d deserved to die, I didn’t want to be the one who’d killed him.

	Security showed up with Cassie behind them to find me performing CPR. With the bathroom locked, I couldn’t get to the med-kit, so I was doing it the old-fashioned way. “He’s dead,” Cassie announced, no emotion in her voice.

	“I know. I killed him. Now get a med-techs up here to bring him back,” I said, my sentences strangely punctuated by the rhythm of my chest compressions.

	The guards looked between me and Cassie unsure what to do. I shaded, then exposed his wide-open eyes to the overhead light. His pupils were fixed and dilated. I gave up resuscitation efforts and just sat back on my heels crying.

	“Congratulations,” Cassie said flatly. “You’ve taken your first life.”

	“I-i-it was s-s-self-defense,” I began. Then it occurred to me that Cassie could have put an end to the fight before it had turned fatal. But instead, she had let me kill Mattox.

	I lifted my chin and stared at her. You really shouldn’t be so happy about turning me into a killer. Given the chance, you’ll be next.

	•          •          •

	I spent the next three days being tortured. My not-so-dear-mother had her guards hook me up to a rack with multiple tazers mounted within it. The irony was not lost on me. Neither was the excruciating pain. In all the movies, the hero goes numb after a certain level of pain. Cassie made sure that didn’t happen. Every time I passed out she had me injected with adrenaline.

	When the torture ended, Cassie stood silhouetted in front of the tiny room off the med-unit in a victor’s pose. “I assume you’ve learned your lesson.”

	I had no idea what lesson she was referring to, but nodded before passing out.

	After several days in a med-unit recovering from the damage done to my nervous system, I woke up back in my room. Cassie sat at the end of my bed. She slipped her fingers into a insta-color nail applicator so they’d match her midnight blue outfit. “I hope you will never be so foolish as to threaten me again.”

	Though she’d said it rather casually, I didn’t miss the edge in her voice. I closed my eyes and tried to go back to sleep.

	“Actually, I must admit you rather surprised me, Twyla. After the fuss you made about how wrong it is to kill, I didn’t think you had it in you. Actually, surprised isn’t the word. I must say, I’m rather impressed.”

	My eyes snapped open. “Impressed?” I stammered. “You’re not pissed at me for killing Mattox?”

	She scoffed. “No. Not at all. Mattox can be replaced. You were punished for threatening me, not for what you did to Mattox. In fact, I’m rather pleased.”

	I stared at her in horror as she continued, “By killing Mattox, you demonstrated you’ve learned a very valuable lesson.” She waited to see if I’d ask what that lesson was. After a minute, she gave up and explained, “You decided your virginity was worth more than a man’s life.”

	“Go away!” I croaked.

	“You do not tell me what to do,” she admonished. Then she sighed. “Besides, I brought you a peace offering.”

	She signaled the guards behind her and they hurried out. A moment later, they returned with a young, Sian male in tow. I knew instantly that it was Vance, even though he was in his true body, not the Human avatar he’d used while living on Earth. I’d only seen my best friend in his real body once. But this guy had the same open beak grin, revealing deep dimples—something pretty rare in the avian race.

	“Twigh!” he cried out, rushing toward me. Vance was the only one who ever called me Twigh.

	“NO!!” I sprang from my bed, but sank to my knees. My worst nightmare had just come true.

	
Chapter 6

	Vance gathered me in his arms and helped me back into bed. “Twigh, are you okay?” My friend had the same big brown eyes he’d had when he’d shown me his true body. However, his wings were in the midst of transitioning from baby white stubs to adult golden feathers. His beak was now nearly proportional to his face and his baby fat seemed all but gone.

	Vance hugged me tight and said something about being glad to see me and how worried he’d been. The poor guy was so relieved to see me alive, he wasn’t even thinking about the danger he was in. He had no clue what was coming. But I did.

	“I’m so sorry, Vance,” I muttered.

	He pulled back enough to look me in the eyes. The warmth of his gaze broke my heart. He saw the pain in my expression and cocked his head the way he always had when reading me like only he could. He gave a nod of understanding and said softly but firmly, “Twigh, I’m okay. No one’s done anything to hurt me.”

	I forced myself to look up at Cassie.

	She smiled, confident that she’d finally won. “That’s right. No one’s harmed your friend…yet. What happens to him now depends on you.”

	Our eyes locked just for a moment. I’d been devastated by Dovain’s death, and there was no price I wouldn’t pay to keep Vance from suffering the same fate. “Just tell me what you want in exchange for letting him go.”

	She faked surprise. “Let him go? He just got here. And he came of his own free will. Didn’t you, Vance?”

	I looked at the nearest thing I had to a brother in disbelief as he nodded. I grabbed two fistfuls of his shirt and yanked his face to within an inch of mine. “Are you freaking nuts?! Do you realize what you’ve done?” I couldn’t believe that my genius friend had screwed up this royally.

	“Are you saying you’re not happy to see him?” Cassie said, pretending to be appalled at my behavior. “While I knew you might have preferred Cameron Donner, I’d assumed Vance would do. Was I mistaken?”

	I didn’t dignify that with an answer. Cassie had threatened to kidnap my high school crush several times as a way of keeping me in line. I released Vance and stood facing her. “You’ve already got me on a string like a puppet. You don’t need him.”

	From her smirk, I realized Vance wasn’t there just as leverage to force me to behave. “You expect me to bond him?” Saying it out loud made me flashback to Dovain’s death. I didn’t have the strength to go through that again, and Cassie knew it.

	She raised a brow and waited. What’s it going to be? Shall I call your sister?

	“Leave Daylight out of this.” Then I heard myself saying as if it was someone else speaking, “You want me to bond someone. Fine. Anyone else. Just not Vance. You let him go, and I’ll do it.”

	Vance’s feathers fluffed like a wet bird. “No!” he shrieked.

	Once again, I grabbed him by the shirt and yanked his face to mine. We were so close we could have kissed; instead, I yelled at him. “I love you like a brother…But shut the hell up before you get yourself killed!”

	Cassie laughed. “Oh, I have no intention of killing this one.”

	I closed my eyes and tried to keep myself from hyperventilating. “Just tell me what you want.”

	“Do I really have to spell it out for you?”

	She waited, but I couldn’t answer since I was about to faint. My grip on Vance’s shirt was the only thing keeping me upright.

	With an exasperated sigh, Cassie said, “Very well. He’s to be your companion. However, if you don’t want him, Daylight would be more than happy to take him.”

	My eyes snapped open as my sister stepped into the doorway. Cassie had kept the two of us apart since Dovain’s death. Unlike FreaShia, I could not attack Daylight. My older sister was the favorite daughter—a good DeConnett—who did whatever mother wanted. That included recently bonding her first major target.

	Out of sheer reflex I shoved Vance behind me and away from her. In the adrenaline rush, I pushed so hard, he tumbled over the bed and fell to the floor. He popped back up and raised a hand when I started to rush to him. “I’m okay,” he said panting a little. “Dang, when did you get to be so strong?”

	Or so clumsy, Daylight interjected telepathically, even as she said, “He’s kind of cute.” She moved toward him, looking over the transitional feathers on his wings. “A little young, but—”

	“Don’t you touch him!” I shouted, posturing for a fight.

	She eyed Vance like a Katian would a piece of real meat. “Why not? I’ll take real good care of him. I promise.” She gave my friend her best seductress smile. The one that had brought Dovain to ruin.

	I was about to attack her just for the lack of anything better to do when Vance commented, “Wow, Twigh, you never told me you had a twin.”

	We had the same hair and eye color. We also had the same big eyes, pouty lips, and soft facial features. But now was no time to explain that we both took after our mother because Kobbi genes are dominant. I swung around and growled at him. “We’re not twins, and you’re not helping. You obviously have no clue what’s going on, so PLEASE let me handle this.”

	He spoke slowly and deliberately, as if I were the one not getting it. “Twigh, I know exactly what’s going on. Your—” he wisely stopped himself from referring to Cassie as my mother. “Madam DeConnett has been pretty upfront about the situation.”

	My heart sank. Could he really be so brave? Could he really be offering to sacrifice his willpower and everything that made him who he was, and still be this calm?

	“We’ll leave the two of you alone to discuss things,” Cassie offered magnanimously. She spun on her high heels and motioned her guards out.

	“I want the audio shut off,” I demanded, then realized that wasn’t how to get what I wanted. I cleared my throat and struggled to sound submissive. “Please. Shut off the audio. You’re asking me to bond my best friend. I’d like to at least have some privacy while we discuss it. You have the video feed, so you’ll know we’re not trying to escape.”

	I watched Vance for his reaction to my mention of bonding. His feathers fluffed a bit again, and he ducked his head ever so slightly, but he didn’t freak out. It seemed he really did understand what was at stake.

	She nodded. “You have until morning.”

	I looked at her confused, pretending not to comprehend her meaning. Her expression darkened. “You have until morning to bond him. Otherwise, he goes to Daylight.”

	“Wait,” I pleaded, desperate to stall. “You can’t expect me to bond him tonight. I don’t even know how!”

	“It’s not my
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