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Chapter One 
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Kadin

Kadin Mannett slowed the dance of his hands over the controls of his craft and took a moment to appreciate the far-off views of Tantonic. Though it was known as a land of snow and ice, it was currently lush with azure blue vegetation and in the middle of its too short summer. 

The landscape could have been Earth except all its grasses and trees were the color of the sky, and all its waters were fresh not salt. That the planet also basked in freezing cold temperatures for six-hundred-and-twenty of its seven-hundred-and-eighty days in its year was something he tried not to dwell on.

His stomach knotted. Riddich dragons reveled in heat. If any of them was caught and imprisoned here...

He shook off the paralyzing thought to instead focus on other necessary facts. 

The alien planet might have twin suns, but they were a long distance away and so small their heat barely registered. It also meant the gravitational pull was weak and the atmosphere thin. Flying here in dragon form would be arduous at best. Even breathing required more energy, which meant running and fighting—anything that used extra strength—would be much more difficult.

Little wonder Tantonics had such big lungs, they’d evolved and adapted to their environment. And even without fur and wearing the thinnest clothes they reveled in the chilly environment.

Kadin expelled a frosty breath. Though he and his crew wore thermal pants, shirts and jackets, he’d opened the craft’s gills to allow the cold air to slowly filter in, ensuring the entire crew adapted faster to the frigid temperature. Even summer on this planet had a distinct chill in the air, especially once the suns moved low in the sky.

For now it was the least of the Riddichians problems. Despite the planet’s lengthy days, the suns lowered eventually, which meant the rising of the double moons. If the days were long then the nights were too. The moons would be in the sky for far too long. 

Each Riddichian knew what they had to do. Get in and do their job and get out again before the moons made an appearance.

They’d planned the timing of their attack to perfection. Not only was it the hottest part of the year and the days long, the queen had sent almost her entire army to defeat yet another peaceful people on a planet far away. The queen was a power hungry bitch. He only hoped that same need for power would kill her in the end.

Kadin’s life mate, Grace, gasped in awe at the huge mountains below that were capped with snow. And though they were far away they still looked massive. They were easily five times the size of Earth’s biggest mountains, and were basically immovable sentinels to the queen’s lair beneath.

His heart contracted. If something happened to Grace he’d never forgive himself. She was his heart, his soul, his entire world.

As if sensing his gaze, she turned and sent him a tremulous smile. “It’s stunning,” she said quietly.

He nodded. “It’s a beautiful planet.”

“Made ugly by the evil queen and her cold-blooded soldiers,” Asher growled from his seat opposite Kadin.

Marissa sent Asher, her husband and life mate, a little smile. “Imagine how much better we’ll make this world without the queen and her soldiers in it.”

Kadin nodded agreement, his attention returning to his brother, Asher. Sometimes he had to remind himself that their father was dead, and that Asher was now the king of Riddich. “But let’s never forget the people here who didn’t ask for war. The same people who are our friends not foe.”

Asher grimaced. “I’m still coming to grips with the idea. I guess we’ll find out soon enough if everything Xi claims is true.”

Kadin stayed silent. Deep down his brother believed Xi. The king of Riddich would never have risked his people otherwise. Not for anything. That their mission was beyond dangerous had already given his older brother serious doubts. It was only the chance to free any surviving Riddich prisoners that had made up his mind. That and bringing peace to their race once and for all.

The Riddich people had been pushed to the edge of extinction. This mission could see them once again flourish...or be wiped out for good this time. Kadin only hoped Xi and his peace loving people would help them to win the war.

He glanced at his specialized exterior motion cameras which revealed Xi’s craft, despite it being cloaked and therefore invisible to normal vision. Xi and his crew, the Tantonic friendlies, were following them just fifty yards or so behind, slowed to the same crawling pace to reduce air speed noise.

Kadin looked once more at Grace. She smiled and nodded reassurance, but he still couldn’t help but ask, “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

She drew a strand of bright red hair behind her ear. “You know I am. The sooner we get this done, the sooner we’ll get back to our son.”

His stomach tightened at the mention of their son, Jackson. Not that Kadin and Grace were alone in that regard. Kadin’s brother and sister as well as the rest of their Riddich comrades and their mates all had children they’d left behind on Earth. 

Bringing their offspring with them hadn’t been an option. It would have been suicidal. The queen’s Tantonic soldiers wouldn’t have had any qualms about using children against their enemy, just as they wouldn’t have had any qualms about draining their children’s powers then killing them.

Grace smiled uncertainly at him and Kadin mouthed I love you even as his stomach tightened further with anxiety. If it had been possible he would also have left his mate behind, but it was intolerable to be apart for any length of time, dangerous even. No Riddich—male or female—could stay focused while away from their life mates. 

As though reading his thoughts, Baron, captain of the once formidable Riddich army, leaned in his seat to brush his hand over his mate’s face. Piper didn’t say a word, she simply placed her hand over his, and though her dainty fingers and palm weren’t even half as big, her huge mate was putty in her clasp.

Kadin looked over at Valor. The big blond male, a fierce tracker and an assassin on their planet, watched his mate, Rebel, with soft eyes, his devotion all too clear.

Kadin thrust a hand over his face. He didn’t bother to look at his brother, Asher, or his sister, Dahlia. They too were head-over-heels in love with their mates. It would kill any one of the Riddichians if anything happened to their other halves.

This mission was everything to every single one of them. It would either save them all, or get them all killed. And though his brother, the king, had commanded the mission, Kadin had been the driving influence behind it all and instrumental in rebuilding the craft and weapons technology. 

To Kadin’s mind, he was the one responsible for any lives that might be lost in the coming days. It was a guilt that weighed on him like nothing ever had before. Add Grace into the mix and it took everything he had just to hold himself together and appear normal.

Asher read the instrument panel and did a quick pre-landing check. “Craft cloaking has stabilized. Weapons are set and ready. Automated landing gear has activated.”

Kadin released a taut breath. He had to let the guilt go. He had to let everything go if they had a chance to succeed. 

He glanced at Dahlia, the princess of Riddich. As if reading his mind, she smiled reassurance, then straightened in her seat, her face taking on an otherworldly glow in the faint blue tinge of the interior lights, which enhanced the craft’s cloaking ability. She spoke clearly, concisely. “Entering full gravity in three, two, one—“

Kadin closed his eyes momentarily as his craft locked into full automatic function. Manual overdrive would be madness now unless the craft lost all power. There was a faint hiss as the exterior took the brunt of the friction and flared brightly, their momentum slowing even more and the whole craft shaking for just a few seconds.

Kadin’s every muscle ached with tension. Their burn might be brief, but it was enough for them to be spotted by their enemy. Or they might be lucky and enter Tantonic without notice.

After all, who would be crazy enough to enter their powerful enemy’s lair? 

The craft smoothed out and decelerated as it approached the predetermined landing site. A flat tract of land that was surrounded by overgrown plants that might have been Earth trees except they were twice the size of an average oak and the colors were varying shades of blue.

Kadin ignored the sickening twist inside his gut and grinned as the craft’s reverse thrusters finally hissed just a little and the landing gear impacted on the ground beneath with a little thunk. 

The Riddich crew and their mates were either foolish or stark raving mad. Or maybe...just maybe, they were brilliant strategists who were about to make the biggest move imaginable to get rid of the evil Tantonic queen once and for all.
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Chapter Two
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Asher

Asher was beyond glad to be standing on the ground, even if that ground was covered in sky-blue grass that swayed and danced in an icy-cold breeze. He turned back to look at their cloaked craft one last time, ensuring it really was invisible. Their whole mission hinged on staying unnoticed and taking the Tantonics by surprise. 

If their craft was somehow exposed their enemy wouldn’t hesitate to destroy it, taking away the Riddichians one sure bet of getting back home to Earth and their children.

Home.

It was strange to acknowledge how quickly Earth had begun to feel that way. But then even if Riddich did become habitable, he wasn’t sure he’d ever want to live there again. There’d been too many precious lives lost, too many tragic memories to relive.

Earth was a fresh start. A new beginning...if this mission succeeded. If it didn’t...he glanced at his mate, Marissa. His pulse thudded like a bass in his ears. If he lost her then he’d lose everything worth living for. It would only be their son, Brayden, who’d been left behind on Earth, who would keep Asher going. 

And your people. Don’t ever forget about your people.

Turning back with a sigh, he nodded at his crew and interlaced his fingers with Marissa’s before following the Tantonic friendlies to their village.

“Are you okay?” Marissa asked softly, her hand warm in his.

He nodded. “I’m good, as long as you are.”

She smiled, and nodded toward the mountains, her small booted feet tramping down the thick, blue vegetation beneath. Her thermal wear keeping her warm while her breath frosted like a cloud in front of her. “That is enough to keep me going.”

If only what was under the mountain didn’t churn his belly like a cake mix. Not only did pure evil reside in a labyrinth of caves, there was talk of perhaps hundreds of his people imprisoned there too, most slowly drained of their energy and a few others impregnated by the filthy Tantonic fuckers whose evilness was outmatched only by their queen.

Xi twisted around to face them, the jewel at his throat glowing red as he spoke in his weird hissing, raspy voice. “Our people are expecting us. You will be made welcome by them all. They’re as eager to get this war started as we are.”

Baron drew his mate close. “And when this war begins, how will we distinguish the villager Tantonics from the soldiers?”

Xi smiled, his voice hissing and clicking between his words. “The clothiers in our village have been busy making capes from lonaz hair. The cords that are tied around the throat are a skin color, while the cape itself is blue and very distinguishable. The queen’s soldiers won’t even notice our capes from the front until it is too late.”

“Clever,” Marissa said. “I can’t wait to see some of your animals and your crops. And I imagine your food will be quite different to what we have on Earth.”

This was no holiday exploration, but Asher didn’t have the heart to remind his mate of that fact. Let her have her small pleasures for now. All too soon she’d discover nothing about being on this world would be pretty or pleasurable.

Xi nodded. “Indeed.” He swept a hand away from the mountains and toward what appeared to be an endless forest of huge trees. “You will find my people through there.”

Asher nodded, doing his best to ignore the red glow of the amulet on Xi’s throat. It chilled his blood knowing one of his own people had died for it. Not that Xi had anything to do with it. The leader of the friendlies had simply ripped the amulet off an evil Tantonic soldier.

Asher stepped toward the giant blue trees. Though he wasn’t personally familiar with the Tantonic terrain, he’d studied the surface of the world via holographic trajectory and had a bit of an idea what to expect.

Still, it was beyond impressive seeing firsthand the tree trunks that stretched high overhead, massive blue limbs threading through one another like a knitted blanket to form a near impenetrable blanket.

The shadowy, icy gloom was eerie enough without the howling of the screechers flitting from branch to branch overhead that kept a wary eye on them—literally. The one eyed monkey-like creatures were feathered but could do little more than glide. Aside from their extraordinary eyesight, their clawed wings and agility was their only advantage.

The screechers were known to attack lone Tantonics but if desperate enough would attack two or more ground dwellers.

It paid to keep as wary an eye on the screechers as the screechers did on them.

Not even an hour later the trees gave way to a big clearing. To the left a fertile valley was filled with various crops planted in neat rows. To the right a cliff dropped away into another valley, which was filled with even more huge blue trees. Hundreds of huts were perched on the edge of the cliff and near the crops while a monstrous blue mountain stood sentry from behind.

The huts were made from a cacophony of mud bricks and something straw-like. As the Tantonics stepped out of their huts, one-at-a-time, it was clear all of them were male adults, and all of them radiated goodwill.

A sense of calm, of peace came over Asher. All his fears, his all-consuming worst nightmares were now put to rest. These Tantonics with their gentle eyes and warm souls were not the killers Asher had half-expected. 

They were friends, not foe.

He smiled, his heart rejoicing. Kadin was smiling too, his relief just as evident.

It had been a gamble for everyone, but most especially for his young brother who’d vouched for the good guys of Tantonic right from the start.

Then again they’d all had so much to lose, not least their lives and leaving behind their children on Earth. The risk had been almost as overwhelming as the reward.

Xi’s amulet glowed bright red. “Riddich friends, please meet our small but exclusive army of rebels. These are our frontline soldiers, trained to battle against the queen’s guards and the queen herself.
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Baron

Baron stood behind Piper and tucked her close against him. She was so tiny compared to him, but then he was tall even for a Riddichian. If his size had helped secure him the position as captain of the once mighty Riddich army, then war had taught him not to trust anyone. And now that he’d found his life mate, he trusted others even less.

His nostrils flared. The usual rotting flesh stench from the Tantonics was absent, despite their customary ugly exteriors. Not only that, these aliens seemed friendly and warm, as though not one bone in their body was evil.

Xi smiled at Baron. “You are shocked.”

“It’s hard not to be,” Baron conceded.

Xi nodded. “Unfortunately the queen bred out all the soldiers with good qualities. She only allows us non-soldiers to live at all because we’re males and no threat to her position as queen. And of course because our village and others just like it supply her and the soldiers with food and clothes, and all other essentials.”

Baron tamped down sudden alarm. “Does she suspect now that you actually are a threat to her?”

Xi made a rasping laugh. “No. We’re gentle creatures not prone to violence. It’s why we didn’t make soldiers in the first place. Our queen has no idea what we’re plotting behind her back while she fucks her most evil harem of soldiers, lays her eggs and then recuperates by sucking her prisoners’ energy and vitality away from them.”

Xi moved on then, speaking quietly to another Tantonic whose apparent speed made him the village runner. That same Tanonic would then pass word from one village to the next about their plans. The communication was primitive at best but the people here obviously made do with what they had.

People? Baron’s lip curled. He was going fucking soft. Tantonics weren’t people. And until the queen was dead and buried he’d trust nobody on this frigid, icy planet.

His gaze hardening, he followed Xi as he moved on to introduce Asher and Marissa to two Tantonics who would be their personal bodyguards inside the queen’s lair. Kadin and Grace were next to meet their bodyguards, then Dahlia and Lincoln, Valor and Rebel, Wyatt and Misha. 

Xi then turned to Baron and said, “This is Flit.” The Tantonic was huge and reptilian ugly just like the rest of them. But there was no denying the gentleness in his eyes. “He and his mate, Zcie, will be your bodyguards and allies inside the lair.”

Piper glanced around. “There is no one here with children?”

Xi winced, then managed a gruff laugh. “No. We cannot have children without a mate. And since all female babies are sacrificed before they’re adults, we have never known the love of a family.”

Misha gaped. “So how do you have sex?’

Baron grinned. He liked Misha. There was no holding back the truth from her. Except perhaps the biggest question on her lips should be the fact female babies were being sacrificed. Then again, everyone knew the queen was evil. Destroying innocent babies meant nothing to someone like her.

Xi sighed. “Some of us have partnered with males. Others choose to forgo sex until we have females again to repopulate.”

Misha grimaced. “Then I feel sorry for—“

Wyatt cleared his throat. “I’m not sure Xi and his people need to hear your commiserations on their lack of a sex life.”

Baron snorted out a muffled laugh, then nodded at the huts. “Is this where we’ll be going over our strategies?”

Xi nodded. “I trust you slept on the craft. We have allocated just one hour to hash out our plans one last time, have your clothes fitted and go over the map our resident artist created. The map will give you all a much better sense of the queen’s underground lair.”

Piper sucked in a sharp breath. “I can hardly believe we’re really going ahead with all this.”

Baron put an arm around his mate’s waist, fear for a moment blinding him to anything but a desperate need to take Piper away from the war before it began. Then he cleared his throat and said, “I won’t let anything happen to you. The sooner we start our strategy, the sooner we take back our freedom.”

“And the sooner my people live in peace,” Xi added. His small eyes glinted. “I trust you all have a good sense of direction and better than average memories.”

“Of course,” Baron replied.

Xi’s snout curled into a parody of a smile. “Good, you’re going to need every advantage and then some.” He nodded toward what appeared to be the largest hut in the village. “This way, please.”

The hut they entered turned out to be a community food hall. It’d been emptied of all its backless chairs—all the better to allow the Tantonics tails to comfortably overhang—with odd looking skins folded on the tables, alongside blue, hairy capes. 

Piper clapped a hand to her mouth. “It smells atrocious in here.” She shook her head. “Something doesn’t feel right in here.”

Asher drew Marissa closer to his side. “I’m not surprised. These skins are from Xi’s own people. Am I right?”

Baron narrowed his eyes. Even with the indoor gloom it was rather obvious the gnarly skins were Tantonics. He shuddered, revolted by the realization. 

Xi’s amulet glowed eerily red inside the hut. “You’re right. These are skins of our fallen.”

“What the fuck?” Misha gritted out. “That’s dis—“

Wyatt again cleared his throat, stopping his mate’s disparaging remark, then asked, “These skins have a purpose?”

Xi blinked his small, beady eyes. “They do. They will help to conceal you...give you the element of surprise.”

Baron crossed his arms. “Were your comrades aware they would be skinned and used for such a purpose after their deaths?”

Xi’s nostrils flared. “Of course. They were honored to be useful after death. Not unlike Earth people who sign up for organ transplant in case of death. Our brethren were eager to contribute in any way possible to defeat the queen we all loathe.”

Kadin nodded. “Then we respect and admire their sacrifice.”

Asher added, “Their selflessness will not be in vain.”

There was a rush then to be fitted into their skins and capes, so they could all scan and memorize the large map hanging on the hut wall to learn where all the intricate tunnels led. 

Prison cells. A dungeon. Incubator and breeding rooms. An assembly cavern. The queen’s chamber. Sentry posts. Soldier dormitories. A weapons room. A nursery.  A quarantine and holding station. A torture room. A bone yard...

Baron shuddered at the latter. He didn’t even want to imagine that room. Yet as it was the least likely place anyone would visit, it made the perfect place to rendezvous once he and his comrades completed their missions. From there they planned to enter the queen’s chamber and finally eliminate her. 

He glanced at his mate, Piper. She was reeling from so much input, the skin that’d been wrapped around her making her shiver with sensory overload. Though it was natural for breeders to sense other beings, Piper had an extraordinary ability to sense supernatural beings and feel others emotions.
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