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        Can Thrax deal with his buried memories of past trauma that resurface when he and his partner, Andi, are sent on a mission to a Milking Farm? You’ll have to read Shadowed Past to find out!

      

      

      Andi Peterson is an Agent in the Warrior Location Agency—a special unit created to locate and bring back Kindred warriors who have been enslaved or kidnapped. Her partner, Thrax, is a seven-foot tall Pitch-Blood/Dae’mon Kindred Hybrid who is growly and brooding and completely Alpha. Andi never guesses that her partner has a Shadowed Past until the two of them are sent to the Twisted System—a trio of planets where extreme sexual practices are the norm.

      On Salacious Delta, they must hunt for a lost warrior who has been kidnapped and taken to a Milking Farm—a cruel facility where males are being held against their will and “milked” for their seed. Under the guise of offering Thrax as a “stud” for the farm, they gain entrance to the hidden operation and make a plan to rescue the warrior and escape.

      But what Andi doesn’t know is that Thrax was once a captive himself. Being at the Milking Farm brings back past trauma and torment. When his buried memories comes back to haunt him, can the two of them deal with it together without blowing their cover? Or will Thrax lose himself in the shadows of his past?
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      This book didn’t exactly come out the way I expected it to when I first started writing it but I still like the way it ended up. I hope you will too but I have to warn you that one of my characters has experienced SA in the past. If you think this might bother you, please read carefully.

      Hugs,

      Evangeline
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      “On your knees, maggot! Kneel before me.”

      Thrax writhed uneasily, his eyes tightly closed.

      “No…” he muttered, squeezing his pillow between his fists. “No!”

      “Who said you could look up and meet my gaze? How dare you?”

      “Please!” The sheets tangled around his legs as he turned over in bed, trying to wake. But still the dream gripped him like a fist.

      “I think you’ve earned yourself a punishment, my beautiful boy. Tell me, what should I do to you? How can I teach you a lesson you won’t forget? Oh, I know…assume the position!”

      “NO!” It was a roar, ripped from his throat as he thrashed against the constricting bed clothes.

      Suddenly a hand was shaking his shoulder.

      “Thrax? Thrax, wake up!”

      He threw a blind punch, trying to stop his tormentor but his fist didn’t connect with anything.

      “Whoa, there, big guy!” a familiar voice said. “Come on—it’s time to wake up now.”

      Finally, the dream lost its grip on him. The face that had haunted him for years faded and Thrax opened his eyes to see the worried face of his partner staring down at him instead.

      “Andi?” Her name was a ragged gasp, torn from his lips. “Thank the Goddess!” Relief flooded him and he launched himself at her, enfolding her in a hug so tight it made her squeak.

      “Easy now!” she gasped, as Thrax hugged her to him, nearly encompassing her entire curvy body with his much larger frame. “Can’t…breathe…”

      “Sorry.” As the last dregs of sleep cleared from his brain, he realized what he was doing. He made himself let her go at once.

      “That’s more like it.” Special Agent Andrea Peterson—Andi for short—looked at him with concern. She had long, curly hair that was somewhere between mahogany and auburn, which she generally wore in a loose ponytail, and big brown eyes the color of the Earth liquor called whiskey. She also had the figure of an Elite—a woman the Goddess had blessed with extra full curves.

      A smattering of the tiny pigment dots humans called “freckles” across the bridge of her nose and a mouth that had an extra full bottom lip that looked just made for kissing completed his partner’s face. Thrax sometimes wondered if she had any idea how fucking gorgeous she was.

      “You okay?” she asked, frowning at him. “You took a swing at me, you know—you’re lucky I have good reflexes.”

      “Did I? Fuck—I’m fucking sorry,” Thrax growled. Sitting up on the side of the bed beside her, he ran a hand over his horns. They were short and curved out from either side of his forehead. “Devil horns” Andi affectionately called them. Thrax had them capped with bronze to blunt the points and avoid any accidents.

      “That must have been some dream,” she remarked, still studying him. “You nearly squeezed the life out of me when I woke you up. You remember what it was about?”

      “Huh? Uh…no.” Thrax shook his head, not meeting her eyes. “Can’t even remember it at all, now that I’m awake,” he added.

      Andi stared at him for a minute.

      “You’re a terrible liar, you know that? For a seven-foot devil, I mean.”

      She liked to tease him about the Dae’mon part of his heritage but Thrax never took any offense. He thought it was funny that his red skin, golden eyes, and horns made him look like the human version of the personification of evil.

      Of course, being a Hybrid Kindred, he was only half Dae’mon. The other half was Pitch Blood Kindred and he had the sharp, curving fangs where a human’s canine teeth would have been to prove it.

      It was his fangs that Andi was looking at now.

      “Hey—those look extra sharp,” she remarked. “Have you had a drink lately? You know how grumpy you get when you’re thirsty and we’re about to go on a long mission—you’d better fuel up.”

      “I visited a donor last night,” Thrax growled irritably. “I’m not fucking thirsty.” His fangs were always sharp around his partner—though he couldn’t tell her that—a Blood Kindred’s fangs didn’t get sharp until he found the female he wanted to Bond with. He ran his tongue over one needle point and grimaced as he drew blood.

      Like the monster from human mythology called a “vampire,” the Pitch Blood Kindred needed small amounts of blood from a living donor every few days to keep going. Thrax took care of his thirst on a regular basis by visiting paid donors who allowed him to drink from a vein in their wrist for a few credits, but the experience wasn’t a satisfying one. It was fueling up as Andi put it—nothing more.

      He wondered, not for the first time, what it would be like to sink his fangs into the faint blue vein he could see pulsing just under the surface of his partner’s slender throat. But that kind of intimacy wasn’t part of their partnership—Thrax doubted it ever would be. Andi just didn’t see him in that light—to her he was just her best friend and partner and nothing more. And since he was a Hybrid, and therefore incapable of Bonding a female to him, he didn’t push things.

      “Glad to hear you’re all fueled up because we need to get moving,” she said, clapping him on the shoulder. “They’re folding space for us in an hour and we still need to visit Kat for our costumes.”

      “Yeah, yeah, okay.” Thrax scrubbed a hand over his face, feeling the rough rasp of whiskers—he needed a quick laser shave and a shower before he went anywhere. His stomach rumbled—he needed something to eat as well.

      “You want some breakfast?” Andi offered him a rather squashed looking bagel with cream cheese oozing out the sides. “Brought you this because I figured you’d still be in bed,” she remarked as she handed it to him.

      Thrax accepted the human food—which he had grown fond of—without comment and took an enormous bite. His partner was one of those annoyingly cheerful morning people—she popped up before sunrise with a song in her heart every day. But at least that meant she usually brought him breakfast. It made it easier to stand getting up early when he would much rather sleep until midday and stay up until the darkest hours of the night.

      “Hnks,” he mumbled, his mouth still full as he headed for the shower—First Meal speak for “thanks.”

      “You’re welcome, big guy.” She grinned at him affectionately and Thrax looked back and caught the expression. Andi had those little dents on either side of her mouth that the humans called “dimples”—they made her fucking adorable. Not that he would ever tell her that.

      He finished the bagel in two more bites and stepped into the shower, which immediately came on. It was pre-set to his preferred temperature—one of the perks of living aboard the Kindred Mother Ship.

      Thrax washed his hair and scrubbed his horns and the rest of his body as he tried to shake off the after-effects of the dream. He hadn’t had it in ages—the Goddess knew why it was rearing its ugly head above the surface of his subconscious again after all these cycles.

      The Goddess isn’t the only one who knows, whispered a little voice in his head. You know too, Thrax. You know why you’re dreaming of her…of the things she did to you. It’s because of the mission—the one you’re about to go on with Andi. Do you really think this is smart? Do you?

      Thrax pushed the voice aside, ignoring the hard shiver that ran down his spine which caused his dark red skin, covered in curving black tattoos, to pebble into chill-bumps. This mission was important—he wasn’t going to back out of it because of a stupid dream that came back every once in a while, to remind him of what he’d gone through over twenty cycles ago.

      Besides, he and Andi had gone on similar missions before and it hadn’t bothered him. As Special Agents in the WLA—the Warrior Location Agency—they went all over the universe. Anywhere a Kindred warrior had gone missing, they traveled to try and find him and bring him back.

      The Agency was a creation of Commander Sylvan, the head of the Kindred High Council. It had become necessary after the Mistress of Yonnie Six—a female owned planet—had decided that Kindred warriors made particularly good bodyslaves, mostly because they refused to hurt women under any circumstances.

      But that wasn’t the only kind of slavery the Kindred were forced into. Many were captured and conscripted into the Blood Circuit, a fighting organization that moved from world to world, putting on deadly matches where patrons could bet on who died first. Since the Kindred were all over seven feet tall and extremely strong and muscular, they made ideal Blood Circuit fighters.

      So many warriors had been abducted for various reasons that Commander Sylvan formed the WLA. He favored partnering Kindred with humans, which was how Thrax and Andi had first met. She had been a detective in a police department on Earth and Thrax had been a member of Kindred Elite Espionage Corps when he’d been offered a job in the new agency.

      He’d been reluctant to take it at first, but he had felt immediately drawn to Andi, who had just moved up to the Mother Ship. Her dimpled smile and big brown eyes were fucking adorable and her curvy Elite figure was gorgeous.

      Even though Thrax knew he could never have her—since he was a Hybrid and, at the time, she was still attached to her human mate—he’d said yes after their very first meeting. They had been partners ever since and he’d done a damn good job of concealing how he felt about the curvy little Elite—to Andi, they were just best friends. Which was how things had to stay, no matter how badly he wanted her, Thrax reminded himself.

      Their first meeting had been three solar cycles ago and now Thrax couldn’t imagine his life without his human partner. Andi brought light into his life. Despite some of the grim things she’d seen working as a vice detective on Earth, she was almost always cheerful and light-hearted. He, on the other hand, was what Andi called “growly and dark.”

      The two of them couldn’t have been more opposite, not only in temperament but in size, since Thrax was seven feet tall and Andi was barely five foot three—to use one of the human systems of measurement. She was almost always bubbly and bright while Thrax was brooding.

      He pretended to be annoyed with her sometimes, but the truth was, he loved their dynamic. They just fit together somehow, like two pieces of the same puzzle. Even if he could never have her romantically or sexually, at least he got to keep her in his life as a friend and a partner. That was enough for him—mostly.

      But Andi wasn’t all sunshine—she could get serious when the situation called for it—even deadly. She’d saved Thrax’s life more than once and he had saved hers as well when they got into sticky situations. He knew that he could trust the curvy little Elite no matter what went down and that meant a lot to Thrax—Seven Hells, it meant everything.

      He wondered uneasily if their partnership would be tested by this new assignment…by the roles they would have to play.

      At the small of his back, an itching began…the old burning ache flaring to life for the first time in years. Thrax reached back and rubbed it, feeling the rough scar tissue covered by the thick black ink of his tats. Gods, he had to push this out of his mind—all of it—or he wasn’t going to make it!

      Everything is going to be fine, he reassured himself for the hundredth time. Commander Sylvan said the place we’re going is nothing like Yonnie Six. And even if it was, it’s not like she would be there. Take it easy, Thrax—you’re getting all worked up for nothing. Just concentrate on the facts of the case and forget the past.

      Closing his eyes against the pulsing water that rained down on him, he tried to do just that and go over what Commander Sylvan had said about the new mission in their meeting yesterday…
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      “The Twisted System? Really, Commander?” Andi had raised her eyebrows at their Commanding Officer as they sat in his office learning about their new assignment. “You’re sending us there?”

      The Twisted System, also know as the Kink Cluster, was the nickname the Salacious System had been tagged with—mainly because the three inhabitable planets in the system were all devoted to different sexual kinks or fetishes.

      “I’m afraid so, Agent Peterson,” Commander Sylvan said. “We have a warrior who’s gone missing on Salacious Delta.”

      “Which one is that?” Thrax asked, frowning. “The Male Dom one or the Pet one?” He knew a little about the Twisted System—not that he’d ever been there—but the whole system was notorious for depraved sexual behavior.

      “Neither,” Commander Sylvan said. “Salacious Delta is the female dominated world in the ‘Twisted System’ as your partner so charmingly calls it.”

      “Oh, really?” Thrax felt a muscle tense in his jaw but he forced himself to remain relaxed in his chair. “Never heard much about that one,” he remarked, keeping his tone casual. Which was true—though he’d heard plenty about the other two planets in the Kink Cluster.

      Salacious Prime was a male dominated world where females were owned by their Masters and went around in scanty outfits and different colored collars to show what kinds of sexual acts they were available for.

      Salacious Beta, the second habitable planet in the system, was given over to Pet Play. Masters and Mistresses from all over the galaxy could bring their love slaves who they treated as “pets” there to play sexual games.

      Salacious Delta was the planet they were headed—it was ruled by females and that was pretty much all Thrax knew about it. To be honest, that was all he wanted to know about it. But it seemed they were headed there so he’d better pay attention, he told himself.

      “Please don’t worry—Salacious Delta is nothing like Yonnie Six,” Commander Sylvan told them, referencing the other notorious female owned planet in the galaxy where males were used as bodyslaves and kept in pain collars to force their obedience.

      Just the mention of Yonnie Six made Thrax’s whole body tighten up, but he tried not to show it and only nodded coolly.

      “What’s it like, then?” Andi asked, sounding curious.

      Commander Sylvan steepled his fingers on his desk.

      “To my understanding, all the relationships there are female-led—that is, the woman is the head of the household and has the final say in all financial and family matters,” he told them. “The Delta Salacions believe women are better leaders and planners than males—and that they start fewer wars and conflicts.”

      “Hmm, they may be onto something there.” Andi shot Thrax one of her irrepressible grins. “Does that mean I get to be in charge of this big lug?”

      “Very fucking funny,” Thrax growled, but inside him a mixture of emotions was growing, like hurricane force winds forming into a deadly storm. On one hand, the thought of Andi “taking charge” of him had his cock as hard as a plasti-steel beam in his trousers. He could just imagine kneeling to kiss her panties and pressing his face between her thighs to inhale her sweet, feminine fragrance as she moaned his name. On the other hand, the idea of being collared and chained made his balls want to shrivel up and hide inside his body.

      Don’t be ridiculous, he told himself uneasily. Commander Sylvan said it’s not like Yonnie Six. You’ll be fine.

      “Actually, you will be in charge on this mission—at least, as far as the Delta Salacions are concerned. They won’t deal with equal partners—only with a dominant female who has a submissive male-wife,” Sylvan said seriously.

      Andi’s grin turned into an outright laugh.

      “I’m sorry—a what?” she exclaimed, leaning forward in her chair.

      “That’s what the women who run Salacious Delta call their mates,” the Commander explained with a completely straight face. “Male-wives.”

      “Do I have to wear a pain collar?” The words practically forced themselves out of Thrax’s mouth. He was still trying to appear calm and collected but he had to know where this mission was leading them—and what he might have to endure.

      “A pain collar?” Commander Sylvan raised his eyebrows in surprise. “No, no—not at all. As I told you, Salacious Delta is nothing like Yonnie Six.”

      “So I won’t have to be bound or tied or gagged?” Thrax persisted. “I mean, I don’t fucking mind pretending to submit to Andi—I’ll do it all day long. But I need to know now if I’m going to be restrained in any way.”

      “I have never heard that the Delta Salacious restrain or bind their partners,” Commander Sylvan said mildly. “You seem…upset, Agent Thrax. Is there a problem I need to know about?”

      “What? No—of course not. No problem,” Thrax growled defensively. “I just need to know what I can expect—that’s all.” He noticed that Andi was giving him a worried look and tried to shrug it off by slouching in his chair, as though he was completely relaxed. But inside he was still tight as a wire.

      “Well, nothing like that, I assure you,” his boss said. “You’ll just be looking for a lost warrior—his name is Commander Kier and he’s a Wulven Kindred. His ship went down on Salacious Delta a solar week ago. He placed a call to the Mother Ship, which we picked up and traced to the southern continent, but then we lost touch. He’s no longer answering calls, so I’ve officially declared him missing.”

      “That sounds more like a job for a search and rescue team than a WLA unit,” Andi pointed out. “What if he’s just wandering around lost in the wilderness out there? You said he’s a Wulven Kindred—does Salacious Delta have a moon or moons?”

      It was a valid question, Thrax thought. Wulven Kindred were subject to a lunar cycle—they became bestial on the nights a full moon or moons appeared in the sky.

      “It has several moons, which could cause problems for a Wulven like Commander Kier,” Sylvan acknowledged. “But we don’t think he’s wandering in the wilderness, as you put it, Agent Peterson. We have reason to believe that he was taken by someone on Salacious Delta. Here—listen to this—it’s the last message we got from him.”

      He placed a round, flat, coin-shaped object on his desk which Thrax recognized as a holographic projector. As soon as Commander Sylvan pressed a button on its side, a 3-D image appeared above it.

      It was a male with thick, dark hair tied at the back of his neck. He had a knife-blade nose, thin lips and pale blue eyes. His skin had a grayish tint which told Thrax that Kier was either a Hybrid like himself or he had some Giant Kindred blood somewhere far back in his ancestry, which made itself known in his pigmentation.

      “Day three here on Salacious Delta,” he said. “The Smart-metal of my ship is almost done healing itself and I’ve finished making repairs to the hydrogen-scoop drive. I should be ready to take off for the Mother Ship by tonight—tomorrow at the latest.” He sighed and Thrax thought he looked fucking exhausted.

      “Everyone here has been kind—if extremely condescending. “The females I encounter when I go out into the city for supplies keep asking me where my ‘Queen’ is. At first I didn’t understand, but it seems that’s what the males here call their mates.

      “I’ve had a very difficult time making any kind of transactions, even though they accept standard credits here and I have plenty of them. It seems that males aren’t allowed to make major purchases here unless they have a female with them.

      “They also aren’t allowed to have bank accounts or own domiciles, apparently. I’ve been asked several times where I was staying and if I had a female guardian like a mother or a sister to ‘look after me’ since I’m unmated. I don’t think they liked my answer when I told them I was on my own, in my ship. But it’s none of their damn business anyway.”

      Commander Kier’s voice dipped to a growl.

      “They’re just lucky I’m shut up tight and shielded from the moonlight since one of their three moons is almost always full at one time or another. If I didn’t have Giant blood in my ancestry, my Beast would have come out a dozen times over already.”

      He rubbed a hand over his face and sighed.

      “Goddess, I’m tired! Just want to get home to the Mother Ship. I’m sick of being treated like a second-class citizen just because I’m male! I don’t like⁠—”

      Suddenly a hand covered his mouth.

      Because the holo projector only covered a small area, it was impossible to see who the hand belonged to, but Thrax could tell it was a female’s. The fingers were long and tapered and slim with well manicured nails at the tips.

      “Mmmph! Mmmph!” Commander Kier’s eyes grew wide and it was clear he was struggling but someone just out of sight of the projector was holding him in place somehow.

      “You’re a big one, aren’t you, pretty boy?” a smooth, feminine voice purred. “I bet you’re a big producer too. Why don’t we go find out?”

      The voice sent a hard shiver down Thrax’s spine and he sat upright in his chair all at once as though someone had jerked him into place.

      “Fuck!” he growled before he could stop himself. That voice—it sounded like…but no—it couldn’t be. His mind was playing tricks on him—he was certain of it.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Andi shooting him a worried look but he ignored her and forced himself to focus on the holo-projection again.

      At this point Commander Kier was dragged away—out of the range of the projector. All they could hear were his muffled shouts for help and then the recording cut off and there was nothing but silence in the room.

      “Looks like he was kidnapped,” Andi remarked. “But by who? And why? What did the kidnapper mean by ‘you’re a big producer?’”

      Commander Sylvan looked grim.

      “We’re not certain, but there have been rumors of an illegal male seed harvesting operation located on Salacious Delta’s southern continent. What some call a ‘milking farm.’”

      “A milking farm?” Andi frowned. “What in the world is that?”

      “It’s exactly what it sounds like,” Commander Sylvan told her. “Males are kidnapped and stimulated—forced to produce seed which is then sorted by the sex chromosomes present and sold to various conception centers.”

      “Is that really a thing, though?” Andi objected. “Who needs all that extra, uh, seed, anyway?”

      “It’s how the females who live on Yonnie Six reproduce,” Thrax told her flatly. “It’s the fashion there to choose ‘exotic’ male seed for your heir.”

      Or at least it had been during his brief but memorable stay there, twenty cycles ago—but he pushed the memory quickly out of his mind.

      “But they only want female children—only daughters, right?” Andi asked. “So what good is, er, Kindred seed to them? Isn’t ninety-five percent of it male?”

      “Actually, no,” Commander Sylvan said mildly. “Just as in humans, Kindred warriors produce seed that is about half male and half female—however, the motility of the male sperm is so much greater that a sperm carrying an X chromosome has almost no chance to make it to the egg before about a million sperm carrying Y chromosomes reaches it instead. That is why our offspring is almost all male—and another reason we value female life so highly. Every baby girl produced is a miracle—a nearly hundred to one chance come to life.”

      “I’ve always appreciated the way Kindred treat women,” Andi remarked. “It’s one reason I quit my job in the Tampa PD and moved up here to the Mother Ship. Down on Earth, women are second class citizens in a lot of different places.”

      “Well, you heard what Commander Kier was saying—the exact opposite is true on Salacious Delta,” Commander Sylvan remarked. He looked at Thrax. “I hope that’s not a problem?”

      “No problem, Commander,” Thrax assured him. And he was positive that was true—as long as he didn’t have to wear a pain collar or be restrained, he would be fine—he was sure of it.

      “You want us to infiltrate Salacious Delta society and see if we can find out who took Commander Kier and where they took him—which is possibly to this, er, ‘milking farm’—right?” Andi asked.

      Commander Sylvan nodded.

      “Yes, just be careful. And if he is being held at the milking farm, don’t try to rescue him yourselves. As soon as we confirm his location, we can begin a negotiation for his safe return. What we don’t want is some kind of intergalactic incident that pits the Salacions against the Mother Ship. The Salacious System—or ‘Kink Cluster’—has some very valuable resources we’d like to trade for. So we don’t wish to start a war with them.”

      “So this is just a fact-finding mission.” Thrax already felt better about the mission—or so he told himself.

      “Exactly. Just locate Commander Kier and come back. Of course, if you can safely bargain for his release, please do so—I’ll give you an unlimited line of credit,” Sylvan said. “But if there’s even a whiff of danger or political intrigue, please just report back to the Mother Ship and allow the Kindred High Council to do the negotiating. Am I clear?”

      “Crystal, Commander,” Andi said, nodding. “Thrax?” she asked, since he hadn’t answered.

      “Oh, uh, yeah—absolutely clear, Commander,” he said quickly.

      “Good. Kat is getting your Salacious Delta clothing ready—you’ll be posing as diplomats from Thrax’s home world,” Sylvan told them.

      This threw Thrax off for a moment.

      “My home world? Why?” he demanded.

      “Because Dae’mon Kindred are known to be mostly dominant,” Commander Sylvan explained. “Your cover story will be that you and Agent Peterson are interested in pursuing the Female Led Lifestyle and you came to Salacious Delta because your submissive tendencies made you unwelcome on your own world.”

      Thrax felt as though his stomach had dropped to the floor, but he only nodded coolly.

      “Yeah—being a submissive male on most of my home world would make you pretty fucking unwelcome,” he growled. His insides fisted as he spoke but he willed his face to stay calm.

      “Well, you don’t have to worry about that, do you, big guy?” Andi shot him a grin that flashed her dimples. “You’re about as submissive as an angry bull that just got a good look at a red cape!”

      “Ha-fucking-ha,” Thrax said flatly, even as his midsection tied itself in knots. “When do we go, Commander?” he asked Sylvan, hoping to change the subject.

      “Tomorrow morning—that will give us time to get your clothing ready and your paperwork for entry to the Salacious System completed,” Sylvan said. “I wish you very good luck, Agents. May the Goddess go with you and help you find Commander Kier. He’s a good warrior and we need to bring him home.”

      “We will, Commander,” Andi promised and Thrax nodded as well.

      But inside, he was wondering how far they were going to have to take their new roles and what the outcome might be. For the first time in years, memories he had suppressed were coming to the surface, like drowned corpses floating up from the deep.

      Thrax just hoped that after this mission was over, he would be able to bury them and find peace again.
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      “Hey, you okay, big guy?” Andi looked up at her enormous partner with concern as they walked down one of the many long metal corridors inside the Mother Ship.

      They were on their way to get their costumes for the Salacious Delta mission but Thrax had seemed off somehow ever since they’d been given the assignment yesterday. Her partner was jumpy and twitchy and even more dark and brooding than usual. It was clear something was bothering him—the question was, would he tell her what it was? The big Hybrid was closed-mouth about his emotions at the best of times, though he was surprisingly willing to listen when Andi wanted to talk about her own feelings.

      “Huh?” He looked down at her from his great height and tugged absently at his left horn—a habit he had when he was feeling anxious or uncertain about something. Andi didn’t even think he knew he was doing it. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

      “Because you’re just not,” Andi said flatly. “You haven’t been yourself since Commander Sylvan gave us this assignment yesterday. What’s going on?”

      “That’s not true—I’m fine,” he denied—a little too quickly, Andi thought.

      “Hmm, okay. So that’s why you’re pulling on that left horn?” She nodded at his hand, still curled around the left horn protruding from the side of his forehead. When she’d first met her partner, it had struck her how much he looked like the devil—a very handsome devil to be sure, in a rough and rugged kind of way. But she was used to him now.

      Thrax jerked his hand away from his horn almost reflexively and stuffed it into the pocket of his tight black flight leathers. They molded to his long, muscular legs lovingly, as did the tall black boots he wore. A black leather vest which bared his arms completed his outfit. It wasn’t a typical Kindred uniform, but Thrax liked to keep his arms bare—he said it was easier to fight that way.

      Andi wasn’t complaining—the bare arms in question were extremely muscular and covered in curving black tattoos—as was much of the rest of his body. Her partner looked like a total badass, which was what he was. Andi had never once seen him back down from a fight—he was as Alpha as they came. Only now she was worried about him because he wasn’t acting like himself at all.

      “Is it something to do with the mission we’re going on?” she prodded gently. “You don’t want to be my ‘male-wife’—is that it?”

      “What? No—it’s nothing like that.” Again the denial came too quickly and he wouldn’t meet her eyes as he spoke.

      “Then why—” Andi began.

      “Look, I told you, I’m fucking fine,” he growled, cutting her off. “So leave it the fuck alone, okay?”

      Andi frowned. It wasn’t like her partner to be rude. Terse and to the point, yes, but he actually sounded defensive. Clearly there was something going on with him but she knew from experience that she wasn’t going to get it out of him by poking any more. She would just have to wait and eventually the big Hybrid would tell her what was bothering him. Or at least, that was usually how things went between them.

      “Fine,” she said lightly. “Well, if you don’t want to talk about you, how about we talk about me? I have some good news.”

      “Oh yeah?” Thrax looked relieved to have the subject changed. “What’s that?”

      “Brian finally signed the divorce papers. As of today, I’m free of him.”

      Andi felt lighter just saying the words. The divorce had been a long, drawn-out process because she and her ex-husband had been on a “trial separation” for the past three years.

      The trial was really for the benefit of their daughter, Lindsey. She had only been a sophomore in high school when Brian had come to Andi and said that he no longer found her attractive and he wanted to have an “open marriage.”

      “I mean, you look different than you did when we first got married,” he’d said, wrinkling his nose as though Andi smelled bad. “You’re not as thin as you were—your whole body has changed.”

      “Yes, because I’m fifteen years older and I had a baby—your baby—our daughter,” Andi had told him. “You can’t actually expect me to look like I did all those years ago.”

      “Well, I don’t look that different,” Brian had pointed out. “Maybe a little gray around the temples…” He touched his temples with obvious pride—clearly he thought the gray made him look distinguished. “I heard some of the ladies around the office calling me a ‘silver fox,’” he added and laughed, that irritating, self-deprecating laugh of his that made Andi want to pull her service weapon and shoot him.

      “Yeah, you’re a fox, all right,” she’d muttered. “And I’m guessing you can’t wait to get into the henhouse.”

      “Look, I just want to explore other avenues and relationships,” Brian had protested.

      “No, you want to cheat and you want my permission to do it,” Andi said flatly.

      “It’s not cheating—it’s an open marriage.” Brian spoke slowly, as though she was a dim-witted child he had to explain things to. “That means you get to pursue new relationships too! Won’t that be nice?”

      It hadn’t sounded nice to Andi at all. Her husband’s words had hurt her more than she wanted to admit. She was usually a light-hearted person who could shrug off trauma or insults, but she couldn’t shrug this off.

      The fact that her husband no longer found her attractive because she was getting older and she was a lot fuller-figured than she had been when they’d gotten married stung her like an angry wasp. Especially since it seemingly came out of nowhere.

      Their sex life had never been anything to shout about, but it had been steady—twice a week for almost their entire married life. And it wasn’t like Brian ever pestered her for more—if anything, Andi believed she had the higher sex drive of the two of them. But apparently Brian’s drive was at least high enough for him to want other women—that much was made abundantly clear by his request.

      “I don’t want to see other people,” she’d told him stiffly. “I have no interest in other people.”

      “Well, I do,” Brian shot back. “I can’t go on like this, Andi. And honestly, I think this will be good for our marriage. Being with other people will help us appreciate each other even more.”

      “That’s the most bullshit argument I’ve ever heard,” Andi snapped. “How is fucking around with other people going to help us appreciate each other?”

      Of course, Brian hadn’t had an answer for that—he really didn’t have anything but empty words and a desire to sleep around. But he refused to back down, insisting that the open marriage would be “good for them” though he couldn’t give any specific examples of how.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Andi had said at last, after they’d been going around and around about it for two hours. “You can sleep with other women if you want, but I’m keeping my marriage vows—at least until we’re divorced.”

      “Divorced?” Brian had opened his eyes wide in surprise, as though this was a shocking idea. “Who said anything about getting a divorce?”

      “I did,” Andi said firmly. “If you really want to do this, then I’m leaving you. Not right away,” she added, when he started to protest. “We need to stay together—at least nominally—until Lindsey graduates high school. After that, we’re over for good.”

      She’d been hoping this ultimatum would deter her husband, but Brian had always been stubborn. Once he got an idea about something he wanted to do, he went ahead and did it, no matter how much damage or pain it caused.

      “Fine,” he’d said. “Then we’ll tell Lindsey we’re having a trial separation—how’s that?”

      “Fine,” Andi said through gritted teeth. “But once we go down this road, there’s no going back. The first time you break your wedding vows, I’m gone.”

      “Fine—I get it.” Brian had shrugged—as though the vows he’d taken and the last fifteen years of their lives meant nothing to him—nothing at all.

      “You get it but you’re still going to do it,” Andi said flatly. “All right, but you can’t do it in front of Lindsey. No bringing other women into the house. If you want to sleep around, you do it elsewhere—not our home.”

      Brian had the grace to look at least a little ashamed at that point and had agreed to this one very basic ground rule. And that was when Andi had started looking for another job.

      She’d found one aboard the Kindred Mother Ship. Though it hurt to leave her home, she couldn’t bear to be around Brian any longer, knowing that he was cheating on her so blatantly. She came back to Earth on the weekends and brought her daughter to stay with her in the Mother Ship as much as possible.

      Lindsey stayed summers with her as well and though she was heartbroken over her parents separating, she was a good kid and Andi had never had any problems with her. Her grades had suffered for a single semester and then they had come back up after she realized that both her parents were still there for her, even if they weren’t in the same house anymore.

      Of course, after about six months of trying out the “open marriage” concept, Brian had realized it was a bust. He must have thought he’d have women falling all over him but the coworkers he tried to proposition—presumably the ones that had been calling him a “silver fox”—had complained to the HR department of his company. The result had been a demotion and a formal reprimand.

      Brian hadn’t had any luck on the dating aps either—apparently there were a lot more horny, middle-aged men out there than women who had any interest in dating them. The result was, he ended up getting a lot less sex than he had back when he and Andi were together.

      As soon as he realized this, Brian had come running back, begging Andi’s forgiveness. But she had already moved on to a life without him and had no interest in going back. She’d told him so, in no uncertain terms, and had the bitter satisfaction of having the last word.

      Andi was single now—and she intended to stay that way. She wasn’t going to give any other man a chance to hurt and betray her the way Brian had. As sunny as her personality was, that pain was one she couldn’t quite get over.

      “So you finally did it—you severed your Bond,” Thrax remarked, drawing her back to the present.

      “Yes, I did it. But it wasn’t really a Soul Bond—not like you Kindred form,” she pointed out. “It was a marriage and at least fifty percent of those end in divorce.”

      Thrax shook his head.

      “I still don’t understand how you humans can just leave your mates. I mean, I get not being able to form a Soul Bond—I can’t myself, since I’m a fucking Hybrid. But just leaving when you don’t like each other anymore—dissolving the whole relationship…” He shook his head.

      “Well, it wasn’t my choice to dissolve it,” Andi pointed out. She’d told her partner the reasons behind her divorce—in a limited way. “He wanted to sleep around and I didn’t.”

      “See, that’s something else I don’t understand. How can you leave the female the Goddess sent to you and try to find another female instead?” Thrax asked, frowning. “It would be like cutting off your hand or pulling out an eye and hoping you could find something better to take its place—which of course you couldn’t. It’s fucking ridiculous.”

      “Well, tell that to my husband. My ex-husband,” Andi said dryly. “Look, it’s actually good news—I’m finally free of him.”

      “How does Lindsey feel about it?” Thrax asked, frowning. He was extremely fond of Andi’s daughter and Lindsey liked him too. She told Andi once that having Thrax around was like having a “big, scary uncle—but in a good way.”

      Andi had passed this on to her partner, who had roared with laughter. But despite his amusement, the big Hybrid took his role as her daughter’s “scary uncle” seriously. Once, when Lindsey was getting bullied, he had gone to her school and hunted down the group of jocks who were bothering her.

      “I understand you’ve been saying some fucking nasty things to my niece, Lindsey Peterson” he’d growled, cracking his knuckles as he talked. “I know what disgusting things you’ve been saying and the way you’ve been harassing her. And I know all your names—Jonathon Brayton, Chris Tager, Greg Tanner.” He pointed to each of them in turn. (Andi knew all these details because one of the other students in Lindsey’s school had filmed the whole encounter and put it on social media.)

      “We didn’t mess with her—much,” one of the bullies protested. He was obviously trying to be macho because he stepped up and stood toe-to-toe with Thrax and glared into the big Hybrid’s golden eyes—though he had to look up to do it.

      “Well guess fucking what? Now you’re not going to mess with her at all.” Thrax had gripped the kid by his shirt and hoisted him up until his feet left the ground.

      “Hey! Put me down, man!” the bully yelped.

      “Not until I’m sure you understand me,” Thrax told him. “You’re not going to talk to Lindsey and you’re not going to talk about Lindsey and you’re sure as hell not going to touch Lindsey or even go anywhere near her. You’re not going to post about her on your pathetic little ‘Internet’ either. In fact, as far as you’re concerned, Lindsey is so far off limits she might as well be on the fucking moon! DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”

      He roared the last words in the bully’s face and his deep, rumbling voice was so loud it hurt Andi’s ears—even though she was watching the whole thing on her phone.

      The bully’s face crumpled and he flinched back as much as he could, though Thrax was still holding him up so his feet dangled off the floor. He was starting to cry and there was a big wet spot on the front of his jeans.

      “All right, man—all right!” he’d exclaimed. “I get it—we won’t bother her any more—I swear!” The other boys had nodded and agreed, their faces pale.

      “Good.” Thrax had set the bully on his feet and straightened his wrinkled shirt thoughtfully. “Because you know, the World Council has ruled that a Kindred warrior can’t be prosecuted for maiming or killing a male who hurts a female that’s under that warrior’s protection. Did you know that?”

      “Yeah, sure m-man. I g-guess so,” the bully stammered.

      “Fucking excellent. Because I consider Lindsey Peterson to be under my protection,” Thrax had continued. “In case you didn’t know.”

      “I know now!” the bully exclaimed. “I won’t mess with her anymore—I swear it. None of us will!”

      “That’s good to hear,” Thrax had rumbled. “So now, if we have an understanding, I’ll let you go. But if Lindsey tells me that any of you little assholes bothered her again—in any way—I’m coming back. And if you see me coming, you better fucking run, because you’ll be fucking sorry if I catch you!”

      The three bullies had
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