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Prologue
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Chills racked her spine and Dawn fought to still the chattering of her teeth. Her nails raked at the dirt and bramble on the ground beneath her. How long had she been sitting out here?

Her sense of time was off. Rationally Dawn knew she was growing delirious and her episodes of clarity were getting further and further apart. Where was Venik when she needed his no nonsense dry wit?

“Not worried about me, obviously,” she said in a sing-song voice as she slumped back against...what was it? Dawn sat up and twisted to see behind her. “Huh.”

She was leaning against a car with no wheels. The door was banged in on her side and someone or something had smashed out the windows. She fell back against it and stared at the fading blue sky.

If she was going to turn into a member for the horde and eat people it could at least be rainy. Maybe thunderstorms. Something to show her anger and fury for things ending this way.

She thought about the serum Venik would be sharing with the government. Dawn would most likely be turned into a mindless creature by the time anyone found her. Venik had said there was a window of time to reverse Vax. She didn’t remember how long that was. Clearly, some people weren’t going to make it no matter how fast the government reproduced the serum.

Dawn was gonna be one of them. A freaking zombie. She banged her head on the car behind her. “Sooo not faaair.”

Her words slurred a bit as her head lolled to the side on her shoulders. A dark, hazy image wavered into view. Squinting, she made out the shape of a man. Tall. Striding with confidence down the street in her direction.

Her breath stalled, then released on a whoosh. Only one person she knew walked with that level of arrogance. Venik.  

“You found me.” She grinned up at his dour features when he reached her. At least she thought she smiled. By the way he glared at her, maybe she was licking her lips in anticipation of eating him.

“You were to rejoin the others and leave,” he said.

Right. The soldiers they’d teamed up with and Penny. “Seems silly now, but I wanted to say bye. Promised I’d meet the rest of them in the Carolinas.”

He huffed and squatted in front of her. “What happened? Why didn’t the others wait with you?”

Dawn frowned. John had wanted to leave right away. Something about Penny. The airport. All of it ran together in her head and she couldn’t make heads or tails of it. She stuck with what she did remember. “Zombies came. Fought. I got clawed, scratched or bit.”

A growl rolled from Venik.

“We made a good team, though, didn’t we?” she asked, her eyes growing heavy. “I’m gonna die and never got to ask for your boots.”

“My boots?” Venik repeated with an inquisitive twitch to his brow ridges.

Dawn’s head wobbled on her shoulder before she steadied it. “Yeah. They’re kickass.”

From his crouched position in front of her, it was easy to get an up close view of the footwear she’d admired from the first day she’d found him outside her house.

“Damn shame,” she mumbled, eyeing the large silver buckles that climbed up the back of his leather clad calves.

Venik snorted and reached for her arm. He held it lightly, extended full length between them. His gloved fingers probed the bleeding scratch left by the zombie.

Dawn idly wondered what he tasted like. “How long before I get hungry and start nibbling on people?”

Had she really asked that? The thought hazed away. Her stomach was a gnarled knot.

Venik’s lips twitched and Dawn had the odd feeling he was suppressing a smile. What would he look like if he gave in to an actual laugh? He was so good at the stern expression but a few times she could swear there had been humor glinting in his black eyes.

Did his people have a sense of humor? Probably not. Maybe that was why he resisted showing that emotion.

“You will not fall to Vax and lose your life, Dawn Reavers.”

He leaned closer and slid an arm behind her shoulders and under her legs. Knowing what to expect, she still gasped when he stood with her in his firm hold. “I lied before. That is way sexy.”

He glanced down at her as he turned and strode away from the car she’d declared her final resting spot. “What is?”

She mimicked a frown and lowered her voice. “You will not fall to Vax and lose your life, Dawn Reavers.”

Her impersonation was awful, yet it tickled Dawn silly, and she burst into manic giggles. Delirium must have set in. Seemed only right. She let out a few more chuckles and leaned her head against the crest of his upper arm. “No one uses first and last names together like that, but I think it’s kinda hot when you do it.”

His body stilled. “You are running a fever?”

Was that fear? She was the one who’d been bitten and should be terrified but strangely wasn’t anymore. Venik’s pace picked up and she caught a few growls in a language she didn’t understand. Then she caught the word seventy. Was he counting? Seventy what? Seconds until she died? That would be awful. The thought and fear slid away.

“Can I just say this is way sexy too?” Dawn said into the sudden silence. “If I die as a zombie, I’m gonna take with me the memory of being carried in a strong man’s arms. Or alien. I guess it doesn’t really matter. It’s the imagery and the feeling created by being carried that’s doing it for me.”

He didn’t answer. They came to an open clearing that didn’t look special to Dawn. More growls from Venik and then a fine sizzle poured over her body. Dawn gasped and clutched at Venik’s shoulders. When she glanced around again, she was in a small alcove with blinking lights, shiny walls and humming machinery.

Two armored aliens, who bore a striking resemblance to Venik, watched them. Dawn met Venik’s gaze and his upper lip curled in the snarl she was beginning to consider endearing.

“I will not let you die, Dawn...Reavers.”

His words sounded like a promise. Dawn closed her eyes on a weary sigh. If only that were possible. No one could save her. She’d seen how the infection worked. You got bit and then you frothed at the mouth, ate people until someone killed you to save themselves. And boom, you weren’t just undead. You were dead-dead.

Damn. That really sucked.

***
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When Dawn closed her eyes and went lax in his arms, Venik’s sense of fear and loss returned tenfold. It was unusual for him to have this severe of a reaction to someone outside his extended circle of family. Not even for his friends did he suffer this level of terror.

“Commander Avar, we are pleased to see you returned.”

One of Sevanti’s uniformed men folded his arms over his chest and growled a low burr of welcome to Venik.

“I need to get to the medical ward. Notify Chief Medical Officer Miaji and inform him that his presence is needed immediately. I’ll meet him there.”

Nothing could happen to the human female.
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Chapter 1
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One week later

Dawn opened her eyes and gazed at the sterling white ceiling above her. Blinding light beamed down on her. There was a single ding to the left of her head and then a mechanical voice intoned, “Patient has awakened.”

A door swished open, followed by the shuffle of shoes on a floor. Dawn blinked and tried to push up. And couldn’t.

Glancing down at her naked body, she noted what looked like blue energy bands wrapped around her wrists. When she attempted to move her legs, she glimpsed similar bands. Someone had her restrained.

“What’s going on?” Her question came out in a scratchy rasp from her dry throat.

A tanned face leaned over her and peered down. Deep seated black eyes with no sclera, a ridged brow and a sloped head with clipped dark hair.

Vassi. The word for the alien race came along with her last memory. Zombies. Forget not having on any clothes. Dawn gasped and jerked her arms against the restraints. “Let me up!”

One of the horde had scratched her. Had she changed? Was she going to eat people for all her remaining days until someone killed her? Dawn twisted and jerked about again, but there was no give in the odd straps of energy keeping her in place on a...bed. Where the hell was she?

The last thing she remembered was the creature attacking her. She’d fought and won. Then she’d collapsed on the ground in relief only to notice the deep gouge on her arm where the infected had grabbed at her with a dirty nail. How long had she sat there wondering at her twist of fate?

Vaguely she recalled her relief when Venik found her. The shock and disappointment in his black eyes as he held up her bleeding arm.

“Get these restraints off of me!” she snapped.

“Calm yourself,” the Vassi beside her bed said in a soothing tone.

He spoke English with a distinct growl. She’d know that gritty pattern of speech anywhere, but this wasn’t the alien she trusted. “Where’s Venik? Get Venik!”

“Retired Commander Avar is unavailable right now. We will help you.”

A second face joined the first to gaze down at her. Being stared at by strange aliens she didn’t know increased Dawn’s growing feelings of concern and anger. She wanted them away from her. Their lack of urgency ignited her temper. “Listen, get Venik right now, or I will scream this place down!”

Dawn didn’t make the threat lightly. She refused to be experimented on or whatever plans they had for her. Venik might not be fond of her, but at least she knew he wouldn’t hurt her. It was a promise he’d made and upheld.

“You are not yet yourself. Relax.”

As if adding truth to his words, her vision hazed and Dawn arched upward as much as the restraints would allow and screamed. She screamed over and over and banged her head on the bed beneath her. Fury, rage—it all boiled over and she wasn’t sure what she yelled. Spittle built in her mouth and soon she was choking and grunting.

“This always happens after she awakens. We will sedate her,” the one on the left said.

“Agreed,” the one on the right said.

They both disappeared from view. Oh, hell no. That quickly, calm returned and Dawn fell back on the bed, her body weak and trembling. “Come back! I don’t want to be sedated. Help! Please.”

Something was placed against her forearm. A hiss quickly followed. The ceiling above swirled and grew hazy. She’d been given a sedative of some sort.

“Nooo,” she slurred as the drugs began to take effect.

“Should we contact Commander Avar? She seemed more distressed this time.”

“I am not sure. Perhaps High Commander Liwu would be better to question. The former Commander has not been...himself in regards to this being from the new world.”

Sleep snatched Dawn under against her will and everything else faded away.

***
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After a full wekki of Dawn’s incapacitation, Venik knew he needed to find a means of distracting himself from the worry that wouldn’t release its grip on him. Known treatments for Vax weren’t showing any impact on her recovery.

The disease affected some races who came in contact with body fluids from his people, the Vassi. As a result, all of his kind were required to have mandatory shots on a routine basis. 

Venik’s brother, Dima, had missed his shot and caused a mass scale disruption on the planet Earth that ended with deadly consequences. Vax didn’t just cause the flesh-eating disorder among humans, it also gave them a severe case of hallucinations. Dawn started suffering them shortly after Venik brought her onboard the Black Star battleship.

Hallucinations that left her screaming and writhing in pain.

Exertions were the only means Venik could think of to work off this unnatural surfeit of energy and concern for a being he barely knew. He went to the training room, pleased to find it empty and programmed the holo combat system for the highest setting allowed under his name and rank.

“Training segment HC157VA initiated. Challenger, Venik Avar, approved,” the system intoned from the sound system embedded in the walls.

A moment later, a holographic image of a Vassi warrior wearing only pants and boots appeared. Multiple braids restrained his shoulder length dark hair. Two white tusks curved up from the corners of his mouth. The claws on his three fingered hands extended in a slick glide and clicked together in a deadly warning.

Glowing white eyes were the only indication this was a computer generated AI and not a real combatant.

The walls around Venik changed to the mountainous range of his home on Vassi, the padded floor becoming a dirt-packed ground in shades of gold and brown. As the holographic midday sun reached the horizon, everything in the space took on a reddish haze.

These vivid flashes of home reminded Venik of Dima and brought back memories of their playful times together. The senims spanning the distance between them hadn’t mattered to Venik. Loving his younger brother had been as easy as breathing.

System generated thunderous booms sounded in the distance with the threat of a coming storm. Energy crackled in the air. Adjusting the sensor he wore on a band about his neck, Venik shook off the tension and let the virtual world pull him in. The body of his opponent rocked in place, waiting for the next command.

“Hand to hand, three rounds in increments of twenty,” Venik instructed in a sharp clip. He needed a hard and quick workout, one that would require his full attention.

The computer responded, “Begin.”

The AI opponent swung a large fist toward him. Venik ducked. Claws swiped at his side before he fully shifted away. Thanks to the sensor band around Venik’s neck, stinging burns across his torsos signaled where the tips caught him.

“Score to champion,” the computer chimed from above. 

Containing a snarling grin, Venik went after his opponent with all the pent up rage and fury he’d been unable to work through. Punch, block, punch. The impact of each hit reverberated up his arms. Punishing blows flew like a flurry over his head in return. Venik swiveled away and moved back in range to send a combination of strikes at the AI’s torso area.

“Contact. Damage sustained.”

Over the next hora, Venik buried himself in the thrill of fighting. Expending the violence in a controlled manner like this eased the feelings trying to swallow him whole.

Dima. Earth. Dawn.

All things Venik couldn’t fix directly. He had to depend on others. Punch, strike, dodge. Thinking of the Earth female worked Venik into a frenzy. The AI backed up, switching to defensive maneuvers as Venik’s attack grew relentless.

Why did Dawn Reavers have such a tight hold on his thoughts? The inability to stop her from invading his mind made him weak and Venik refused to be weak. Punch. Punch. PUNCH! He drilled a final blow to the AI.

The holo image dropped.

“Match. Game to challenger, Venik Avar,” the computer chimed.

During the second bout, his shoulder began to ache. Venik pushed the minor pain away and continued his reign of strikes. He extended his claws and rammed them into the midsection of the AI as soon as he spotted the opening. Another swipe across the throat and the holo flickered, then fell to his knees in defeat, head bowed.

“Match. Game to challenger, Venik Avar,” the computer droned. “Final match. Increased intensity. Jjaawir champion.” 

One more bout to go. Another AI formed. This one larger than the first and dressed in the armor of a soldier, no tusks. Good. He’d earned enough points for a top-tier level match. Panting, Venik moved away and lowered his arms to shake off the strain. 

Clapping sounded behind him before he could start again. “Excellent as always.”

Venik turned slowly. Sevanti leaned a shoulder carelessly against the base of a craggy outcropping of rocks. Venik wasn’t surprised. He’d sensed his friend’s presence the moment he entered. 

The concern visible on Sevanti’s face caught and held Venik’s attention. Did he have news? Had Dawn succumbed to Vax?

“What’s wrong?” Venik asked as he removed his shirt to wipe the sweat from his face and chest. Outwardly, he retained a calm façade but inside, Venik’s pulse beat an anxious tattoo against his spine.

“I should probably ask you that question.” Sevanti pushed off of the rocks and strode further into the room. “Computer, end program.”

“Command recognized, prior authorization overruled. Program ending, High Commander Liwu.”

The mountains faded, the walls taking on their prior bland white appearance. Overhead lights brightened, dispelling the red haze of their home on Vassi.

Unable to stop the scowl forming on his face, Venik said, “I wasn’t finished.”

Sevanti stopped at Venik’s side and folded his arms across his broad chest. His action stretched the conforming red military uniform taut. Venik had once worn a similar uniform until he retired and stepped down.

Curling his upper lip in a partial snarl, Sevanti said, “Feel free to resume when I leave.”

Senims of separation fell away and Venik offered a half-grin in remembrance of the camaraderie shared during a time when Venik had been the one leading the Black Star as High Commander and Sevanti had been his right hand. “My apologies, Sevanti.”

His friend inclined his head but retained his serious demean. “Per your request, I assisted the officials from Earth in contacting the head of the Protectorate governing body.”

Dual hearts thrumming after the intense workout, Venik nodded. “Thank you for your help with the matter.”

Sevanti made a sound under his breath Venik couldn’t decipher, his black eyes watching Venik closely. “You seem overly vested in the outcome.”

In a way, he was. The female he’d brought onboard had gone out of her way to help Venik. He felt a sense of obligation toward her and the fledgling world. If his recommendation helped ease the way for them, it soothed his conscience for Dima’s egregious actions. But Venik wasn’t ready to tell Sevanti that despite him being Venik’s closest friend.

At his lack of an explanation, Sevanti made another dismissive sound. “I came to tell you one of the beings continues to push for personal contact with you.”

Venik’s fore ridges rose. He couldn’t imagine anyone from the planet wanting to talk to him. “Who?”

“Their military is insistent that a soldier by the name of John Crawley be allowed to speak with you. Apparently, he is deeply concerned about the whereabouts of Dawn Reavers. I take it he’s referring to the female you brought with you,” Sevanti said the last in a raised voice, sending Venik a sharp look.

Venik nodded abruptly as he tried to discern why one of the soldiers who’d helped him deliver the serum for Vax would be searching for the female. Crawley and Dawn had not known one another prior. In fact, Dawn had exhibited the same level of aggression upon meeting the male that Venik assumed reserved strictly for him.

Captain Crawley and his friends had helped Venik when they had no reason to believe him, though. There was a small matter of courtesy and respect owed for that. “Send a message and let them know the female is with me.”

The knowledge should get the Earth people to cease contacting Sevanti.

“It will be done. The other matter is of grave import.”

Venik tossed his stained shirt into the laundering containment unit. A new layer of sweat broke out along his back. He turned to head for the door, concealing his expression from Sevanti. “Tell me.”

“Your parents left a message for you. Apparently, you haven’t responded yet. As High Commander transporting Dima, I received a similar notice from them. They will join us at the first Vassi port we reach and take him the rest of the way home.”

Venik paused at the door with his head bowed. Grief swelled, wiping out whatever temporary relief combat training had allotted him. “I see.”

“If there is anything more I can do, Ven—” Strain was evident in Sevanti’s voice.

“No,” he cut his friend off and turned. His mutar and putar would have questions about Dima. He’d been putting off the necessary intergalactic comm with them but it wasn’t fair to put the burden on Sevanti to answer their questions. He’d run as much interference as he could on Venik’s behalf if asked. “I’ll speak with them and explain.”

Gaze somber, Sevanti accepted his answer. “Fine. I’m here if you need me. I also need to inform you that the Black Star has received an urgent alert to assist three War Bird pilots whose jets were damaged in an attack during a scouting expedition. They took out their attackers, but the jets are in bad enough shape none of them can make it on their own to a nearby spaceport. They’re holding position until help arrives.”

Sevanti didn’t need to say more. Venik understood clearly what a message of that nature meant. The Black Star could no longer pointlessly linger above Earth’s air space. His friend had allowed Venik the use of the battleship to reach his brother in a desperate bid to save him. That time had now passed and Dima safely resided in a private section of the ship.

“Understood. Do what you need.”
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Two weeks later

Corin was not Vassi. He was a noted telepath from Alapod with healing capabilities who’d been a member of the crew with the Black Star for a dozen senims. His passion was engineering which was why he didn’t work in the medical unit. Venik knew of him distantly and was desperate. Thus the reason he’d had Sevanti summon the Alapodin. Corin’s opinion was highly valued.

“Why is she not recovering?” Venik asked after explaining Dawn’s condition to the young male.

Corin approached the medic bed and Dawn. Thin blue lines ran beneath his pale gray skin to disappear under his uniform. Two long tentacles extended from his smooth hairless head to fall below his shoulders as he leaned over. Venik locked his jaw to hold back his growl. The other male stood too close to her.

Laying a hand on Dawn’s mid-section, Corin closed his bulbous dark blue eyes and concentrated. When Corin’s lids flickered open after a length of stillness, he dropped his hand immediately and moved back a respectable distance. That eased some of Venik’s possessive fury.

“Her physical makeup is not conducive to fighting Vax.”

“We know that!” Miaji snarled as if his intelligence had been questioned.

Corin narrowed his eyes. “Her body is doing its best but failing. There is no reason I can see for that aside from the exposure. Perhaps the time of infection to treatment was too long.”

Venik’s brow ridges rose. He reached out and surreptitiously touched Dawn’s limp hand as if to reassure himself she yet lived. Miaji had put her in a meditative state and it was taking everything in Venik not to order the Chief Medic to revive her though he knew her awareness would subject her to the pain of earlier.

“She has also displayed an unseen before desire for Vassi flesh,” Venik reminded. It wasn’t a typical sign of the disease. The infected never craved the source.

This time Corin frowned. “I can’t explain. When I see into her body, there’s...chaos.”

Chaos. Venik growled. That told him nothing.

Corin sighed. “I’m sorry I don’t have the answer you seek, Commander Avar. I’m not familiar enough with her people to do more than speculate. Time will tell if she lives.”

It was a repeated adage that was starting to make Venik’s blood boil. He glanced down at the still form on the bed. Restraints held her immobile despite the sedatives administered. Her face was paler than when he’d met her, the black hair a messy swatch about her head and lacking the warrior braids he’d once questioned the purpose of. Venik hadn’t initially considered someone like her strong enough to be a fighter. She’d changed his opinion and earned his respect.

Venik faced the others and let them read the commitment in his gaze. “She will live.”

He dropped Dawn’s hand and strode from the room.

***
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The next time Dawn remembered waking, sirens blared and red lights flashed overhead. She licked her lips and could barely swallow. Her mouth was dry and her body was on fire. When she tried to raise her arm to wipe at the sweat on her forehead there was resistance. “Wh-what?”

The moment of clarity wavered and heat rose at the core of her belly along with a surge of anger. No one could keep her down. She wouldn’t let them.

“Her vitals are crashing!”

The sirens were silenced. Footsteps rushed around her. A pinch in her arm that hurt. Dawn snarled and snapped at the closest thing near her. The hand drew back quickly. Dimly, she noted it only had three fingers.

Did she eat the other two? The thought caused her to salivate. Hungry. She was so hungry. Her stomach growled and Dawn snapped aimlessly at the air this time.

“Sedate her,” a gravelly voice commanded.

Coherent thought faded. Hunger ruled. Dawn screamed, gnashing her teeth at any who came near her. A shock zapped through her body and she convulsed.

“She’s seizing. We need to move her, I can’t reach—”

“No! Don’t release—”

Her right arm was suddenly free. Dawn swiped at the voice hovering above her. Contact was made. Someone cried out in obvious pain. Hands gripped her right forearm roughly and slammed her wrist back down. Words spewed from her mouth but they didn’t make sense. She just wanted to eat, eat, EAT!

Except this wasn’t the food she wanted. She needed something else. Something sweeter than the musky scent given off by the bodies around her. A scream tore from her throat.  

“Activate the restraints!”

“I can’t. She keeps fighting.”

“You are Vassi. She is not as strong as you!”

Her second arm broke free. Dawn sat up with a howl. Those in the room with her scattered at her explosive lurch. She tracked their movement.

“Commander Avar has made it clear he will be upset if she is harmed in anyway.”

Voices. So many voices. Everywhere. Her gaze targeted the three in the room with her. Tall, long haired males and one short-haired male. Two had white tusks over their lips and one without. She tipped her head to the side in contemplation. They weren’t the food she wanted but until then. Dawn licked her lips in anticipation

“We must notify High Commander Liwu,” the short haired one without tusks said.

Dawn leaped from the table and landed on her hands and bare knees. Her bones cracked but pain was neglible at this point. She rose and locked her gaze on the closest man on her right. He met her stare evenly and crossed his arms over his chest. “We mean you no harm, lom Dawn Reavers.”

Launching over the bed between them, Dawn tackled him to the floor. His hands flew up in reflex, blocking her attempt to bite his neck. She shifted her aim and opened her mouth. Drool pooled from the corner of her lips.

Eat.

Eat.

Eat.

“No. Get Commander Avar.” 

He grabbed her by the throat and held her away—away from her next meal. Her stomach was empty. She hungered!

Dawn screamed.
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Chapter 3
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The urgent page to his comm from the medical center had Venik breaking off mid-conversation with his best friend. The two were in his quarters enjoying a rare meal together due to Sevanti’s demanding schedule.

“Avar,” he answered in a clipped tone.

“This is Medic Pilan. I was instructed by CMO Xi to notify you regarding the female from the new world.”

Dawn Reavers. Venik abruptly rose from his seat, ignoring Sevanti’s concerned glance. “Yes?”

“It appears that she continues to slip in and out of the disoriented state caused by Vax despite our best attempts to heal her.”

The Chief Medical Officer had already informed him of that unnerving detail. The medic would not be contacting him now unless something was wrong. His twin hearts drummed calm and steady despite the kernel of fear winding about his chest. “What has happened?”

“There was...an incident.”

The deliberate pause worried Venik and he gestured toward Sevanti while moving for the door. Not slow on the uptake, his friend was already up and following.

“What kind of incident?” Venik asked as he exited his rooms. If Dawn was harmed while under his care, he would never forgive himself. He’d taken an oath to protect her.

“She managed to get free of her restraints during one of her delusional episodes.”

Keying in the code to lock his quarters behind him and Sevanti, Venik sped for the medical area. “Is she alive?”

She had to be. The feelings the female engendered in him were confusing, but there was the small matter of the hiku he owed her. It was a life debt he’d promised to pay Dawn for attempting to save him when he’d been injured on her world.

“For now. Will you be coming, Commander Avar?”

“On my way.” Venik tapped the comm at his wrist to end the call and drew to a halt. He faced Sevanti. “There was an issue in medical. You don’t have to come along. I owe the human hiku and must see to her.”

Sevanti crossed his arms over his chest and inclined his head. The gesture was from one equal to another. “I heard. Let me know later that all is well when you are finished.”

Venik inclined his head in return and took off again. He raced through the corridors of the ship, praying to Ghizu that Dawn would be fine. His quarters were on the same floor as medical and he knew exactly where he was heading.

Sensing his urgency, uniformed males in the hall stepped back to clear the way for him. Venik turned the corner and raced for the arched entrance with the blue emblem atop the glass sliding door. He slammed inside to be stopped by a palm to his chest as soon as he crossed the threshold.

Venik spun and snarled, his grip sure and tight on the white uniform he snagged in his anger. Remaining lax in his hold, Chief Medical Officer Miaji Xi spoke in an even tone. “Commander Avar, you can not enter.”

A thin wall partitioned three rooms into sections with glass like front enclosures. Dawn had been placed in the farthest section to his right. Venik released Miaji and shifted around to get a better view of the commotion inside.

Trapped in a corner, Dawn growled and snapped at the three medical personnel trying to coral her without injury. She didn’t have any clothes on, her chest mounds heaving with each breath she took as she jabbed a chair at those who sought to approach.

“What is going on? Why isn’t she sedated?”

Miaji kept his voice low though his gaze remained on the occupants in the room. “She cannot remain asleep forever. Unfortunately, each time we attempt to wake her, the Vax takes hold of her mind and she returns to this state.”

This state being an animalistic version of the courageous female who had fought at his side to save her people. She deserved better. Venik blamed himself for parting ways with her when he met with her world leaders. They should have finished their journey together and he should have seen to her care and safety before contacting Sevanti and leaving. Then she would not have been bitten or scratched by one of the infected.

“What next?” Venik asked. He refused to believe she would remain this way. The serum was supposed to have healed her, but Miaji kept trying to explain Dawn’s case was rare. 

The Vax had progressed rapidly in her and now she might be too far gone to save. The CMO had initially estimated her life expectancy at one wekki at the most.

She’d surprised all of them, though, and had not succumbed to being a brainless hungry being. There were moments of clarity, fleeting, but there nonetheless, according to the reports he’d received.

And three wekkis later, she was still alive. That was what mattered most to Venik—Dawn continuing to live.

Medic Pilan managed to position himself behind Dawn. When she lurched toward one of the other medics, Pilan grabbed her from the back and locked his arms about her waist. Fury rolled through Venik and he took a step forward only to be brought up short by Miaji.

His hands clenched at his sides and the growing ache in his chest spread across his torso to consolidate directly over his hearts. Pressing a fist to the pained spot, Venik said, “You will do whatever necessary to see that she survives.”

There was pity in Miaji’s blackened gaze. His ridged brow lifted and lowered before he said, “It may be time you accept the human’s condition can not be reversed. Our efforts have done nothing but delay the inevitable.”

A low rumbling growl rose from his chest. Venik shoved Miaji aside. Dawn was back on the bed, the energy restraints in place once more. He pushed open the door, ignoring Maiji’s squawk of outrage behind him.

Inside, Venik’s nose twitched. The room held the metallic scent of antiseptic and cleaners. He strode directly toward the bed and its occupant. Protests rose around him, but Venik ignored them all. His focus was on the only one who mattered in this moment.

Dawn caught sight of him and struggled, the tendons in her arms pronounced as her fists slammed ineffectively on the sheet beneath her. “Venik!”

He came to a stop beside her and gazed down at her pale features. Her lips were dry and chalky, her dark hair limp about her face but her golden brown eyes blazed with life. Life Venik was unwilling to give up on.

Lowering his head to speak directly into her ear, he whispered, “I owe you hiku, Dawn Reavers. Are you so weak you can’t fight this illness?”

He hoped mention of the unpaid debt between them would motivate her as well as the use of both names. She’d admitted to liking it when he used them together.

“You...are...such...a bastard,” she panted out.

Venik leaned back to see her face clearly. Her eyes did not appear as wild and she seemed coherent for the moment. “You have told me this before.”

She smiled and relaxed back onto the bed. “Still true.”

Her voice was weak, her smile a fraction of the luster he was used to. Venik held up his hand to her face and her gaze locked on it. Licking her lips, a small growl slipped free. Then she gave a determined shake of her head. “I can’t track. I’m not sure where I am. What’s wrong with me, Venik?”

“You are on a Vassi battleship, the Black Star. I brought you here.” He smoothed back sections of hair from her face, concerned at the dampness on his fingertips. She was burning with fever. Venik glanced over his shoulder and signaled Pilan, who stood next to Miaji. Both glared at Venik for violating their stringent protocols. He didn’t care.

“They wouldn’t call you.” Fear glinted in her eyes, tugging at Venik’s emotions in a way he was becoming familiar when it pertained to Dawn. “You said you wouldn’t let me eat people. I’m scared.”

This was a new position for Venik. He didn’t tend to have strong feelings for females and this human who had helped him was far different from any beings he’d interacted with. She was irreverent, rude and stubborn. But her courage and passion couldn’t be denied.

“The medical staff is working to find a solution to why you still have Vax. Remain calm,” he said.

Her arms jerked again as if she was attempting to reach him. Frustration bubbled from her in the form of a throaty rumble. Teeth clenched, she gritted, “Why won’t they let me out?!”

“It’s not time.”

The brown circles of her eyes darkened and saliva pooled at the corner of her mouth as her words grew garbled. “Eat...hungry...bastard...help.”

She twitched about the bed and Pilan grabbed at Venik’s arm. “Commander Avar, you must step aside and allow us to assist.”

Dawn eyed Venik and gnashed her teeth at him. He stared a moment longer until he finally had to accept the truth. The lucidity in her gaze was gone. Venik moved back, not out of fear for himself, but over concern on how Dawn would feel when she recovered to learn she’d injured him. She was sensitive to things like that.

And she would recover. Anything less was unacceptable.

Her growls rose in volume and she threw back her head on a howl, the bed rocking and shaking from the effort she put into trying to break free. Venik didn’t take his gaze off of her as he commanded Pilan. “Fix her.”

Miaji joined them at Dawn’s bedside. He eyed Dawn’s tormented form in dismay. “We have tried everything, Commander. It might be best if you allow us to administer an agent that will let her sleep and quietly fade away.”

Venik stiffened. What the medic proposed was...horrific to his sensibilities. Venik turned his attention to Miaji. “What did you say?”

The Chief Medic didn’t stutter or back down from Venik’s fierce glare or the cold edge of his voice. “It has been three wekkis. Nothing has worked. She is dying, lim. Dragging this out is more painful for her.” 

Glancing back at Dawn, Venik hid his wince. She was spewing vile curses, twisting her head from side to side and there was more spittle at the corner of her mouth. Tears leaked from her eyes, the devastating sadness in her gaze tearing Venik apart. This was not how it was to end between them.

For the first time in his memory, Venik felt all-consuming anger at Dima’s careless nature. If he hadn’t crashed on that planet, if he’d only followed protocol and got his vaccination...
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