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  Chapter One




   




  Knife-like screams cut through Calixte's sleep. She jerked awake, clutching her covers and trembling uncontrollably as her bedroom walls flashed red, orange and blue from missiles decimating the city. Drawing her legs up to her chest, she looked out the window in horror while her father’s space force took off to defend the planet.




  Uriga had come and all Calixte could think is that her home planet, Cepheum, was doomed to death and slavery.




  “No!”




  She flung back the sheets, jumped from the bed, and ran from her room and navigated the dark vacant halls in her sleep gown. The marble floor was cold under her bear feet. Stumbling to a stop outside the Great Room, she pressed her ear against the red stained-glass door. The sounds of battle and the boom of her racing heart made her cup her ear—as if that would help. To calm down, she took a deep breath and held it as she listened to the voices she’d known  her whole life.




  “We need to get a message to Leader Sarin of Indus,” Adviser Ralphdon said, his voice a gravely, deep bass.




  "Too bad Uirga took out our communication systems straight off," Adviser Kaaner replied, the unusual sarcasm in his voice tinged with a big dose of what sounded like fear.




  "We send a soldier, then," Calixte's father, Leader Laborc, announced, his booming voice cutting through the chatter like a laser through flesh.




  Calixte frowned. Sending a soldier was risky. Leader Sarin would probably kill a Cepheum soldier if he entered his territory. Indus had never been their ally.




  The only reason they managed to live in neighboring solar systems was that Cepheum feared Indus enough to be polite. Her father counted on neighborly obligation as motive for Indus to aid them now. Several in the Council asserted blood lust would be a more likely motivation; still they did not contradict Leader Laborc’s statement that their only choice was a soldier. The Cepheum Leading family must remain to negotiate with Uriga in the likelihood of Cepheum falling.




  Leader Laborc’s hard voice slammed through the Great Room, calling forward Soldier Bijkew, a friend of Calixte’s, and gave orders to deliver this message to Indus:




  “Your friend and neighbor, Cepheum, is under attack by Uriga. If it be your will to assist us, Cepheum will be indebted to Indus.”




  Calixte groaned. Her father’s message…let’s just say “friend” was not a word he would ever have honestly used when referring to Indus. Did he think a race with so much against their existence had continued to survive through stupidity? Laborc was sending Bijkew on a suicide mission.




  The sharp sound of Bijkew’s boots as he approached the door jerked her out of her thoughts. She slipped into a shadowed corner, and he passed without seeing her. She had become adept at making herself invisible and here was another instance she found use in this skill. She waited for him to round the first corner before stepping bare foot into the light and silently tailed him.




  Following him on his mission would be dangerous. A voice in her head advised her to return to the Great Room to tell her father what she thought of his plan, regardless of the beating he would give to her.




  She didn’t listen because she knew he wouldn’t listen.




  Laborc had made the plan in arrogance, without considering he had a daughter to send to Indus. Typical. Laborc would not barter his blood to those he thought beneath him, not even for the lives of his people.
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