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        His duty is to rescue his fated mate, but a tiny human is stealing his heart.

      

      

      After discovering her fiancé was taking part in Syndicorp's atrocities, Emmy’s done with men, done with heartache, and determined to help the rebels overthrow the corporation’s underhanded regime. When Chigs, a massive rebel gunner with a heart of gold, asks for help interpreting what he claims is a prophetic dream, she thinks his subconscious has dredged up clues that could locate a Syndicorp lab holding captive denaidans.

      Chigs is certain he’s been called to claim his fated mate among the captive females. But when he and Emmy are forced to pose as newlyweds on an undercover mission, Emmy’s empathy and resilience ignite a war within his heart, making him doubt the path of destiny.

      Caught in a dance of heated glances and unspoken desires, the two are pulled into a whirlwind of corporate secrets, forbidden kisses, and questionable loyalty. Will they surrender to their passion, or is destiny too powerful to resist?
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      Chigs stood motionless beside the sterile med bay cot, his face a hardened mask as he stared down at the copper-skinned denaidan woman. Beside him, Tovik shuffled his feet, the usual youthful mirth drained from his face.

      Across the cot, Mek, the ship’s doctor, pulled the retractable arm of the med bay scanner out of the way, his usually clean-shaven face dark with several days of stubble. “Her neural pathways are fried, just like the others. Dollard’s experiments left nothing but husks.”

      Chigs’s fists clenched involuntarily, feeling the weight of a thousand lost futures in the quiet rise and fall of the woman’s breath. Ellam Cua, how could you allow this to happen? To give us such hope, only to tear it away so cruelly?

      Though her chest rose and fell, beneath her closed eyelids there was no flicker of consciousness, no trace of what should be a vibrant animating spirit. Several more women like this one had been returned to cryopods, awaiting a decision on what should be done.

      “I thought we’d found our future.” Tovik’s voice hitched. “We only saved bodies, not lives. Not mates.”

      A heavy silence settled between them, broken only by the relentless beep of the vital monitors.

      “There has to be a way to reach them,” Chigs insisted. “We can’t abandon them to this empty existence.” He refused to give up, not when the nagging urge to locate his destined mate had become his singular driving force. Other males had discovered mates among the human women on their crew, but to Chigs, humans had always seemed too small, too fragile, to offer him a viable bed partner.

      Mek sighed, his dark eyes clouded with resignation. “I’ll keep digging into the lab data, but we need to face reality. The odds of them ever waking are almost nil.”

      Tovik turned away morosely. “I’ll get cryopod ready so she can rest with the others.”

      Feeling useless, Chigs retreated with heavy footsteps, the corridors of the Icarus stretching out before him like the tunnels of some ancient crypt. His quarters offered little relief, the spacious confines now seeming too tight, too suffocating. He’d never had such lush accommodations in his life, but the captured Syndicorp flagship had enough officers’ quarters on board for each rebel to have their own suite. The Icarus—with its advanced technology, size, and weaponry—had become a floating base for the entire rebellion in their fight against the corporation that ruled the galaxy, and they’d executed several successful raids on Syndicorp facilities in the past few weeks.

      Chigs had believed finding the denaidan females was an answer to their prayers; Syndicorp had exterminated all life on their home planet, and his species had believed their females were extinct. But instead of lighting divine hope among the rebels, the brain-dead women only served as a reminder for all that had been lost.

      Chigs peered longingly at his rumpled bed, glimpsing his eyes, bloodshot with blue veins, in the mirror across the way. He needed to sleep, but dreaded the nightmares of women in cryopods that had been haunting him every night. He’d believed they were a sign he was destined to find his mate. Now, he could only think his god was playing tricks on him. Collapsing onto the edge of his bunk, he cradled his head in his copper-skinned hands. Deep breaths failed to ease the throbbing ache spreading through his skull.

      “Ellam Cua, stop this torture.” He prayed that somewhere in the vastness of space, his deity was listening.

      With a sigh, he lay back and closed his eyes, surrendering to the lull of sleep...

      Devastation and decay surrounded Chigs, like the remnants of a city lost in time. Ahead, a dusty road faded into mist. His gorge rose in dreadful anticipation. He didn’t want to be here. Didn’t want to see this nightmare again. Yet his body felt numb as he glided forward on unmoving legs, the insistent breeze nudging him along until the road transformed into a long corridor with metal floors and pale, sterile walls. Rows of translucent, pod-like chambers caged him on either side. Harsh lighting glinted off the pods, hiding the contents, but he already knew what lay within.

      His hearts pounded like twin fists in his chest, his mouth dry as sand as he tried to turn aside. Yet he was compelled to peer inside the nearest one. The copper-colored skin, perfect breasts, and curved hips of a denaidan female lay motionless behind the glass. Tubes and wires coiled around her like malevolent sea creatures. Her open eyes seemed to stare back at him with accusation.

      He wanted to help her. To free her. But his movements weren’t his own. He moved to the next pod and the next, each one holding another female. Some resembled his mother, his aunt, his cousins, all long dead; lost in the destruction of his planet.

      Through the mist, a familiar feminine voice whispered his name, the sound caressing his senses like a lover’s touch. He spun, searching for the source. So many pods. How was he supposed to find her? Yearning and anguish entwined his heart as he moved down the rows.

      A bark of hoarse, male laughter echoed through the room, harsh and grating. Although Chigs had never met Dr. Dollard in person, he was certain that’s who the laughter belonged to—the scientist responsible for the atrocities committed against his people.

      Rage burning in his gut like molten lead, Chigs whirled, bellowing, “You’re dead!” His voice reverberated off the sterile walls.

      “You’ll never find her,” the voice cackled, mocking him. “Never...”

      Chigs woke with a start, covered in sweat and breathing hard. Dollard’s laughter still echoed in his mind as he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and sat, blinking to clear his vision. His quarters held the familiar scents of oil and steel, a sharp contrast to the antiseptic stench of the lab from his dream. He dragged a hand over his face and down his beard.

      The dream had been the same for the past three nights. Why did the lab feel so familiar? It wasn’t the lab from the raid, and yet he felt like he’d been there before. Although the dream’s details were already fuzzing around the edges, the horror of the translucent pods and the women imprisoned within them continued to sting like razor cuts to his soul.

      He rose and began pacing again, unable to silence Dollard’s laughter in his head.

      “That evil qumli’s dead,” Chigs muttered out loud.

      During the most recent raid, Dollard had been swept into the vacuum of space without a suit, which no ordinary human could’ve survived. But Dollard’s twisted experiments might have granted him unnatural resilience, and Rust hadn’t been able to find a body. The human had cheated death before. Could he do it again? Ellam Cua was a trickster god, and would appreciate such a twist.

      Shaking his head, Chigs resumed pacing. Regardless of whether Dollard was dead or alive, the raid on his lab hadn’t been a complete success. Several shuttles had escaped, presumably carrying cryopods and more denaidan females with them—females who could still be alive.

      Not for long if someone continues Dollard’s experiments.

      Chigs cursed, slamming a fist into the wall. The polymer panel dented under the blow, and pain lanced up his arm. But physical pain was nothing compared to the anguish of knowing there were more females out there, unreachable, untraceable. Was he doomed to hear that voice in his dreams for the rest of his life? She felt so real, like they were connected. He almost felt⁠—

      Chigs froze mid-pace, hearts pounding. What if the lab he was seeing wasn’t the one they’d already raided? The female voice calling his name floated through his memory once more, like a song barely heard on a breeze.

      My mate.

      It had to be. Only mate bonds allowed couples to communicate through thoughts. And he felt certain that a female in that lab was calling him to rescue her. She was meant to be his. The realization felt like a star going nova, staggering in its implications.

      But how was he supposed to find her? He needed more clues. Coordinates. A map. Anything!

      Chigs closed his eyes and bowed his head. “Ellam Cua, I don’t understand. Please. Show me the path to my mate.”

      Silence filled his quarters. No booming voice came down to give him divine orders. But after a long moment, his mind conjured the image of liquid brown eyes that softened into a smooth pale face with round cheeks and a gentle smile.

      Emmy?

      Chigs frowned. The human female had joined the rebellion almost a cycle ago, but he’d never paid her much mind. She was small and easy to overlook, even for her species. But he knew crew members sometimes sought her out to speak of personal troubles or ask for advice. Now he wondered... could she be some kind of spiritual guide?

      The more he considered it, the more certain he became. Was it possible that Ellam Cua wanted him to seek Emmy out and ask for her help interpreting his calling? Maybe she would show him the path to his mate.

      Chigs smiled as determination burned away his earlier helplessness. Those CEOs at Syndicorp would soon regret the day they’d dared to cross a denaidan on a mission for his mate. He’d find the lab. Rescue every last woman. And burn Dollard and any of his remaining experiments to dust.
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      Emmy entered her office and set an empty box on the edge of her desk. Brushing a stray curl of brown hair from her eyes, she turned and surveyed the room. Her new office on board the Icarus was everything she’d always dreamed of, with a comfortable dove-gray sofa and matching chairs for her counseling sessions and mellow ambient lighting. A meditation fountain trickled gently in the corner, and she’d even managed to get her hands on a potted plant of unknown species with long, greenish-blue fronds. If she didn’t know better, she’d never guess they were on board a spaceship.

      Her gaze settled on a shelf holding the small plush toys she’d brought with her when she’d fled Aleigh. These were the only things that were out of place. She picked up an orange and yellow octopus with soft, floppy tentacles, remembering one of her younger patients counting down fears on each of the creature’s arms. She’d kept the toys as a reminder of her patients’ successes, but it was becoming clear that her previous counseling methods had no use among the hardened members of the rebellion. Just yesterday, Rust had ripped the wings off her plush dragon before stalking out in anger.

      She placed the octopus into the storage box and picked up a soft lavender netorpok with a long tail, tucking it into the box too. “You gotta go, guys. Sorry.”

      A hard knock on her office door interrupted her momentary nostalgia. Had Rust come back? Though he had obvious anger issues, she didn’t think he’d ever hurt her, but she wasn’t sure her poor stuffed animals were up for another visit. Voice tight, she called, “Come in?”

      The door slid open to reveal Chigs, one of the denaidan fighters from Kashatok’s crew. His braided hair brushed the top of the door frame, and he wore black pants and a white shirt rolled up at the sleeves to reveal the corded muscles beneath his coppery forearms. She’d only spoken to him in passing, but today a strange urgency had replaced his usual unsociability.

      “Are you busy?” Uncertainty laced his deep voice.

      “Not at all. What can I help you with, Chigs?” She moved around the desk to smile at the big denaidan male.

      His copper eyes flickered from her to the remaining stuffed animals on her shelf. “Those are interesting totems.”

      Emmy blinked, surprised by his assumption. “They aren’t totems. Just... toys. For comfort and therapy.”

      “Therapy?” Chigs raised an eyebrow, clearly puzzled.

      Emmy’s cheeks warmed. He obviously had no idea what her profession was about. “I’m a psychologist. I help people understand their thoughts and feelings.” She let out a breath. “Or at least I used to.”

      “My error,” Chigs muttered, his cheeks flushing a deep blue green. “The way Mek refers to you, I thought you were, well…” He shifted his weight uncomfortably. “Some sort of mystic.”

      Emmy’s heart gave a pang at the mention of Mek’s name. He’d been the latest in a string of heartbreaks that had made her swear off relationships. There was no relationship, Emmy, she chided herself. Mek had never returned her feelings, no matter how much she hoped he might. His heart had always been meant for another…

      She shook off her current line of thinking. Chigs was here for her counsel, not to watch her wallow in regrets. Forcing a smile, she said, “No harm done. Is there something specific you’d like to talk about?”

      Chigs took a single step forward so the door could slide closed behind him. “Can you interpret dreams?”

      The intense way his copper eyes connected with hers made Emmy’s breath catch in her throat. It felt like the room suddenly became a few degrees warmer. Why did all the denaidan rebels have to be so damn hot?

      Get a grip, Emmy. She’d literally just reminded herself to keep it professional, and here she was, letting her hormones drag her around again.

      She cleared her throat. “I’d be happy to listen and offer my insights.” She gestured to the couch across from her. “Please, sit.”

      Chigs strode toward the seating area, the sheer size of his chiseled body making Emmy feel even more petite than usual. He sat with his back to the shelf of stuffed animals, knees apart in a way that seemed to dominate the space. Jaw clenching and unclenching, he stared at the floor for a moment.

      Emmy sat in the chair opposite and waited for him to gather his thoughts. Waiting and silence were important parts of the psychological process, allowing the client to open up in their own time. But she was finding it difficult to keep her mind off the muscular breadth of his shoulders or the thickness of his massive thighs.

      After another moment, Chigs leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “I keep having a dream about a laboratory filled with denaidan women in cryopods.”

      Emmy’s heart squeezed. Discovering that Syndicorp had been holding denaidan females captive for breeding—especially after everyone had assumed there were no females left—had been a horrific shock, especially for the denaidan males. She was surprised more crew members hadn’t visited her office. “That’s perfectly understandable,” she said gently. “Dreams are often the subconscious mind’s way of processing trauma. Talking about your feelings may help stop the nightmares.”

      Chigs’s hands clenched into fists, knuckles bleaching under his burnished skin. “I don’t need to stop the dreams. I need to focus on them so I can rescue those women.” His gaze on hers intensified, the desperation in his eyes burning like twin copper lasers. “My mate is with them, I know it. Ellam Cua is trying to show me how to save her.”

      Now his question about her being a mystic made more sense—Chigs believed his dream was a vision from his god. “Chigs,” she began cautiously, “I know dreams can feel incredibly real, but⁠—”

      “You were in the dream,” he interrupted. “You’re the key to helping me interpret it. The key to finding my mate.”

      Her chest tightened. His devotion to a mate who might not even exist was inspiring, though she couldn’t help acknowledging the tiny, sharp prick of jealousy she felt. She wanted to help him, even if all she could do was ease his mind. “Okay,” she said, folding her hands on her lap. “Let’s explore your dream further. Tell me more.”

      Taking a deep breath, he began telling her about the lab. When he described translucent chambers, a flash of guilt made her guts twist with nausea as she recalled the face of one of her patients. Syndicorp had been testing methods of rewiring synapses to remove violent tendencies in criminals. The project had sounded good in theory, but the test subjects all suffered severe memory loss and impaired cognition. She’d left Syndicorp because of chambers just like those. Now Chigs was dreaming of them? She couldn’t take back what she’d done, but she’d do everything in her power to prevent anyone else from suffering. Shaking off her thoughts, she focused on what Chigs was saying.

      “The worst part of the dream is when I hear Dr. Dollard laughing,” Chigs finished through gritted teeth. “I worry he’s still out there somewhere. That bastard will never give up.”

      Emmy shook her head and spoke in a firm voice. “Dollard is dead. Humans aren’t like denaidans. Like most species, we don’t last long in space without a suit.”

      Chigs growled—literally growled—before saying, “He escaped death before. He could do it again.”

      Emmy’s gaze flickered to the empty spot on her shelf where the stuffed toy Rust had shredded once sat. The volatile cyborg had been struggling with doubts about Dollard when he lost control. Perhaps she should take a step back and reassess the situation with Chigs before pursuing this topic. Besides, there was another thing eating at the edges of her mind. “Chigs, did you work for Syndicorp?”

      His features hardened with loathing. “Yes. Like most of my iluq, I was a trooper.”

      “Perhaps what is manifesting as a dream is actually a memory of something you saw that has haunted your subconscious,” Emmy suggested. “That might explain why it felt so vivid.”

      He scratched his beard thoughtfully. “I don’t know. I did a lot of guard work when I was a trooper, but I seldom paid attention to what we were guarding.”

      Her pulse pounded as she contemplated how to bring up her own work with Syndicorp. She had told no one except her best friend, Marlis, about the horrible experiments—not that the human gunslinger, with her short-term memory issues, remembered the confession. Swallowing thickly, Emmy said, “For a short while, I worked on a project using chambers like you describe. It was near one of the prison planets.”

      Eyes narrowing, Chigs said, “Which planet?”

      Relieved he hadn’t asked for specifics about her work, Emmy said, “Nunum-qa, but I’m sure the lab has been moved since I was there. Syndicorp is always one step ahead when it comes to ensuring their activities remain a secret from the general public.”

      “Still...” Chigs stood up, determination etched across his face. “We know Dollard’s minions escaped with some of the denaidan prisoners in the lab we raided. Providing specifics might help Kashatok’s contacts in the Cartel locate the lab’s new location. We have to find those women before it’s too late.”

      Emmy hesitated. It was highly unlikely Kashatok could locate the lab based on one man’s dream and her own distant recollections, but between her guilt and the fire in Chigs’s eyes, she was willing to try.

      “All right,” she agreed. “Let’s go talk to Kashatok.”

      Chigs reached down to take her hand, his callouses rough against her palm. “I have faith in Ellam Cua’s plan.” He pulled her to her feet. “And in you, Emmy. We will find my mate together.”

      Emmy’s heart skipped a beat as she looked into Chigs’s eyes, the intensity of his faith radiating off him like a tangible force. In that moment, even she was tempted to believe his dream might be divine intervention. Perhaps I can finally atone for my sins.
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      The scent of recycled oxygen mixed with the sharp tang of synthetic protein hit Chigs the moment he stepped into the ship’s broad mess hall. He wrinkled his nose, noticing Emmy’s pert nose do the same before she covered it with a pale, petite hand. One of the cyborgs must’ve been in charge of cooking again—they always seemed to burn the chow and end up having to use the replicators. But food was the last thing on Chigs’s mind. He glanced at the crew members seated at the long tables near the galley doors, looking for Kashatok’s bearded copper face.

      At one end of the main table, Tovik spoke with animated exaggeration, eliciting a burst of harsh laughter from a handful of crew members. At the other end, Qaiyaan sat with his shaggy dark head close to Lisa, his human mate, lost in their own private world.

      Emmy nudged Chigs’s arm and pointed toward a long table to the right where Kashatok sat alone. His furry lavender netorpok, Jhikik, sat perched on his shoulder. The creature’s eyes were half-lidded, as if sleepy, but the tip of its prehensile tail twitched with alertness. The little pest was probably just waiting for a chance to cause trouble.

      Chigs strode over and slid onto the bench across from Kashatok, who had one hand wrapped around a bottle of Kantarellian rum. A platter of synthesized protein lumps in green gravy sat mostly untouched in front of him. Jhikik bared his tiny teeth as Kashatok pushed the bottle toward the newcomers. “Might want to drink your rations and avoid the food tonight.”

      “Thanks, iluq.” Chigs accepted the rum and took a long pull directly from the bottle before offering it to Emmy. The small human tipped it back to drink without hesitation. He watched her slender throat ripple as she swallowed, appreciating a woman who wasn’t afraid of a drink or two. It strengthened his belief that she was the right person to help with his mission.

      A sudden cough set Emmy’s brown curls bouncing, and she set the bottle down with a thud. Chigs reached over to thump her back, but Jhikik leaped to the table, then to Emmy’s lap, chittering a warning. Chigs scowled and withdrew his hand. Those needle-sharp teeth had bitten him enough times to make Chigs wary of the little tunrak.

      Emmy cleared her throat and stroked the beast’s soft fur. “Aw, aren’t you the cutest?”

      Her smile made Chigs’s secondary heart do a strange little double beat that he found unsettling. Reassured the creature wasn’t hostile toward Emmy, Chigs returned to the task at hand. “Kashatok, I need your help organizing a mission.”

      Kashatok frowned. “What mission?”

      “To find my mate.” Chigs quickly explained his vision, pausing only briefly when Joy plopped down on the bench next to Kashatok. She was still in her work coveralls, a smudge of gray hydraulic fluid marring the tan skin on the side of her neck. She set a platter of green glop onto the table in front of her.

      Kashatok put his arm around her, pulling her close while his other hand reached for the rum. “Don’t eat that,” he murmured into her short, dark hair.

      Chigs felt a twinge of jealousy over the mated pair’s obvious bond, but reminded himself that his mission would soon win him a mate of his own. He wrapped up his summary with, “We think the Cartel might have additional intel about the location of the lab.”

      Kashatok shook his head slowly. “You want me to contract with the Cartel over a dream?” He took a swig of rum. “I know we’re between missions at the moment, Chigs, but that’s a pretty big risk for something so uncertain. Hard data, maybe. But a dream?”

      Emmy added, “It is a risk, but it’s possible that it’s based on a subconscious memory that could hold clues about Syndicorp activities. I’ve worked with chambers like he describes. They were on a base near Nunum-qa.”

      “It’s not a dream. Ellam Cua sent me a vision.” Chigs’s chest puffed with certainty. “It led me to Emmy, and she⁠—”

      Tovik slid onto the bench near Chigs, gazing past him toward Emmy with a wistful expression. “Did I hear you say you and Emmy are mates? Congratulations.”

      Chigs realized more of the crew were now listening from the other table, likely jumping to similar conclusions. Uminaq. Better clear this up quickly. “Emmy’s not my mate, kid, so you still have a chance.”

      Emmy stiffened, then shoved Chigs’s shoulder. “Tovik and I have already had that discussion, Chigs. We’re not compatible.” Then she smiled at Tovik to soften the rejection. “But I’m proud to be his friend.”

      Kashatok pushed the rum toward the kid in silent sympathy, and Tovik gave him a stiff smile before taking a long a drink.

      Feeling bad about putting both Emmy and Tovik on the spot, Chigs continued, “I can feel my mate calling me through our divine bond. She’s in one of the pods Dollard’s people took with them when they fled.”

      Tovik lowered the bottle, ginger eyebrows pinched with confusion. “So you haven’t met her yet? I thought you needed physical contact to form the bond.”

      “Ellam Cua blessed me with a vision. I know this feeling is true.” Chigs returned his focus to Kashatok. “Right now, I need Kashatok to contact the Cartel and see if they know anything about the lab in my vision.”

      Kashatok crossed his arms over his long beard. “I don’t want to doubt you—or Ellam Cua, for that matter—but I’m not sure this would be the best use of our resources. Asking for help from the Cartel is expensive.” He shifted his attention to the crew watching from the other table. “What do you think, Qaiyaan? Doug?”

      Emmy interrupted. “Can’t Doug just hack us the funds, as usual?” She glanced toward the cyborg male at the far end of the table. “I think we should at least ask them.”

      Warmth spread through Chigs at her support.

      “How does the Cartel fit into all this?” Marlis asked from behind them. Chigs looked over his shoulder to where the gunslinger stood, hands on her hips over her gun belt. “I thought they were our enemies, too.”

      Lisa chimed in from the other table, her voice tinged with bitterness. “They are. The Cartel is just as ruthless and untrustworthy as Syndicorp, forcing colonies to pay protection money, running slaves, murdering entire families to keep their secrets. We’d do well to remember that.”

      Noatak rose and pulled Marlis over to sit on the bench next to Emmy. “The relationship between the Cartel and the rebellion is... complicated. Sometimes our interests align. Other times, they don’t.” He leaned in to address Kashatok. “But we can’t always afford to be picky about our allies. If this is a lead, we should follow it.”

      The mess hall doors slid open to admit Mek and Rashana. Seeing the group clustered around the table, they hurried over, Rashana waddling in the late stages of pregnancy. “Sorry we’re late,” said Mek, shaking his head when Kashatok offered the rum. “We got caught up in the med bay.”

      “We’re having a girl!” Rashana said, stroking a palm over the curve of her rounded belly. Her red gold face positively glowed with excitement, and everyone broke into congratulations. She was a human-denaidan hybrid, and her child would be the first born to the rebels in nearly two decades—and hopefully it wouldn’t be the last.

      The sight of her served as a stark reminder to Chigs that more than just finding his mate was on the line. The fate of the denaidan people hung in the balance.

      Taking up where Noatak had left off, Chigs said, “So it’s agreed. Kashatok will contact the Cartel.”

      Tovik’s fingertips drummed a quick rhythm on the tabletop. “Instead of contacting the Cartel directly, why doesn’t Doug hack into the darkweb? Seems like a safer bet.”

      All eyes turned expectantly to the cyborg, who was also the most powerful cyber-sensitive in existence. “I’m already looking,” Doug said, his green cybernetic eye flashing as he sifted through data. Chigs marveled at the ease with which he could hack a computer system anywhere in the galaxy. “Is there a name for these chambers?”

      “Yes,” said Emmy. “Synaptic alteration chambers—SAC units for short. Syndicorp used them to experiment on prisoners.”

      The room fell silent until Doug spoke again. “I have located historical data about two labs using SAC units. One on Nunam-qa and another on a moon orbiting Xeranis. The projects were defunded almost a cycle ago. The labs have reportedly been dismantled. I have also identified the director of the lab on Xeranis, a man named Dr. Dafari. He is now living on Aleigh.”

      “Dafari?” Emmy gasped.

      Chigs turned to her. “You know him?”

      “You could say that.” There was a tightness to her eyes Chigs couldn’t interpret, and a flush to her cheeks. Some denaidans could use their ionic power to sense heartbeat and temperature, to gauge a person’s emotions, but Chigs had never had that sort of finesse. He was better at brute force.

      Emmy cleared her throat before continuing, “He… he was my fiancé.” She reached for the bottle of rum and took a long swig. “I can’t believe he ended up being the director for that project. But then, he did move up the ranks faster than anybody I know.”

      Chigs’s hearts skipped a rapid beat. Emmy has an old flame in Syndicorp? The thought made him uncomfortable, but it also made ever more sense why his dream sent him to her. “Any chance you could contact him? Find out what he knows?”

      Emmy chewed her lower lip, doubt written all over her pale round face. “It would be strange for me to contact him out of the blue. We didn’t part on the best of terms. And if he retired on Aleigh, he’s in the heart of Syndicorp territory.”

      Disappointment settled like weights on Chigs’s shoulders. Another dead end. And every passing moment increased the odds that his mate would be lost to him forever. Emmy’s brown eyes were pinched in obvious distress, and he had a moment of empathy for her. Had she believed Dafari was her mate?

      “I know!” Tovik exclaimed. “Mek and I can go undercover as Syndicorp doctors and lure this Dafari guy away so we can force him to reveal the lab’s location. We’ll tell him we have a confidential project we want him to oversee. All we need are lab coats and some fake credentials.” He straightened his shoulders. “You can call me Dr. Vortex.”

      Laughter erupted around the table. “Tovik, I admire your imagination,” Qaiyaan said, “but even if we put you in a lab coat, you wouldn’t pass for a doctor. You’re denaidan. There are no denaidans on Aleigh.”

      Mek chuckled. “Especially with a name like Dr. Vortex.”

      “Fine, figure it out yourself, then,” said Tovik, crossing his arms. “I just thought you might want backup.”

      Mek was shaking his head. “Regardless of what you come up with, I can’t help this time. I’m sorry. The baby could arrive any day now, and I’m the only medical doctor in the fleet.”

      “If anyone is going, it should be me,” Chigs said. “I’ll disguise myself with a hood or something.”

      Kashatok snorted. “In a hood? Plus, you know nothing about medicine. You really think you could pass for a doctor?”

      Chigs scowled, filled with his own doubt. “This is the only plan we have, and I’ll do whatever I have to find my mate.”

      Emmy interrupted, “Dafari’s too smart to be duped into falling for a plan like that, even if we sent someone who could pass for a doctor.” She set the bottle down with a plunk and lifted her chin defiantly. “I’ll go. He and I lived together on Aleigh, so I have the best shot at finding him and getting the information we need.”

      Gratitude flooded through Chigs. It was obvious she didn’t want to see the man again, yet she was putting herself in his path for the sake of this mission. He settled a hand on her shoulder, thinking how fragile her bones felt under his palm as he gently squeezed. “Thank you, Emmy.”

      She shrugged. “I’m just glad I can do my part in the rebellion.”

      Chigs’s chest tightened as he realized he knew nothing about this Dafari fellow. Emmy could be heading into danger. He squeezed her shoulder gently. “I’ll come as your bodyguard.”

      Emmy shook her head. “No. It would be strange if I showed up with an armed guard. Plus, we’re back to the fact that there aren’t any denaidans on Aleigh.”

      “But you can’t go alone,” he insisted. “I would never forgive myself if you were harmed. Let me pose as your bodyguard. I’ll put on full battle gear and cover my head with a helmet.”

      “Dafari’d never buy it,” she said.

      “What if I craft a disguise for you?” the cyborg named
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