
  
    [image: Marked as Their Mate]
  


  
    
      MARKED AS THEIR MATE

      
        KINDRED TIMES TWO

        BOOK 5

      

    

    
      
        EVANGELINE ANDERSON

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Marked as Their Mate, 1st Edition,

        Kindred Times Two, Book Five

        Copyright © 2026 by Evangeline Anderson

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places and incidents are products of the writers’ imagination or have been used factiously and are not to be construed as real.  Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. Without limiting the author's and publisher's exclusive rights, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited.

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to a retailer of your choice or evangelineanderson.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.

      
        
        Cover content is for illustrative purposes only.

        Any person depicted on the cover is a model.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Marked as Their Mate

      

    

    
      
        1. Cassie

      

      
        2. Cassie

      

      
        3. Ravik

      

      
        4. Severin

      

      
        5. Cassie

      

      
        6. Cassie

      

      
        7. Severin

      

      
        8. Ravik

      

      
        9. Cassie

      

      
        10. Severin

      

      
        11. Cassie

      

      
        12. Severin

      

      
        13. Severin

      

      
        14. Cassie

      

      
        15. Cassie

      

      
        16. Cassie

      

      
        17. Severin

      

      
        18. Ravik

      

      
        19. Cassie

      

      
        20. Severin

      

      
        21. Ravik

      

      
        22. Cassie

      

      
        23. Cassie

      

      
        24. Severin

      

      
        25. Cassie

      

      
        26. Cassie

      

      
        27. Ravik

      

      
        28. Severin

      

      
        29. Cassie

      

      
        30. Cassie

      

      
        31. Severin

      

      
        32. Severin

      

      
        33. Cassie

      

      
        34. Severin

      

      
        35. Cassie

      

      
        36. Cassie

      

      
        37. Cassie

      

      
        38. Cassie

      

      
        39. Cassie

      

      
        40. Severin

      

      
        41. Ravik

      

      
        42. Severin

      

      
        43. Cassie

      

      
        44. Severin

      

      
        45. Cassie

      

      
        46. Cassie

      

      
        47. Ravik

      

      
        48. Cassie

      

      
        49. Cassie

      

      
        50. Severin

      

      
        51. Cassie

      

      
        52. Ravik

      

      
        53. Cassie

      

      
        54. Ravik

      

      
        55. Cassie

      

      
        56. Severin

      

      
        57. Cassie

      

      
        58. Cassie

      

      
        59. Ravik

      

      
        60. Cassie

      

      
        61. Cassie

      

      
        62. Ravik

      

      
        63. Ravik

      

      
        64. Severin

      

      
        65. Cassie

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        The End?

      

      
        Definitive Reading List of Brides of the Kindred and Kindred Tales Books in Order

      

      
        Kindred Tales

      

      
        Give a Hot Kindred Warrior to a Friend!

      

      
        Sign up for my Newsletter!

      

      
        Do you love Audiobooks?

      

      
        Also by Evangeline Anderson

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MARKED AS THEIR MATE

          

          KINDRED TIMES TWO, BOOK FIVE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Perimenopause, a cheating alien husband, and a zombie bite. Cassie is having the worst day of her life until two Kindred warriors realized she may be the key to saving them all.

      

      

      Cassie is curvy, perimenopausal, stranded on an alien planet, and trapped in a miserable marriage to a cold-blooded lizard man who no longer wants her. When the Hunger Virus turns citizens into ravenous Infected, her husband lets the city cast her outside the gates to die.

      But Cassie doesn’t die.

      A huge, half-feral Beast Kindred rescues her and carries her to an underground bunker, where a brilliant Blood Kindred scientist is desperately searching for a cure.

      Ravik is infected and losing himself to the Hunger…but Cassie’s scent brings him back.

      Severin is cold, controlled, and all science—until he realizes Cassie’s changing hormones may hold the key to saving them all.

      Now Cassie is trapped between two massive Kindred warriors, a deadly virus, and a forbidden bond that could save them…or destroy every rule their people have ever lived by.

      Beast Kindred don’t share mates. Blood Kindred don’t either.

      But Cassie may be the one woman who changes everything.
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      “Don’t do this, Sskarth—please, I’m begging you! Don’t let them put me outside the city gates!”

      Cassie faced her husband, her hands clasped over her pounding heart, her eyes filled with tears of pure panic. All around her, the Visskous hissed their disapproval. They were a cold-blooded people—literally, since the inhabitants of Visslick Prime were lizard-like both in appearance and in biology.

      She’d thought that Sskarth was so handsome and exotic when she met him on the Kindred Mother Ship. He had a sleek, slim body with a swimmer’s build and his purple scales flashed with iridescent brilliance when the light caught them just right.

      He had thought that Cassie was exotic too, apparently—a prize to be won and brought back to his home world for display. The Visskous were a jealous people and there was nothing they liked more than having something exclusive that everyone else would admire and envy.

      At first, Cassie had been a trophy wife—a human female from another galaxy—so unusual and unique that every other male envied Sskarth. He had a mate unlike any other woman on the planet and everything about her was considered odd and exciting. From the “silk” she grew from the top of her head to the pale, scaleless skin that covered her curvy frame, it seemed that every Visskous male who saw her wanted her.

      That had been nice…for a while. Before coming to work on the Mother Ship and meeting Sskarth—who was visiting to establish trade relations with the Kindred—she’d been married for twenty years to a husband who didn’t appreciate her.

      Mitchell, her ex, had been a total misogynist who had believed a woman’s job was having babies and making sandwiches. It had taken Cassie ten years to realize what a jerk he was and then ten more years after that to finally get away from him. She waited until her last son was in college and then she filed for divorce and applied for a job on board the Kindred Mother Ship on the same day.

      If only she would have stayed there, she wouldn’t be in this position now, she thought, looking around at the bad-tempered lizard people, all flicking their forked tongues at her and hissing their displeasure and disapproval. She might even have found a nice Kindred warrior to settle down with. Even though she was past 40 by then, there were still Kindred who might have been interested.

      But then Sskarth came into the picture. He wooed her with his extravagant wealth and promises that they would “live in a city of crystal spires together and love until the end of time.” After years spent with a taciturn asshole like Mitch, Cassie’s head had been completely turned by the overwhelming romance and what she now understood was love bombing of the alien male. She had agreed to join with Sskarth and go live with him on Visslick Prime.

      And now she was regretting it because she was about to be put outside the gorgeous Crystal City to die.

      “Please Sskarth!” she begged again. “I’m your mate! You can’t just put me outside the walls because I’m not a Visskous!”

      “But how do we know you won’t catch the disease and spread it?” one of the lizard women demanded, giving her a hard stare through her slitted eyes. She was distinguishable from the males only by the limp, leathery crest of skin that started at her forehead and ran down the middle of her skull like a flaccid Mohawk.

      “What makes you think I’d catch it or spread it?” Cassie asked in exasperation. “I’m not even Visskous—I probably can’t even get it.”

      “Then you won’t mind living outside the city gates with the Infected,” the woman hissed, her forked tongue flickering in satisfaction. “Since you don’t think you’d be affected by the Rotting Disease.”

      “I never said that!” Cassie protested, horrified. “Just because I might not be susceptible to the disease, doesn’t mean I want to be exposed to it!”

      Or torn apart by the Infected, she thought but didn’t say because the thought was too horrible to speak aloud.

      The Rotting Disease—also known as “The Hunger”—had first appeared on Visslick Prime a little over a year ago. It started with a whitening of the eyes—a kind of film grew over the pupils and irises of the victims, giving them a dead-eyed stare that was horrible to behold. Next came the red streaks around the mouth and nose that looked almost like blood—hence the name “blood sign” as the Visskous had dubbed it.

      After that, the Hunger appeared—a ravenous, gnawing desire for living flesh, gnawed right off the bone. Once that happened—once the victim took his or her first bite of living flesh from a victim—it was all over. They became a mindless zombie-type creature—a walking corpse wandering aimlessly in search of living victims to cannibalize. Gradually their flesh became affected, rotting off their bones, but they kept on going, searching for their next feeding ground—their next mindless meal.

      Cassie didn’t think she’d be affected by The Hunger…but she didn’t want to find out for sure. And she also didn’t want to become a meal for the Infected.

      “Please,” she begged again, appealing to Sskarth. “I’m your wife—your mate—you swore to protect me and keep me safe and close to you. It was part of our Joining ceremony vows!”

      Her Visskous husband shrugged—an oddly snake-like gesture.

      “That was then—it’s been five years since we Joined. I think it’s about time we parted, Cassandra, my dear.”

      “But not like this!” she begged. “Don’t put me out for the Infected—let me try to send a message back to the Mother Ship. The Kindred will come get me—I worked for them. They won’t abandon me.”

      Unlike the worthless, slimy lizard husband she’d Joined with, the Kindred were loyal to their women.

      He sighed, his forked tongue flickering from his lipless mouth.

      “Alas, my dear, the interstellar communications array is broken and the closest one is in Sshiboleth, which was overrun months ago. We cannot call for help. All we can do is stay behind the city walls and wait for the Infected to die off. But as you know, food and water are limited.”

      “And precious resources shouldn’t be wasted on ugly, scaleless off-worlders,” hissed the female Visskous. She looked Cassie up and down contemptuously. “Especially those who can’t even regulate their body temperature anymore!”

      Cassie turned on her husband.

      “What? You told her about my hot flashes?”

      She’d been having them for several months now—the miserable symptoms of perimenopause that she couldn’t do anything about since the Visskous had no human medicine to give her to regulate her hormones. She would have gone back to the Mother Ship for treatment, but by that time the outbreak was in full swing with the Rotting Disease sweeping over the entire planet. The Infected had overrun the airfields and spaceports, so there was no way to get out.

      Unfortunately, it turned out that being unable to regulate your body temperature was considered a sign of poor breeding on Visslick Prime. The first time she’d woken up beside Sskarth covered in sweat, he’d hissed in disgust as though she’d peed the bed.

      After that, he no longer slept in the same bed with her—or even the same bedroom. Not that Cassie minded—by that time she had fallen completely out of love with her Visskous husband—if she’d ever really been in love in the first place. Also, sleeping beside him was like sleeping beside a scaly lump of living ice. The Visskous were naturally cold-blooded, which meant cuddling with one was extremely unpleasant—a fact Cassie had learned only after she’d gotten Joined to Sskarth and moved to his home planet.

      And apparently, the feeling was mutual. Sskarth always complained about how hot she was—how her body temperature was abnormally high. Now that she was having hot flashes, he hated being near her at all. He also said she “smelled” which was rich, considering that he and the other lizard-like Visskous always stunk unpleasantly like the reptile house at the zoo to Cassie.

      She wondered now why she had stuck it out for so long—why she had stayed stubbornly on Visslick Prime when she ought to have dissolved her union with Sskarth and called the Mother Ship for a transport home ages ago. Maybe she didn’t want to admit defeat—or to give up on another marriage. Her ex, Mitch, had made her feel horrible when she divorced him, claiming she was evil and cruel for “deserting him and the kids,” even though all the kids were away at college by the time she finally left.

      Now Cassie wished she’d been a little less stubborn. She was stuck on an alien planet, light years from home during a zombie outbreak and her husband was about to put her outside the safety of the city walls to be eaten by the Infected all because she was going through perimenopause.

      It seemed equal parts surreal and unfair, but it was going to be her fate if she couldn’t convince Sskarth to keep her safe.

      “You understand, darling,” he said now, giving her that charming little, “I’m so sorry’ half-smile that had won her heart five years ago. “The resources here have been collected by my people for my people—they don’t want to waste them on an off-worlder. Especially a defective one who can’t lay eggs.”

      “You knew I couldn’t lay eggs for you when you married me!” Cassie exclaimed angrily. “I told you I was past that part of my life—and that I was biologically incapable of actually laying an egg—and you said you didn’t mind.”

      “And I didn’t…but now I do. Because once the Infected all die off, we’ll have to repopulate the planet. How can I do that unless I have a young, fertile mate who can lay me a large clutch of eggs?” Sskarth put his arm around the female Visskous who had been glaring at Cassie and pulled her close. “A mate like Sskilla, here.”

      Suddenly, it all made sense. Her dog of a lizard-man husband had been cheating on her with this little hussy with the purple fringe!

      Cassie felt a hot flash of anger…followed by a cold wash of despair. There was no way he was going to speak up for her now—no way he would try to save her. Not when he already had another mate lined up who was hot to bear him lots of young—or “lay him a large clutch of eggs,” as he put it.

      “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to go.” One of the guards stepped forward and took her by the arm.

      “He’s right, unfortunately.” Sskarth made a sad face, as though he’d just found out the entertainment vid he wanted to watch was going to be delayed or the gortha steak he’d ordered had been overcooked. “There’s just no place for a washed up, has-been human who’s losing her fertility in the New World Order that’s coming,” he said.

      “But…but you promised—you swore during our Joining ceremony—” Cassie began desperately.

      “All vows taken in happier times must be declared null and void during this time of trauma, I’m afraid,” Sskarth cut in smoothly. “You understand, darling—extenuating circumstances and all that.”

      “But—” Cassie began again, but she was already being dragged away by the guard who had grabbed her arm.

      “Hey, let me go!” She fought and twisted, trying to get free. If only she could escape her captors, she could run and hide somewhere. They’d already started rationing food in the Crystal City, but she was sure she could find enough to eat to survive until she could contact the Kindred somehow.

      However, it wasn’t to be. A second guard joined the first, grabbing her other arm and the two of them marched her to the gates of the city.

      The Crystal City had a triple-locking gate with three different sections to ensure that no Infected could enter. Even if they had managed to get past the three locking sections, they would have been stopped by the slippery, crystal wall that surrounded the entire city complex. It was a hundred feet tall, rising to the sky in glittering splendor—the best defense anyone could wish for against the brainless, ravenous Infected, who couldn’t figure out how to turn a doorknob, let alone scale a steep crystal monolith.

      Which was why I thought I’d be safe! Cassie thought desperately as they airlocks whooshed open one by one and the guards dragged her through the three, interlocking gates. Even when the sickness overran the entire planet, I was sure I’d be safe in Crystal City!

      How wrong she had been. She shouldn’t have been fearing the zombie hordes but her own cheating bastard of a lizard-man husband all along. Sskarth hadn’t been a bit reluctant to part with her—on the contrary, she’d gotten the definite feeling that he was happy to get rid of her so neatly so he could be with his lizard mistress.

      And then they reached the last airlock and all other thoughts were wiped from her mind as the guards waited until the gate was barely open and thrust her through it.

      The minute she was on the other side, they shut the gate again. It closed with a hiss of air being re-pressurized and Cassie realized something horrible.

      She was on her own and no one was coming to save her.
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      Panic took over, buzzing in her brain like a trapped insect.

      “Sskarth, don’t do this! Let me back in—please, somebody, let me back in!” she wailed, pounding on the gates.

      Behind them, she heard the sound of hissing laughter.

      “Scream louder, off-worlder,” one of the guards who had put her out said. “The Infected love the flavor of terrified flesh and you’re bringing them right to you.”

      That was enough to shut Cassie up. They were right, she realized belatedly—as incapacitated as they were by the horrible Hunger Virus, the Infected had acute hearing. They would be alert for the sounds of someone screaming or crying.

      Have to get someplace safe—have to hide! she thought desperately. Surely she could find someplace where there was still food and shelter. There must be other Visskous, who lived outside the city, still hiding from the Infected.

      Right, like they’re going to take you in, whispered a skeptical little voice in her head. You’re an off-worlder—remember? And you’re of no use to them since you can’t breed with one of the males to make offspring or lay them any eggs.

      Cassie knew the voice was right, but she had to at least try—she wasn’t ready to die yet. If anything, being in perimenopause had made her more determined to live. She wasn’t going to die until she got her hormones regulated, damn it!

      She turned away from the gates…only to find that she was too late. There was already a herd of Infected coming up over the hill. Their horrible white eyes were fixed on her and their sharp teeth were gnashing. Chunks of flesh were falling off their bodies in places but they were moving pretty quickly, for all of that.

      “Oh, shit!” Cassie breathed. Her legs felt like they had turned to water as she looked around desperately for a place to hide or run to.

      The land around the Crystal City was littered with junk—hovercars that had crashed and been left to rot and a land road that was clogged with ground traffic which was in a similar state of disrepair.

      She supposed she could try to hide in one of the vehicles, but if the Infected saw her go into one, they would gather around it and either tear it apart to get to her or—if they couldn’t get in—would simply wait there until she died of thirst and hunger.

      Never had she regretted her choice to marry and move to a whole different planet in a whole different galaxy more bitterly. But it was too late now—all she could do was run and hope to God she found someplace to hide that the Infected couldn’t follow. It was going to be nightfall soon—maybe the darkness would help her.

      Since they had already seen her, she took off at a dead run. But she wasn’t exactly dressed for exercise. When the mandatory meeting had been called, she’d been wearing nothing but a nightgown, which barely came down past her thighs. She’d thrown a matching silky robe over it and put on some slippers, but she hadn’t had time to change into decent clothing before the guards demanded she and Skkarn come out to attend the gathering.

      Cassie didn’t even like the nightgown and robe combo—even if she hadn’t been running for her life in it. One of the aggravations of living on Visslick Prime was that there were no Earth Clothes to be found. All of the outfits for women had a hole in the back for a tail to go through. Or the hem was so high it showed her lady bits. The Visskous had sex organs that were completely internal and hidden by their scaly skin, which was why it wasn’t considered improper to go around flashing your crotch.

      Cassie’s visible sex organs—her breasts and pussy—had been a source of excitement for Sskarth when they first got Joined. However, he gradually lost interest and ever since she’d started having hot flashes he had made several remarks about how distastefully “hot and wet” she was between her legs. Apparently, Visskous females had nothing but a dry, sandy slit which later turned into an egg-carrying pouch where they incubated their eggs.

      Which was a round-about way of saying that Cassie was flashing her ass as she ran because she was wearing a nighty made for a lizard woman with no visible sex organs. And why in the world were such inane thoughts running through her head while she was running for her life? Cassie didn’t know—maybe it was her mind trying to fend off the panic that was threatening to swallow her whole. Or maybe⁠—

      Her thoughts cut off abruptly as she dodged around a fallen hovercraft and found herself face-to-face with a huge, ugly Infected.

      It was a male Visskous—she could see that because he didn’t have a leathery crest on his head. His eyes were milky white and glaring at her—or at least one of them was. Horribly, the left side of his face had rotted and the left eye was hanging from its socket, bouncing against the rotted flap of a cheek where sharp teeth were visible through the disintegrating flesh.

      Cassie stopped, stunned for a moment but the Infected didn’t pause for a moment. He lunged for her, his long teeth snapping.

      “Get away!” Cassie shouted and threw up her left arm to ward him off.

      She meant to knock his head aside and dart around him, but the Infected male bit her—sinking his long fangs into the flesh of her forearm, right below the elbow.

      Pain lanced through her as blood ran down her arm and she screamed breathlessly as she tried to pull free.

      He’ll give it to me—I’ll become one of the Infected too! her mind was yammering. Or else he’ll kill me and eat me. He’ll tear me apart! Oh God, please no—please save me! Help me get away—send me help!

      She didn’t know if she was really praying or even who she was praying to but suddenly an enormous fist came down on top of the Infected male’s head.

      The force of the blow caused the teeth that had been clamped on her arm to open and the Infected male fell to the ground, his white eyes rolling up in his head.

      “Oh, thank you so mu—” Cassie began, but the words died abruptly in her throat when she saw her rescuer.

      He wasn’t a Visskous and he wasn’t human either—he was a Kindred warrior and he was absolutely huge.

      Cassie stared up at him—way up. The warrior had long black hair and blazing golden eyes that had been dimmed by a white film. She felt her heart freeze in his chest—was he infected too?

      Cassie looked for the blood-sign around his nose and mouth but it was impossible to see if he had it, since he was wearing a huge black respirator that covered half his face. It also made him look even more terrifying—which was something, considering he was already a seven-foot tall mountain of muscle.

      “Uh, hi there, big guy,” she said uneasily, taking a step back from him. “Look, I appreciate you saving me, but…”

      She trailed off because it was clear the huge warrior wasn’t listening. He took a step towards her and leaned down, his milky eyes fastening on hers. His irises weren’t completely opaque yet—she could still see the glint of gold behind the film that made her wonder if maybe he was a Beast Kindred. Was he halfway infected? The Hunger Virus could be dormant in a person’s system for weeks before it took full effect. Was he on his way to full Infected status?

      “Hey,” she said, trying to talk to him again, though she had no idea if he could understand her. “Hey, like I said, it was nice of you to save me but now I think it’s time we went our separate ways. I mean, we can’t just⁠—”

      The words died in her throat because he reached up and pulled down the mask. He leaned towards her and for a moment, she was sure he was going to bite her. Instead, he pressed his face to the side of her head and inhaled deeply.

      When he pulled back, the gold in his eyes seemed a little brighter…a little less obscured by the milky film. And he uttered one low, rumbling word⁠—

      “MINE.”

      Then he bent down and wrapped one huge arm around Cassie’s knees. Before she could even protest, he swung her up over one broad shoulder like she was a sack of flour.

      “Hey!” she cried breathlessly. “Hey!”

      But the giant Kindred didn’t seem to hear. He was already moving—jogging along at a steady pace, weaving between the damaged and defunct vehicles with Cassie bouncing on his shoulder, her long brown hair swirling in the wind as the breath was knocked out of her by his steady gait.

      Her arm where the Infected had bitten her was stinging fiercely, but she barely noticed. She was too busy trying to figure a way out of this situation.

      But no matter how she shouted and struggled and pounded on the Kindred warrior’s broad back with her fists, he seemed completely unaffected and she couldn’t get loose. His grip on her thighs was too tight and also she was afraid to go completely crazy—what if he dropped her on her head? He was so tall it would be a long way to fall.

      It seemed there was nothing she could do—he was taking her somewhere else and she couldn’t get free to stop him.

      Cassie just prayed he wasn’t planning to eat her.
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      Smells good…smells right. Mine—must keep safe. Must not let go. Mine…my mate…MINE.

      Such were the thoughts running through Ravik’s diseased brain as he jogged through the Dead Zone territory, making sure to keep a firm grip on the struggling female over his shoulder.

      She was shouting something—something he was sure he ought to understand. It seemed to him that mouth noises used to make sense. They still did sometimes, when they came from Severin. When his partner spoke, Ravik listened and he could still understand him…most of the time.

      But the human woman over his shoulder—he thought she was human anyway—was making noises that didn’t make sense to him. He only knew that she smelled right—smelled like a female who could be his mate—and so he had to take her. He didn’t remember much of the past or how he and Severin had gotten here or why they had come in the first place, but the scent of a female who could be a mate was undeniable. And there was something special about this one, too—something that drew him to her.

      Mature Elite.

      The words flashed in his mind and were gone again before he could grasp them and find out what they meant. He only knew she was special and important and he had to keep her safe from the Infected, who roamed the Dead Zone.

      Several times on the way back to the bunker, an Infected tried to get in his way—tried to take his woman. Ravik strong-armed them out of the way, punching and shoving his way through and moving quickly to keep their grasping hands from latching onto his female. He heard her scream in terror several times, but there was no note of pain in her tone, so he kept going.

      At last, after looping around the territory to make sure none of the Infected were following, he came to the hidden entrance of the Bunker. There was a loompa tree standing to one side, its spreading purple branches hiding the steel panel. Ravik brushed them away and stepped up to the ocular scanner. He pressed the call button and waited.

      After a moment, a green light came on and he heard a familiar voice.

      “Ravik? Is that you? What do you have over your shoulder?”

      Ravik put the struggling female down. Keeping a firm grip on her, he turned her so she was facing the hidden camera. Then he dug deep inside himself, trying to find the words.

      “Wo-man,” he said at last. “Hu-man. Mate.”

      “You spoke!” Severin’s voice sounded surprised. “You haven’t spoken for three solar months, at least!”

      “Woman,” Ravik repeated, more sure of himself this time. “Mine,” he added, for good measure.

      “Well, we’ll just see what she says about that,” Severin remarked.

      At that point, the human woman began making mouth noises again—this time she seemed to be speaking to the camera.

      “Grabbed me…need help…from Earth,” were a few of the words that Ravik actually caught. He frowned, trying to put them together. They almost made sense. In fact, his head felt less fuzzy than it had in weeks. There was something about the human woman—something about her scent that seemed to clear his mind. He listened intently, hoping to find out more about her but she was speaking so rapidly now, Ravik couldn’t follow.

      “Infected?” he heard Severin ask.

      The woman shifted from foot to foot and tugged at the arm of her short, silky robe, which barely came down to mid-thigh. She had gorgeous thick thighs and a juicy behind, Ravik noticed—he had always loved a woman with a big ass.

      The thought surprised him because in the past few months, he hadn’t thought about women at all. As the gray fog crept over his brain and the white film covered his eyes, he thought less and less about anything. But now, standing so close to the human woman and breathing in her sweet, unique scent, he could feel the fog lifting and his interest in women and life in general coming back.

      What was happening to him?

      He had no answers and before he could make sense of the situation, he heard Severin say,

      “All right, Ravik, I’m opening the door. Bring her in to the decontamination suite.”

      Then the steel door slid open and he was pushing the little female inside. Maybe Severin would know what was happening to him—he hoped so because he had no hope of figuring it out himself.
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      Severin waited at the door of the decontamination suite, which was the very first room in the underground bunker where he and Ravik had been staying for these past five months. The idea being that if someone was found to be infected, they could be cast back out into Dead Zone immediately.

      There were some who might say he should have cast Ravik out.

      Severin knew it was true. As a Blood Kindred, he was cold and logical—he knew that he should have locked the door against the big Beast Kindred the minute he got scratched by one of the Infected.

      But Ravik was his best friend as well as his long-time partner. They’d been to too many worlds together on too many missions to count and both of them had saved each other’s lives many times over. Besides, Severin was a Xeno-virologist and if anyone could beat the Hunger Virus, he could—or so he told himself.

      So he kept Ravik with him. Even when the big Beast Kindred wanted to go out and die, he talked him out of it.

      “I’m going to turn and when I do, I’ll kill you,” Ravik had said dully, eyeing the ugly scratch on his broad chest where an Infected had gotten him during a supply run. “Let me go out now, Sev. It’s better that way—at least one of us will live.”

      “Beast Kindred are strong healers and the virus takes months to incubate—that’s how it was able to spread so fast,” Severin had argued. “Everyone on this benighted planet was infected before they even knew they had it. Give me time to work on an antidote—I’m sure I can crack this thing!”

      He’d spoken with more confidence than he felt—the Hunger Virus moved and mutated with startling speed. It was constantly making more variations of itself to fight the various antidotes he developed in the lab. But Sev refused to give up. Every day he worked from early morning to far into the night, trying new combinations. He was close to a cure—he could feel it. But there seemed to be something missing—some ingredient he didn’t have, though the bunker had a fully stocked lab, since it had been a science retreat before it had become their refuge of last resort.

      At any rate, he’d been able to slow down the progression of the virus, but not stop it completely. Which was why, little by little, day by day, he had to watch his best friend slowly lose himself to the Hunger.

      Every day he asked himself if this was the day that Ravik would attack—the day he ought to send the big Beast Kindred out of the bunker for supplies or spare parts and not let him come back in. Severin was muscular—though at six-foot-six, he was considered short for a Kindred male—but Ravik was seven-foot-one and outweighed him by a hundred pounds of pure muscle. If the Hunger virus took over his brain completely and he went berserk and attacked, Sev probably wouldn’t stand a chance against him.

      Still, every day when Ravik came to the bunker door, Sev let him back in. He just couldn’t bear to leave his best friend out in the Dead Zone to slowly go mad. He knew it was dangerous—suicidal even—but he couldn’t bring himself to lock the big Beast Kindred out.

      And now he’d brought back a captive. Not one of the Visskous, who were native to this benighted planet but a human woman—a Mature Elite—one the Goddess had blessed with the wisdom of maturity as well as full curves. Also, he was speaking again—just a few words, true—but it had been months since he’d uttered anything but grunts and growls.

      Sev was cautiously elated—maybe the latest batch of anti-viral he’d injected his friend with had worked. But what about the woman he had brought home with him? She claimed not to be infected, but could he trust her word? Also, what was a human woman doing here on Visslick Prime, light years from Earth?

      Severin didn’t know but he was determined to find out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            CASSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      A cool rush of air swirled around Cassie as the thick steel door slid open. She shivered and her nipples went painfully hard behind the flimsy red silk nighty. She wasn’t sure who she was going to see when she stepped into the bunker—would it be another Beast Kindred? Or maybe a human man? And more importantly, would they let her stay?

      Not if they find out you’ve been bitten, whispered a little voice in her head. Surreptitiously, she tugged at the sleeve of her robe again, wishing it was longer. There was some blood on the sleeve, which had dried by now, but luckily it didn’t show against the red silk except as a slightly darker patch, which was—she tried to convince herself—totally unnoticeable.

      It’ll be fine, she told herself. Just stay cool and stick to your story—the Visskous put you out and you ran into the big guy before anything happened.

      The big guy—who she’d heard the other man call “Ravik” was pushing her forward into a bare room that seemed to be made of entirely of stainless steel—floor, walls, and ceilings—with a few floor-to-ceiling plastic drapes.

      A few instruments lay on a nearby stainless steel table—one of them being a syringe with a long, sharp needle and the other a piece of equipment that appeared to be some kind of microscope. The scope was bolted to the table, which was, in turn, bolted to the floor. She wondered why, but before she could say anything, the long plastic drapes parted and another Kindred warrior, this one wearing a white lab coat, entered the room.

      He was a head shorter than the huge, burly Beast Kindred, but still so tall he towered over her. He had dark blonde hair and ice-blue eyes that seemed to flash like diamonds as he studied Cassie from behind his glasses.

      She frowned—it wasn’t usual to see a Kindred with glasses. They almost always had perfect eyesight, along with extremely sharp senses. In fact, she’d heard it said that the average Kindred warrior had a better sense of smell than a bloodhound—maybe that was why the Beast Kindred had taken her with him. He seemed to like her scent.

      “Hello,” the Blood Kindred said, nodding at her as he came forward. “I’m Severin and this is my best friend and partner, Ravik—since I doubt he told you his name,” he added, with a rueful look at the Beast Kindred.

      “Uh, no—no he didn’t,” Cassie said. “I’m Cassandra Slisstik. Well, that was my name, anyway,” she added. “Back when I was married to a Visskous. Which I don’t consider myself to be anymore,” she added fiercely.

      “Oh, is that how you came here to Visslick Prime?” The Blood Kindred raised one eyebrow inquiringly. “By Joining with one of the natives?”

      “Yes,” Cassie said grimly. “I was working on the Kindred Mother Ship as an executive assistant to Commander Varn, the head of Communications, and my husband—ex husband, I mean—came to establish trade relations with the Kindred. He convinced me to Join with him and move here.”

      “Oh, Commander Varn—I know him.” Severin nodded easily. “He’s a good male.”

      “He was always a great boss,” Cassie offered, smiling.

      She felt that the conversation was going extremely well so far. The Blood Kindred named Severin hadn’t asked her again if she was infected and they seemed to know some of the same people. Of course, the big Beast Kindred had actually seen her get bitten by an Infected, but he clearly wasn’t up to talking much, so hopefully she could keep her bite a secret.

      “So how did you, er, come to leave your Visskous mate—if you don’t mind me asking?” Severin asked.

      “Well, it was more like he left me—for a female Visskous who could lay him ‘a large clutch of eggs’ as he put it, when it comes time to ‘repopulate the world.’” Cassie rolled her eyes in exasperation. “And since he had no more use for me—seeing as how my hormones are making me have hot flashes and I can’t lay eggs—he had the guards put me out of the Crystal City.”

      She tried to keep the rage out of her voice and couldn’t quite manage. After all, it had been barely an hour since Sskarth had abandoned her and broken pretty much all of their Joining vows at once. She had a right to be angry, she told herself.

      “So…he parted with you because he found another female? Not because you were infected with the virus?” Severin asked, raising both eyebrows this time.

      “Exactly,” Cassie said quickly, nodding her head. “I was safe inside the city walls before he had me thrown out. Nobody’s infected there—they developed a rapid-detection test months ago and nobody gets in without being tested. So everyone inside the Crystal City is free of infection.”

      As she spoke, she heard her voice tremble and had to fight to keep from crying. Being safe from infection was priceless—and she no longer was. After all she might not be susceptible to the Hunger Virus because she was human and not Visskous…but then again, she might be. She wouldn’t know for sure unless she started seeing the world in shades of gray and developed a taste for living flesh.

      And what if you do develop a taste—is it fair to hide the bite on your arm from these two? whispered a guilty little voice inside her head.

      If I start to turn, I’ll leave, she promised herself firmly. I won’t hang around until I attack someone—I’ll go voluntarily. Or, if I can find a gun, I’ll shoot myself.

      It was an awful thought—one she didn’t want to even consider. She hadn’t seen her children for over a year at this point, since her last trip back to Earth on a Kindred transport vessel had been well before the outbreak. The idea of killing herself and never seeing them again was almost unbearable.

      But death was better than being turned into a mindless killing machine—of that, she was certain.

      “…have a rapid test too.”

      “Hmm?” she asked, realizing that she’d missed something.

      “I said, I’ve developed a rapid test too.” the big Blood Kindred said and Cassie realized he was coming towards her with the syringe. The needle at the end of it glittered with a kind of mute menace.

      I know your dirty little secret, it seemed to say as he approached her. And I’m going to tell on you! Going to tell him YOU’RE INFECTED!

      “No, wait—please!” She took a step backwards, holding up her hands in a “don’t shoot” gesture. “Please, I…I’m afraid of needles!”

      “I’m very sorry, but you must be tested before I can let you into the bunker,” the Blood Kindred said firmly. “If there was any other way to get your blood, I would use it but there isn’t.”

      “Please!” She took another step back and felt something hard and warm against her back. Looking up and over her shoulder, she realized that she’d backed right into the Beast Kindred.

      “Ravik, hold her,” the one called Severin commanded.

      At once, the huge muscular arms came around her, pinning her upper arms to her sides. Cassie struggled, but in vain—she might as well be fighting a huge oak tree or a brick wall—that was how immovable the Beast Kindred was.

      “Don’t worry—I don’t need much blood,” Severin said, obviously trying to be soothing. “Just a little will tell me what I need to know and my test is accurate almost to the moment of infection. So if you haven’t been bitten or scratched, you have nothing to fear.”

      Stepping forward, he took her by the right hand and stretched out her forearm so he could reach the veins in the crook of her elbow.

      Cassie bit her lip, trying not to cry. At least he hadn’t gotten a good look at her left arm—which was where she’d been bitten. But if his test was as rapid and accurate as he claimed, he was going to find out the truth soon, even if he didn’t see the ragged bite mark left by the sharp teeth of the Infected.

      She hadn’t been lying when she said she didn’t like needles, though. Turning her head, she didn’t look as the Blood Kindred swabbed the inside of her elbow with something cold and then slid the needle into the big vein in her arm.

      He had a surprisingly gentle touch but she still gritted her teeth as the sharp metal tip bit into her flesh.

      “Almost done,” she heard Severin murmur. “You’re being very brave.”

      “Don’t speak to me like I’m a child,” Cassie snapped, her voice coming out tight because she was fighting back tears. “I’m sure I’m older than you—I don’t need your pity or your condescension.”

      Part of her was screaming that she shouldn’t be antagonizing him—that she ought to try and play nice—but another part just didn’t care. He was going to kick her out of the bunker as soon as he saw the virus multiplying in her blood anyway—so what was the point of trying to flatter him?

      “My apologies if I offended you,” the Blood Kindred said, his voice growing cold. “But I am thirty-seven cycles old and Ravik, here, is thirty-nine. So I doubt you’re much older than either of us—even though your scent tells me you’re a Mature Elite.”

      Cassie thought about telling him she was much older, but it was oddly flattering to know that he had mistaken her age and thought she was younger than she was.

      Enjoy it, Cassie, she told herself. It’s probably the last compliment you’ll ever get.

      Severin removed the needle from her arm and put a seal-all bandage on the small wound. Then he carried the syringe back to the microscope and began making a slide with her blood.

      “Hey—why do you have the scope bolted to the table and the table bolted to the floor?” Cassie asked, voicing her question of earlier. She didn’t really care about the answer—she was just trying to distract him and herself from finding out the truth—that she was surely now one of the Infected.

      “Back in the beginning of the infection when the virus was first spreading, we had some people get rather…violent, when they found out their results,” Severin said, as he slid the slide under the scope. This equipment is expensive and hard to come by. Well now, it’s impossible to come by,” he added dryly. “I didn’t want to risk losing one of my best electron scopes when I knew I wasn’t going to be able to replace it.”

      Cassie could imagine a Visskous getting angry and sweeping everything off the table with his tail at the news that he was now one of the Infected—it was certainly something Sskarth would have done. So it made sense that the Blood Kindred had bolted his equipment down. In fact⁠—

      “Hmm, this is interesting.” Severin’s voice interrupted her train of thought and Cassie’s head jerked up.

      “What? What is it?” she asked, unable to keep her voice from shaking.

      “Well, it appears that you’ve been lying to me—you are infected with the Hunger Virus.” The Blood Kindred looked up from the scope for a moment, fixing her with an ice-cold stare.

      Cassie’s stomach felt like she’d swallowed a fist-sized lump of ice.

      “I’m sorry!” she babbled. “I swear, I wasn’t infected before they put me outside the city walls! I was just bitten not even an hour ago. I was clean until then—I swear it! Please, please—can’t you just⁠—”

      “Just what? Let you live here with us, anyway?” Severin demanded.

      “Why not? You’re letting him live here and he’s clearly infected—or half-infected or something,” Cassie jerked her head up to indicate the big Beast Kindred, who was still holding her.

      She expected him to say something, but Ravik was silent. He did react to her in one way though—he bent his head, buried the side of his face in her hair, and inhaled deeply. Since he had taken off the black respirator mask when they stepped inside, she could feel the warm stream of his breath against the side of her neck. It sent a shiver straight through her.

      Her words about being “half infected” might not have moved the Beast Kindred to speak, but they certainly got a reaction from his friend. Severin winced as though she’d punched him and a look of deep pain fled over his previously stern features.

      “Ravik’s infection is being controlled,” he said but she could hear the uncertainty in his voice. “However, you didn’t let me finish what I was saying.”

      “Oh, by all means—go ahead and finish,” Cassie spat. “Finish saying how you’re going to kick me out into the Dead Zone to be mauled and eaten alive by the Infected. Or to turn into one myself, if I can hide long enough for the virus to work on me. You know, the Kindred always present themselves as being so chivalrous—they’re all supposed to be feminists. But you’ll kick me out without a second thought, just like my worthless Visskous husband! You⁠—”

      “Enough, woman!” Severin’s voice was like a clap of thunder. “Let me finish,” he growled and his eyes actually grew slightly red for a moment.

      Cassie was stunned to silence by this sign of extreme anger and irritation—especially in a male who she could tell was usually cool, calm, and collected. Severin seemed like the detached, scientific type—which was the reputation most Blood Kindred had.

      “Fine,” she said shortly, trying to ignore the way that Ravik was still sniffing her. “Finish.”

      “I was going to say that the virus isn’t behaving like it does in either Visskous or Kindred blood.” He peered into the scope again and murmured, “Fascinating.”

      Cassie wanted to scream.

      “I’m not a science experiment, you know!” she snapped. “What’s so fascinating about me, anyway?”

      “Well, I see the virus in your blood, but it isn’t multiplying. Or at least, it isn’t multiplying yet.” The Blood Kindred looked up from the scope and stared at her speculatively. “I think we need to keep you here to study this phenomenon. But first, we need to see where you were bitten or scratched. Ravik—strip her.”
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      Cassie was equal parts relieved and horrified. It was good to know she’d be allowed to stay in the bunker. But she didn’t want to be kept in a cage like a scientific specimen and she definitely didn’t want to be stripped naked in front of the two huge warriors! After all, the Kindred made a big deal out of the fact that they never forced or raped women, but they were far from the Mother Ship here—all bets were off.

      But she barely had time to struggle before Ravik was pulling her red silk robe and nighty off—unwrapping her like a greedy child might unwrap a gift at Christmas.

      Before she knew it, Cassie was standing in the middle of the room with her arms crossed over her breasts and her thighs pressed tightly together, trying her best to hide her “lady bits,” as her grandmother had always called them.

      “Please relax, I’m not going to hurt you,” Severin said, stepping closer. The cool overhead light winked off the lenses of his glasses, rendering them opaque so she couldn’t see his eyes.

      “Yeah, right!” Cassie spat. “Of course you’re not going to hurt me. You’re just going to rape me—that’s all.”

      “What?” Severin sounded genuinely shocked. “Ravik and I are Kindred warriors—we revere and worship the Goddess and the divine feminine that resides in all women. We would never force ourselves on you.”

      “Then why make your big friend strip me?” Cassie demanded. “And why is he sniffing me again?”

      Because Ravik had stepped up behind her and had his face pressed to the side of her neck once more. To his credit, his hands were on her shoulders—not her breasts or anywhere else—but it was still unnerving to have a seven-foot-tall alien warrior sniffing you while you were stark naked, Cassie thought.

      “Ravik, stop that,” Severin ordered. He looked at Cassie. “I need you naked because I have to know how many times you were bitten or scratched and you clearly can’t be trusted to tell the truth since you lied about being infected.”

      He was clearly still miffed about being called a rapist but Cassie was prepared to call him a lot worse if he or Ravik tried anything. And though the Beast Kindred had pulled back some, she could still feel his hot breath against the side of her neck as he inhaled her scent.

      Suddenly, he surprised her by speaking in her ear.

      “No hurt you,” he rumbled in a voice so deep she could feel it vibrating through her entire body. “No force females. Females sacred. Kindred must never hurt them.”

      The angry, offended look fell of Severin’s face to be replaced with an expression of shock.

      “That’s the most he’s spoken in months!” he exclaimed. “And he’s almost speaking in complete sentences!”

      “So…what does that mean?” Cassie asked, frowning. She was still trying desperately to cover herself and it felt odd to be having a conversation with a strange male while she was buck naked.

      “What does it mean?” Severin repeated. “Why—don’t you see? He’s following our conversation—he understands what you’re afraid of and he’s trying to reassure you.” He tapped his temple with one long finger. “That indicates higher brain function—which is the first thing to go when the virus really takes hold. Something is bringing him back.”

      “So…this is normal behavior for him? All this…sniffing?” Cassie indicated the way the Beast Kindred was still inhaling her scent—though at least he no longer had his face pressed to the side of her neck.

      “No, of course not,” Severin said impatiently. “But he’s more himself now than he has been in months. I mean, he’s more here with me—with us—mentally.”

      “Well, I’m here too and I’m naked,” Cassie said bluntly. “I mean, I’m happy your friend is talking again, but can we please finish this so I can get dressed again?”

      “Fine.” Severin grew cold again, his glasses flashing blankly as he nodded his head. “Spread your arms please and let me see you—all of you.”

      “Spread my arms so you can see all my lady bits? I don’t think so,” Cassie snapped.

      Severin sighed.

      “Fine—we’ll do it the hard way. Ravik—spread her arms for me.”

      “Hey!” Cassie protested but the massive Beast Kindred was already taking her by the wrists and spreading her arms wide. Since he was still standing behind her, she felt like they were in the classic “Titanic” pose.

      Only Rose wasn’t butt-naked when she and Jack stood on the prow of the ship, whispered a sarcastic little voice in her head.

      She didn’t know when she’d felt more vulnerable…more naked. But there was nothing she could do about it.

      To his credit, the big Blood Kindred didn’t leer at her or make any remarks about her body but he was extremely thorough. He looked between her fingers and toes and inspected her inner thighs. He even ran his fingers through her hair and looked at her scalp, which sent more shivers down her spine.

      He found the bite mark on her arm at once and shook his head.

      “That’s nasty—and fresh.”

      “I told you, it just happened. In fact, I’d be a gonner right now if the big guy—er, Ravik—hadn’t pounded the Infected that bit me on the head and then run off with me,” she said stiffly. “I don’t know why he bothered since he saw me get bitten.”

      She still resented being poked and prodded, even if it was medically and scientifically necessary—which she wasn’t completely convinced it was.

      “He probably rescued you because that’s a Kindred’s natural instinct—to save a woman in danger,” Severin replied. He straightened up. “All right—I only see the one bite and no scratches.”

      “Which is exactly what I told you,” Cassie pointed out.

      He frowned.

      “You also told me that you hadn’t been bitten at all and weren’t infected.”

      “I wasn’t going to stay around if I started feeling the urge to bite anyone, you know,” Cassie told him. “I was going to leave on my own if I started getting, uh, urges. Either that or find a gun and off myself.”

      Severin looked horrified.

      “Don’t speak of such things! You’re a Mature Elite, blessed by the Goddess. To take your own life would be nothing short of blasphemy.”

      Cassie frowned at this response. For a male of Science, he was surprisingly religious. Then again, she knew the Kindred took their worship of the female deity very seriously. They called their Goddess, “The Mother of All Life” and believed that she came to speak to them sometimes. Cassie was agnostic herself, but she respected other people’s beliefs enough not to make fun of them.

      “I just wanted to let you know I wasn’t going to stick around if I started having the urge to gnaw your face off,” she said bluntly. “I’m not morally bankrupt—just scared to death.”

      His pale blue eyes softened a bit behind his glasses.

      “I understand. Being infected is frightening. The good news is, I’m a Xeno-virologist and I’m trying to perfect a cure right now. I injected Ravik with a dose of my latest anti-viral just this morning and from the improvements he’s showing, it seems to be working. Maybe I can make a version to work on a human, too.”

      “Do…do you really think you can?” Cassie heard the tremble in her voice again and couldn’t stop a few hot tears from leaking down her cheeks. She was feeling incredibly overwhelmed right now—being cheated on by her husband, kicked out of her home, bitten by an Infected, dragged to a secret bunker, and stripped naked for an inspection was a lot to handle all in the space of a few hours.

      “I do think so,” Severin said firmly. “I’ve got some of your blood already to work with. In the meantime, we need to get you into a decontamination bath. The Virus can be airborne sometimes too—which is why Ravik always wears a respirator when he goes out for supplies.”

      “But why make him wear a mask at all? I mean, if he’s, er, already infected?” Cassie asked—then wished she could take the question back. It was clear that Severin was touchy about his best friend’s status.

      But the Blood Kindred scientist seemed to take the question in stride.

      “Because I don’t want him to increase his viral load,” he explained patiently. “There’s no sense in taking a chance—especially when I’m trying to decrease the amount of virus in his system.”

      “I didn’t know it was airborne too.” Cassie shivered and then realized how cold she was. Her nipples felt like ice cubes and her skin was covered in chillbumps. “Hey, can I put my arms down now?” she asked, since Ravik was still holding them away from her body. “It’s like a meat locker in here—I’m freezing.”

      “Of course. Ravik—put down her arms. She’s cold,” Severin said, nodding at her.

      Since the Beast Kindred didn’t obey orders at once, Cassie looked back and over her shoulder at him.

      “Hey, you heard your friend. Let me cover myself again. I’m cold!”

      A frown tugged at the corners of the huge Kindred’s mouth.

      “Mate is cold?” he asked, sounding for all the world like a confused caveman to Cassie.

      “Yes, very cold—freezing. Brrrr,” she said, trying to get the point across.

      At last he nodded.

      “Then Ravik will warm.”

      And to her surprise, he loosed his hold on her wrists and then immediately turned her around so she was facing him. Before she could object, he put his arms around her and was pulling her close to him.

      She could feel his black leather vest against her bare breasts and his tight leather trousers against her thighs. Then his big, warm hands began rubbing briskly up and down her bare back, sides, hips, and ass as though he intended to warm her up through friction and body-heat alone.

      “Hey…hey!” Cassie protested, wiggling in his arms. “Nobody asked you to do that!”

      “Ravik, stop!” she heard Severin say sharply. “She’ll warm up in the decontamination bath—you don’t have to rub her.”

      The big hands slowed…then stopped, though they remained firmly on her back. It seemed that it took some time for the command to get through the big Beast Kindred’s head. Cassie looked up at him and saw a frown on his face.

      His golden eyes were clearer now—she barely saw any of the white film on them. Also, she had to admit, she did feel warmer now—not just because of all the rubbing but because the Beast Kindred gave off heat like a furnace—she couldn’t help getting warm when she was pressed against him.

      “Mate needs a bath,” he said, nodding and looking down at her. “Ravik will bathe her.”

      “What? No!” she protested. That would be even worse than the rubbing!

      But he was already scooping her up into his arms and carrying her out of the decontamination room.

      It seemed she was going to get a bath…whether she wanted one or not.
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      “Ravik, stop—no! You don’t have to bathe her! She can bathe herself,” Sev protested, following his friend and the human woman who was wiggling in his arms down the hallway.

      He couldn’t understand why Ravik was acting like this. Had the latest batch of anti-viral serum made him hyper-sexual? But he didn’t seem to be threatening to rape or hurt Cassandra—he just wanted to take care of her.

      He thinks she’s his mate, Sev thought desperately, as he followed the two of them. It must have something to do with her scent. She did smell special in a way he couldn’t quite define. He didn’t know what it was about her but when he’d been inspecting her luscious body for bites and inhaling her warm, sweet, feminine fragrance, his fangs had gotten so sharp he’d almost cut his tongue on them.

      That wasn’t usual for a Blood Kindred—they only bit to inject their essence—a pale blue liquid they used in Bonding a mate to them or to heal a woman they were mated to or wanted to be mated to. Usually, a Blood Kindred’s fangs didn’t grow sharp enough to pierce flesh until he met the woman who was meant to be his mate. And he was certain that Cassandra wasn’t the one for him—was she?

      What’s wrong with me? I’m as bad as Ravik, thinking of her as a mate! he scolded himself. But there’s something about her scent…Is it because she’s a Mature Elite?

      That was what the Kindred called older, curvy women. They were especially prized both for their wisdom and for their curves. Mature Elites were considered to be blessed by the Goddess and any man who was able to claim one for a mate was thought to be extremely lucky—it was like winning some kind of lottery.

      But Cassandra had revealed to them that she had been betrayed by her Visskous husband and sent out to die in the Dead Zone only a little while ago. She wasn’t going to be interested in Joining with another male anytime soon.

      However, there was no arguing with the big Beast Kindred. He was intent on giving his new “mate” a bath and Severin didn’t dare try to take her away from him. Ravik seemed to be coming back but he still wasn’t fully himself. He might get angry or go into Rage—the state of berserker fury all Kindred went into if they thought a beloved mate was being hurt or threatened—if Sev attempted to take the human woman from him.

      Maybe I should give him another dose of the latest anti-viral, he thought. Since it’s working so well a double dose might kick the virus out of his system completely.

      But in the meantime, he needed to supervise this bath. He was fairly certain that Ravik wouldn’t hurt the curvy little human or take advantage of her. Even in an altered state of mind, he was still a Kindred and harming or forcing a woman went against every ingrained instinct and even a Kindred’s DNA. But if Ravik was confused enough to think Cassandra was his mate, well…things could get a little dicey.

      By the time he got to the bathing room, Ravik was already running water in the deep tub, which was almost the size of a bathing pool back on the Mother Ship. Sev was grateful that the underground science bunker had a private reservoir or they would have been in deep trouble. Luckily, they had as much water as they needed—it was the food supplies that were growing thin.

      Still, they had enough for tonight and lately, that was all Sev had been living for—just getting through one more day and night on this hell-hole of a planet until they could send a message to the Mother Ship and asked to be rescued.

      He wasn’t quite ready to make that call, though. Besides the fact that the nearest interstellar transmitter was located in a Red Zone, known to be crawling with Infected, Sev didn’t want to risk bringing a deadly virus back to the place he called home.

      So he went on from day to day, venturing out just long enough to collect supplies and working tirelessly in the lab to try and find a cure.

      But maybe
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