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      Dragon-shifter Lochlann left home to avoid a war he didn’t believe in. Now as Captain of The Conqueror, in charge of a misfit crew, all he wants is to return without the label of coward. He’s been offered one chance at redemption: Find Margot, a noblewoman’s missing sister. The only problem is, the woman disappeared years ago, and his closest lead is a stunningly beautiful look-a-like droid crafted in her image. Alexis is programed to be everything he could ever desire, but getting her to reveal her secrets proves to be a true challenge for this alpha male.

      Being a base model pleasure droid isn’t as glamorous as it sounds. Alexis can’t remember a time when she wasn’t the property of others. Multiple surgeries, and endless tests, have amounted to a life not worth living. When a pirate crew visits her facility, she sneaks onto their ship. Desperate not to be returned to her owners, she strikes a deal with the alluring captain. Pretend to be Margot in exchange for freedom.
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      Dear Fans of the Dragon Lords Series,

      Many of you have emailed asking about Kendall’s lost sister in book six, The Stubborn Lord. Wonder no more. Find out what happened to Margot after Kendall’s repossession. There is more to her story than you might think.

      For those of you who have not read The Stubborn Lord, don’t worry, you can still enjoy this story, and then check out what happened to Kendall and the rest of the Space Lords’ and Dragon Lords’ couples.

      You can find a complete list of Dragon Lords series and related series world books on my website, MichellePillow.com.

      As always, thank you, readers, for your continued love and support of my work.

      Happy Reading!

      Michelle M. Pillow
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      The Conqueror, Deep Space

      “Solar balls and black holes!” Rick ran into the common area of the ship. Breathing hard, he panted, “Alarm. Alarm. Cockpit. Alarm.”

      Captain Lochlann turned his halfhearted attention toward the pilot. Many of Rick’s outbursts were just fits of boredom, or signs of mischief, or, worse, bored mischief that would land them in some intergalactic quagmire. Ever since the pilot had brought a Lintianese curse down on their heads, Lochlann had lost patience for the man’s antics.

      Lochlann’s situation was complicated enough without having his future love life doomed before it began. According to his dragon-shifter people’s custom, in order to marry he needed to be on his home planet on their one night of darkness to participate in the breeding ceremony. That wouldn’t be such a big deal, except for the fact he was banned from returning to his home planet. Not only couldn’t he marry in accordance with his people’s beliefs, the chance of finding a woman at all was cursed to fail thanks to Rick’s big mouth. Mating was hard enough for dragons. They weren’t like other alien cultures. When they married, it was for life. One woman. One wife. One chance at happiness.

      “What did you do now, Rick? Asteroids, mine fields, Federation vessels, or ex-girlfriend?” Lochlann drawled, unconcerned. Being in charge of space pirates wasn’t something he’d asked for. It just happened. Life was unexpected that way.

      Though, to be fair, they weren’t true space pirates. More like borderline mini-pirates. They didn’t follow all the galaxy’s laws, but then they didn’t attack innocent spaceships and intentionally harm people. They were adventurers—planet-less adventurers—joined together by brotherhood, wanderlust, and a shared need to survive.

      “Actually, don’t answer. Just fix it.” Without indulging whatever Rick was going on about, Lochlann turned back to the game grid before him. Jackson had acquired the new board for Frendle’s Chips on their last fuel stop. Metal discs hovered above the grid. Random currents of electricity ran between them in short bursts. The goal was to first sweep the discs out of the grid without getting shocked. Then you had to toss the discs back into place without letting them touch the electricity. Otherwise your disc would turn into particles. The game was popular with serious gamblers, but they were having a hell of a time mastering it.

      “There has to be an easier way to win money. Want me to fix it so you never lose?” Viktor was their mechanic and could pretty much rig anything.

      “Some of us don’t need to cheat to win,” Lucien said, mostly to be contrary to his brother. Slender and pale with red-green and red-brown eyes, Viktor and Lucien took after their Dere heritage more than their human side. Irrelevant arguments were pretty much the only way they communicated with each other.

      “Cockpit alarm,” Rick repeated louder from the doorway when no one gave him the reaction he was looking for. They continued to ignore him.

      “No, you’re not rigging my board,” Jackson asserted. Out of all the current crewmen, he’d been with Lochlann the longest. The man had a secretive military background and, up until very recently, had spent most of his time in the ship’s VR room training with his security officer counterpart, Dev. However, since Dev fell in love with Violette Stephans, he didn’t have much time for training anymore. Now Jackson was on some strange, almost lonely quest to master every challenge that crossed his path.

      Violette’s half-sister was also on board. They’d rescued Josselyn Craven from an ice prison, and she’d married the ship’s empath, Evan Cormier. Violette and Josselyn weren’t the best of friends, and like Viktor and Lucien they bickered if they were left in each other’s company for too long. For that reason, he’d encourage their husbands to keep them out of the common area and in their quarters during longer trips.

      Maybe arguing was a sibling thing. Lochlann had no idea. He didn’t have brothers or sisters.

      “We need to do something to earn space credits,” Viktor stated. “Our last treasure hunt was a bust, and there is no way I’m ever going back to that abandoned icehole called Florencia’s Fifth Moon to search for a third time. My balls still have frostbite.”

      “That’s not frostbite. You have to have balls before they can…” Lucien tried to reach over the active game grid to swipe a disc. Electricity zapped his finger, and he jumped back. Shaking his injured hand, he finished weakly, “be bitten.”

      “Zenni District,” Rick stated, the words softer than before.

      That got their attention. All eyes turned toward him.

      “Your sex life does not constitute an emergency. We don’t have the space credits to afford a pleasure droid,” Lochlann denied the unspoken request. He knew being a single man forced to see two happy couples every day in the close confines of the ship wasn’t easy. Sacred cats, he was lonely too. He’d love to buy a pleasure droid to fake companionship on desolate nights. “And we’re not burning fuel to go to the Zenni District so that you can walk around and gaze longingly into canister pods in a storage facility.”

      “We have to go. There’s an alarm,” Rick insisted.

      “What do you keep saying about an alarm?” Jackson frowned. “I have received no security notices.”

      “Captain Jarek must have set it before he went home. The computers are running a continuous scan for, um, something important,” Rick explained ineloquently. “I think in honor of our former captain, we should go to the Zenni District to see about the match the alarm has found.”

      A zapping noise drew Lochlann’s attention back to the game.

      Lucien sucked on an injured knuckle and glared at the grid. “You stupid…game.”

      Lochlann missed his captain predecessor. Jarek had been his friend since they were boys shifting and running in the woods of their home planet. They’d left Qurilixen because they saw no other choice. Lochlann was a Draig dragon-shifter and Jarek was a Var cat-shifting prince. Their people had been at war in some age-old feud that no one understood. The fighting was so ingrained that even during times of peace they still had petty skirmishes. It wasn’t like they fought over territory, or social injustice. They just fought because both sides didn’t seem to like the other.

      Lochlann hadn’t wanted to kill anyone. Prince Jarek felt the same. So they left for offworld adventures. Jarek had captained the crew since he was a prince and it was his ship, and Lochlann had been his second in command. Everything had been so new and shiny back then.

      But that was years ago. The Draig-Var war had ended, supposedly for good with the death of Jarek’s father. Lochlann had his doubts. Peace never seemed to last.

      For him, adventures had turned into a way of life, life turned into normal, and now he was no longer Lochlann of the Draig, dragon-shifter exploring space who had a home planet. No, now he was Captain Lochlann of The Conqueror, newly in charge of a misfit crew and a traitor on his homeworld for refusing to kill cat-shifters.

      Jarek had promoted him before moving home to the Var palace with his wife and infant son. The prince’s brothers welcomed him with open arms as if he’d never left. The Draig were not as understanding with Lochlann.

      A battle had taken Lochlann’s father. Grief killed his mother. He had no siblings. As was the dragon way, others raised him until he was old enough to train for war. He never went hungry, never was without a place to sleep, and had usually been treated kindly, but he was passed from home to home. He’d been a community responsibility.

      His youthful decision not to fight didn’t go over too well with his people. All he wanted was to remove the label of traitor from his name. He had to restore his honor before he could return home, and the dragon-shifter nobles had given him a way to do just that.

      It should have been simple. He had to find one lost human and bring her back to her noblewoman sister. How hard would it be to track one girl? It’s not like this Margot was some kind of master criminal. She was a girl from a space fuel dock.

      Then why in all the black hole, cursed port, bloody novas could he not complete that one task to find the blasted Margot?

      He couldn’t even find a trail to follow.

      “It’s the responsible thing to do,” Rick insisted, drawing Lochlann’s attention back.

      “Is this alarm a sales notification?” Lochlann drawled wryly.

      “I don’t think Jarek’s wife would appreciate his shopping for a pleasure droid,” Jackson added.

      Lochlann knew for a fact Jarek would never shop for such a thing. He was madly in love with his wife.

      “The fact that the pleasure droid manufacturer is located there is not why we’re going,” Rick said, “but there was an alarm set to go off to let Jarek know, and we need to—”

      “I’m thinking Rick may have a point,” Viktor interrupted. “And I am in no way basing my opinion on the encoded airwaves Lucien decrypted of the new pleasure droid model advertisements.”

      “I am completely basing my vote on that,” Lucien said. “I say Zenni District.”

      “This is not up for a vote,” Lochlann stated. “We’re low on space credits, and fuel reserves. It’s my job to make sure we make responsible decisions and don’t end up floating in the deep black hoping someone reputable rescues our sorry asses.”

      “What is the alarm for specifically?” Jackson asked.

      “Something called a mar-got,” Rick said with a shrug.

      Lochlann stiffened. “Did you say Margot?”

      “What’s a Margot?” Jackson asked.

      “A girl,” Lochlann whispered. It couldn’t be. His chest tightened, and he found it hard to breathe.

      He missed home. He wanted to see the red dirt and green-tinted skies, to shift into dragon form and run through the shadowed marshes near the borderlands. Instead, he was condemned to the high skies, sailing the deep black looking for a woman who might never be found.

      Until now.

      Had he finally found Margot?
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      Pleasure Droid Manufacturing Headquarters, Zenni District

      “This is Alexis. Source pleasure droid companion model nine-point-seven.”

      The clinical voice of Doc Murky caused Alexis to open her eyes. Her lids were heavy, and she couldn’t focus her vision for too long. The feeling of sedatives in her blood was nothing new. This was her life. Whenever she awoke, there was always a moment of panic that she’d be in some new hell, recovering from a new surgery, stranded in a new place. She hated the pleasure droid facility, just as she’d hated the laboratories before that, but at the same time there was comfort in the familiar surroundings.

      “It appears as if she’s looking at us. Is she awake?” a male voice asked. He was one blurry face in a group of three. “Can she hear us?”

      “No. Her program is completely unaware of her surroundings right now,” Doc Murky answered. “We’re not in the business of torture. The movement you are seeing is to keep her body functioning normally. While she is sedated, we take the opportunity to upload information into her brain. She then talks about it and teaches conversation cadence to the program so all droids may be trained to be like her.”

      A clamp around her waist molded to her skin like a corset, holding her in place suspended over the ground. The tight material of her jumpsuit kept her restraints from biting into her flesh. Metal bands pulled at her arms and thighs, lifting and lowering her limbs to make it look like she was running in the air. Tiny jolts of electricity shocked her muscles. Normally she was asleep during the exercise procedure.

      “Alexis is one of our greatest achievements,” Murky boasted. “When her model hits the market, she will not only be a fully functioning pleasure droid with the optional homemaker package, but she will also be a highly advanced companion versed in multiple subjects. She’ll come with a full range of aggression settings—a popular feature with many humanoid cultures. She can be as meek or as domineering as the owner wishes.”

      Alexis listened, unable to speak. The movements of her limbs changed. There was nothing she could do to stop the motion. She was on display, a doll they could look at, prod, probe, and discuss.

      “What about security?” a woman asked. “If she has the ability to converse, what is to say she won’t tell my husband’s secrets?”

      “The rumors that Pleasure Droid Corporation technology is easily compromised are just that, rumors. Other companies have tried to produce inferior replicas. It is those units you have to worry about,” Murky assured the woman. “That said, we’ve made some enhancements from past models. I can show you the specs. Alexis will protect her owner, or owners, with no thought to self-preservation. As for verbal secrets, all information given to her will be encrypted according to the owner’s specifications. Though I am obligated to instruct you not to store highly sensitive information in the droid, without a Federation Military level encryption package, if you will be at higher risk of having your unit stolen, such as interplanetary diplomats who travel with their droids, or those who prefer a more nomadic lifestyle.”

      “Can you lower her? I’d like to feel her skin,” the woman requested.

      “Certainly.” Murky pushed a few buttons on a console and her exercise stopped. Alexis’s body lowered, and her bare feet touched the cold metal grates of the floor. She looked directly into Murky’s face, but he gave her no more acknowledgments than he would a piece of furniture. He lifted her right arm and extended it over the console light. “See the delicate circuitry.”

      Alexis looked at her hand as Murky pushed up her sleeve. Her vision cleared by small degrees. Lights activated under her skin to show the bio-wire nerve endings along the metal skeleton beneath the surface. A feminine hand stroked her arm a couple of times before giving her a hard pinch. Sharpened fingernails bit painfully into her skin. She willed her hand to pull away, but she had no control over herself. The bodice she wore manipulated her nervous system and kept her docile.

      “Very lifelike,” the woman observed. “Will she bleed?”

      The woman wanted to cut her? Alexis focused on pulling her hand back. All she managed was to make her fingers jerk.

      “Yes, but we cannot damage the source prototype.” Murky frowned and lifted his arm to gesture everyone away from her. “Follow me. I’ll show you to manufacturing where you can see some of the customizations. You can even choose what color of blood you’d like the unit to have.” He pressed the button on the console to have Alexis suspended over the floor once more. “All investors will receive the first units to come off the assembly line.”

      Alexis blinked several times, trying to clear her swimming vision. Murky had not resumed the exercise program. Though being trapped was nothing new, the anxiety still settled in her stomach. She almost preferred being left asleep, so she didn’t have to know what it felt like to hang like a doll on a hook.

      Something was wrong. She had no idea how much time passed, but she slowly regained her functions. At first, it was a twitch in her finger, a persistent itch on her cheek that she couldn’t scratch, then a spasm of her arm, next she was able to lift and turn her head. She peered around the empty laboratory. No one monitored her. Workstations sat empty, the desks unlit. Electronic clipboards hung dormant on the walls.

      Various tools were lined up perfectly along the walkway in front of her. She was in the exercise harness where she spent most of her time asleep. To her left was the upload helmet they occasionally placed on her head to teach her new skills. They claimed the rush of information wouldn’t hurt, but it left her with a terrible headache each time. To her right were scanners so they could feed her measurements and movements to the assembly line computers. That consisted of hours of repeating the same tasks—picking up a teacup and sipping, sweeping a floor that was not dirty, pursing her lips to kiss the air.

      The metal exercise bands allowed for movement and after several attempts, she was able to reach across to press the button to unlatch the band from her arm. She lifted her weak hand to her cheek to scratch, sighing in relief to finally be able to reach the itch. Now with one arm free, it was easier to unlock the remaining three bands. Her upper body leaned forward. Without the bands to support her weight, gravity slowly pulled her from the bodice harness. Tiny needles had been inserted between each vertebra and their slow removal from her spine caused her to automatically cry out in pain. No sound left her vocal cords. For that she was grateful, as the noise would have alerted the facility staff.

      Tears made cool trails down her face. It was then she noticed the low temperature in the lab. The bodice finally let loose, and she fell toward the metal grate of the floor. She landed with a hard thud, barely able to block her fall with her weak arms. Pain radiated from her spine and up her arms. Her breath left her in hard pants, but her voice still did not work.

      Alexis crawled along the grate, away from the harness, from the workstations, and endless tasks she was forced to perform. If they caught her, they’d put her back with renewed security. In more years than she could count, she had never gotten free. This was a first.

      Tears still wet her eyes, but they did not continue to fall. She worked beyond sadness into desperation. This life couldn’t continue. Not like this. Some people should have never been created, and she was one of them.

      She couldn’t let them catch her. If they did, they’d once again strap her into the harness. She couldn’t go back. Anything would be preferable to her current situation. There was only one way they couldn’t get their hands on her. Death. Alexis needed to die.

      With that in mind, she forced herself to her feet. She stumbled to a large display where they kept a hand-held medic. When she tried to open the door, lights blinked and denied her entry. It had taken several attempts before her mind cleared enough move past that focused task. She looked for anything that might help end her suffering, but the medical supplies were locked away. There was only one direction to go, down the lighted corridor in the opposite direction as the investor tour group.

      Alexis slid her arm along the corridor wall for support, over the smooth bands of lights that showcased the dark shadow of the Pleasure Droid company logo. Her eyes focused on the floor, tracking each step forward. It was about all she could manage with the drugs still filtering through her system. Her knee buckled a little, but she righted herself and kept going. Desperation caused her to move faster.

      She reached the end of the corridor and glanced around a corner. A row of display pods lined the wall in the adjoining sales room. She had only seen the displays twice before, as the doctors didn’t like to let her out of the laboratory. Both times had been to show her an example of what she was expected to surpass.

      Different droid models were posed in various positions and clothing options in the individual pods. A large centerpiece montage had been set on a stage encased behind security glass. The homey scene started with a droid forever pouring tea next to a unit touching an electronic monitor, then flowed into a bedroom display where one seductively lay in a bed and another cleaned. The last segment showed the interior of a luxury spacecraft where one droid carried a food tray, and another piloted the ship.

      Seeing a sharp metal protrusion on the back of one of the solo displays, Alexis went toward it. If she hid on the floor behind the pod, maybe no one would find her until she bled out. If the cut were deep enough, maybe the nanoids wouldn’t have time to heal her.

      Alexis reached her wrist forward, ready to drag her skin across the edge. Her breathing deepened. Her nose burned with the threat of tears. She had no choice. This is how it had to be. It was either this or go back. Her hand shook, and she closed her eyes. Cold pressed against her skin. All she had to do was slice.

      “I love you.”

      Alexis gasped and opened her eyes at the sound of the earnest male voice.

      “And I love you,” the man continued. “And you. And I love you. And I want to marry you and your sister and your cousin over there. I’m going to name her Starla, and you are my Roxie.”

      “Rick, what are you doing?” another man demanded. “You’re not supposed to be in here. Lochlann is looking for you. We need you to distract—”

      “Oh, good, Viktor, get your tools. We need to open this pod,” Rick answered. “We are going to rescue Roxie and Starla and stow them on the ship before anyone notices they’re gone.”

      “They’re all deactivated display models. Even if I opened the pod, there is no way to turn them on,” Viktor answered. “They have no insides.”

      “What?” Rick turned toward the pods. “No, baby cakes, no! How could they not give you insides?”

      Alexis leaned from where she hid behind the pod to see an attractive man hugging and stroking a pleasure droid display pod. The redheaded droid inside wore a short gemstone skirt and draping gemstone top. Her face was frozen in an expression of shock.

      “Viktor, I want a droid.” Rick’s mumble sounded more like a pout. He continued to pet the pod.

      “I know, I know,” Viktor soothed. He patted his friend’s short brown hair. Then, more matter-of-factly, he added, “But we’re broke pirates. We can’t afford them. And we’re about to outstay our welcome after my brother breaks into the security system to look for Lochlann’s mystery lady. So, let’s go before guards start shooting.”

      “I’d treat her like a princess,” Rick continued. “Cause Roxie is a princess who likes to massage feet. And her cousin, Starla, is a scientist and a famous musician who enjoys films and to bring me food in sexy clothes.”

      Alexis let her wrist drop, unharmed. Maybe there was another way to escape.

      “We have always known you were delusional,” Viktor answered, before turning to leave the display area. “If you’re not on the ship in ten minutes, we’re leaving without you.”

      Rick pushed away from the pod and sighed. A look of sadness crossed over his face. “Well, star beam, it was a fun dream while it lasted. Try not to cry when I walk away. This is the way it has to be.” He tapped the pod a few times and turned to follow Viktor from the room.

      Alexis moved to go after him. She took small, shuffling steps, still fighting the drugs in her system.

      Rick turned, his arms lifting and body stiffening as if he expected to be attacked. Seeing her, he gave a quizzical smile. “Where did you come from, moonlight?” He glanced around. “Do you work here?”

      Alexis opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Her vocal cords had yet to recover. She lifted her fingers to gesture toward her throat, but Rick grabbed her hand in his before she could finish the movement.

      “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” He held her hand and leaned closer to her face. “You are. Your eyes are changing color.” He felt warm against her skin as he moved them across the back of her hand. “They’ve done amazing work.”

      Alexis looked where he touched her. Part of her waited for him to pinch her. For some reason, people liked seeing if they could hurt her.

      “I wish I could take you with me, but the captain would probably eject me off the ship if I stole you.” Rick leaned over and kissed her hand gently before letting it go. He walked backward a few steps, gave her a crooked smile and a wink before turning to leave. He had kind eyes. It had been a long time since a person looked at her with kind eyes. Alexis followed him. They had walked several paces before he realized she was behind him. He once again faced her. “Can I help you with something, star beam?”

      Alexis looked down at her hand before slowly reaching to take his. It was the best she could manage in her current state. She wanted to speak, but no sound would pass her frozen throat. Her numb face made expressions difficult. Standing upright took nearly all her energy.

      “Ah, I wish I could, love, but I can’t afford you.” Rick cupped her cheek and leaned to kiss the corner of her mouth. She barely felt it. He gave her another playful smile. “You are remarkable.”

      Rick tried to let her go so he could once again leave. Alexis held his hand tighter. He had to take her with him. If he left her, she’d have to return to her first plan. She didn’t want to die, but she couldn’t stay here.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were real,” Rick said. “Remarkable.”
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      The only hope Lochlann had of finding Margot and restoring his honor was pulled from his grasp by a pleasure droid. The company’s new Alexis model bore a striking resemblance to what Margot might look like now, but that is all it was. A resemblance. The ship’s computer had snatched her picture from a rogue transmission fragment, calculated the facial similarity, but revealed nothing more.

      Alexis was a machine—a stunningly beautiful machine, but a machine nonetheless. The tech that greeted them in hopes of securing a sale had been only too happy to show the full Alexis specs before they were made available to the public. Apparently, they were actively looking for financial investors, and Lochlann’s crew’s pirating appeared more lucrative than it really was. She was a unique model, their most lifelike yet, with several enhanced features. Lochlann had seen those features coming off the manufacturing assembly line—an entire row of lifeless Margot look-a-like heads.

      He would give the pleasure droid creators credit for one thing. They knew how to craft beauty. The new Alexis model was as close to perfection as he’d ever seen.

      His stomach growled. After his disappointment, he’d crawled into bed and slept for what felt like an entire day. In reality, it had probably only been eleven hours.

      Lady Kendall wanted her sister back at any cost. She’d sent him so many communications that he couldn’t bring himself to answer her anymore. There was a reason why he’d been given this task. If Margot had been easy to find, the dragon-shifter nobles would have done it themselves. Lochlann did not want to be the one to tell Kendall her sister was probably dead. The universe could be a horrible place, filled with lawless characters and depraved beings. A young girl on a fuel dock with an alcoholic gambler for a father wouldn’t have stood much of a chance. If Larceny Casino hadn’t collected her—not that the company would admit it if they had—some passing spaceship would have. Even if he found Margot alive by some miracle, he wasn’t sure Kendall would recognize the sister he brought back to her.

      “She loves me,” Rick boasted, his voice carrying from the commons. “Can’t stay away from me. I guess it’s my natural charm.”

      Lochlann paused on his way to the ship’s small dining hall. His stomach tightened in unease. Whatever was happening couldn’t be good.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Lucien asked. “Why does she just stand there with a blank look on her face?”

      “Because she’s defective,” Viktor teased. “Why else would anything follow Rick around?”

      Laughter flooded the corridor.

      “She’s just shy,” Rick defended. “And be nice. She can hear you.”

      “Are you sure?” Jackson teased.

      Lochlann sighed, confident he didn’t want to see what Rick had done. He took several steps forward and stopped in the common room’s doorway.

      Lucien, Viktor, and Evan stood around Rick and a woman. Jackson lounged on his favorite low chair. They hid her from his view, but the hint of fiery red locks gave her away.

      “Evan, can she hear us?” Jackson asked.

      “All I sense from her is white noise,” Evan answered. “I can’t read machines. I’m an empath, not a mechanic. Viktor, can she hear us?”

      “I’d be happy to undress her and do a little investigating into how she operates,” Viktor said, his voice sultry. “Let me grab my tools.”

      “Keep your tool away from my woman,” Rick warned.

      “As pretty as she is, I like my tool too much to risk putting it in that woman and her security—” Lucien said.

      “You’re just jealous I have a girlfriend.” Rick shifted his weight and put his arm around the woman’s shoulders. “And she’s hot.”

      “Rick,” Lochlann stated, using the man’s name like a warning shot.

      “Hey, there, captain.” Rick grinned as if he’d done nothing wrong. He gave an animated performance of introducing his new friend. “I want you to meet my lady.”

      “Yeah, a lady that will probably blow his balls off if he tries to sleep with her,” Lucien added. “You know they have these things rigged to keep them from being stolen.”

      “Those are the cheap counterfeit prostitute models,” Rick corrected. “Mine is a classy lady prostitute model.”

      “Well, maybe, but still I don’t know if I’d risk it,” Lucien said. “Especially not a brand new unit that came from the manufacturer. She might be some kind of prototype.”

      Lochlann turned to confront Rick’s stowaway and demand why she was on his ship. Droid or not, she didn’t belong there. He stiffened in surprise. “Marg—Alexis?”

      The droid was even more beautiful in the live version. She wore a medical jumpsuit with the Pleasure Droid Corporation insignia on the chest. The long red hair fell past her breasts to frame a delicate face. Each feature had been crafted with flawless precision. Her mouth parted and her chest lifted to mimic breath. Wide eyes stared at him from an expressionless face. Their color slowly changed from brown to blue to green as if her programming couldn’t decide which feature to lock in. A protective surge filled him, but he quickly dismissed it. He only felt that way because she reminded him of what Margot might look like, and he was sent to find and protect Margot—not a robot.

      “Blast it all, Rick. What did you do?” Lochlann demanded.

      “Nothing,” Rick protested. “She wanted to come. She loves me.”

      “You stole a pleasure droid,” Lochlann answered his own question. “Are you insane? Do you know how much these new models cost? This isn’t some used up rental, or a surplus model. This one hasn’t even been released yet.”

      “Didn’t cost me anything.” Rick waved his hand in dismissal. “Don’t worry. We still have enough credits to fuel at the next dock.”

      “This isn’t a small indiscretion. The Pleasure Droid Corp has ties to the Larceny Casino Ship. They’re not exactly known for doing things the polite way.” Lochlann sighed in frustration as he studied the droid. Blast the stars, she was beautiful.

      “Aw, come on, captain, can’t we keep her?” Viktor asked, standing next to Alexis.

      “We promise to take good care of her,” Lucien added, draping his arm over the woman’s shoulders. She stiffened and glanced at the man who touched her.

      Viktor petted her head. “We promise to feed her. Tell him, Evan, tell him we’re telling the truth.”

      “Don’t look at me,” Evan returned. “I’m not getting into the middle of this.”

      “We need to return her,” Lochlann instructed Rick. “If we hurry, we can explain how she followed you on board, and we didn’t know she was here until we had already taken off.”

      “We can’t take her back right now. We don’t have the fuel,” Rick said. He pushed Lucien’s arm off her shoulders and replaced it with his own. “So I guess that means we keep her.”

      Lochlann met the woman’s eyes. Something in them pleaded with him to let her stay.

      Wait…what? She wasn’t a woman. She was a machine with a software glitch. Her changing eyes indicated that her program wasn’t completely downloaded. “Rick, please tell me you didn’t steal her off an assembly line. I need to know the truth. Is she defective?”

      “She followed me—” Rick insisted, turning to the droid.

      “So that means yes,” Lucien inserted.

      “—willingly onto the ship. Didn’t you, star beam? You want to stay, don’t you?” Rick held out his hand.

      Alexis looked down and placed her hand in Rick’s.

      “See,” Rick said. “I say we let the lady decide for herself. She wants to stay. You didn’t make Dev and Evan kick their women off the ship. In fact, we went out of our way to help them even though someone was after them.”

      “Whoa,” Evan interrupted. “Our women are alive. There is no comparison.”

      “Don’t be such a judgmental humanist. There is room for everyone in this universe,” Rick scolded before whispering sweet words into Alexis’s ear.

      “Jackson, some help,” Lochlann pleaded, hoping the security officer would show reason.

      “Our options are limited. We can’t go back because we don’t have enough fuel for a return trip. We could drop her off somewhere and let her become someone else’s problem. We could sell her and let her become someone else’s problem. We can eject her from the ship into the black and hope Pleasure Droid Corp doesn’t know she came with us.”

      At the last idea, Alexis’s eyes widened slightly and her breathing deepened. She gripped Rick’s hand tighter. Her changing eyes focused on Lochlann, and he found he couldn’t look away.

      “Ow, easy there, love. I only look like I’m made of steel.” Rick pried his fingers from her hold and shook his hand. “That’s quite a grasp you have there. No one is going to hurt you, I promise.”

      “You’re lucky we don’t eject you into the black, rocket boy,” Lochlann muttered. He was hungry and cranky, and not pleased to have the reminder of his failure to find Margot staring at him.

      “Stop scaring my woman,” Rick scolded. He turned Alexis from Lochlann. “Come on, baby cakes. Let’s get away from the grouchy captain. He’s just jealous because no one ever wants to be his stowaway.”

      Lochlann pressed his fingers to his temples, trying to rub out the headache forming. “Rick, wait.”

      Rick turned expectantly.

      “You can’t,” Lochlann hesitated, endeavoring to form the right words. “You can’t do anything with her.”

      Rick arched a brow. “You’re jealous?”

      “No,” Lochlann lied. So, he was a little jealous, but he wasn’t about to tell Rick that. “She’s worth a lot of money. You can’t…”

      “Slip her the rocket,” Lucien filled in.

      “Torpedo the black hole,” Jackson suggested.

      “Land your spaceship,” Evan added.

      “Fly at light speed,” Viktor offered.

      “Fly at…?” Lucien frowned at his brother.

      “What? We’re talking about things that fly, right?” Viktor looked around the commons.

      “How are we even related?” Lucien shook his head and lifted his hand to gesture that his brother should stop talking.

      “You can’t sully her,” Lochlann said. He tried not to look at Alexis. “I mean, you can’t—”

      “She’ll explode your balls, space cadet,” Lucien stated bluntly. “She’s not programmed to service you.”

      “Or she could cut it off,” Viktor supplied. “I was reading up on the new model specs, and…” He lifted a finger and then made a scissor cutting motion with his other hand. “They put blades in the happy place and when an unauthorized—”

      “We don’t know that for sure.” Rick shifted his hips uncomfortably.

      Lochlann let loose a breath. Why was he relieved that Rick obviously hadn’t slept with the pleasure droid? She was a robot, a piece of machinery. It wasn’t as if she had feelings. Someone else programmed her thoughts into her.

      Alexis made an attempt to take Rick’s hand. The pilot flinched and artfully moved away from her.

      “If you get to the medical booth in time, the unit might be able to reattach your, um, unit.” Jackson offered, grinning. Everyone laughed but Rick and the droid.

      “Ah, I think you hurt her feelings, Jackson.” Lucien motioned at Alexis. “Her eyes are all droopy.”

      “No, she just needs to recharge,” Rick said. “She goes into a reboot sleep mode. I’ll go put her in a storage closet.”

      “What? Don’t want to risk putting her back in your room for the night?” Jackson teased.

      Rick cupped his balls. “It’s best if we don’t endanger little Rick. He’s the most precious cargo on this ship.”

      Violette appeared in the entryway and arched a brow. Shoulder-length brown curls framed her face, softening her otherwise strong demeanor. Since her General father raised her on a military base around Federation soldiers, she wasn’t bothered by the uncouth banter of the crew. Her green eyes sparkled with mischief. “Rick, I thought we talked about this. Your penis does not count as a separate entity. Your hand is not your girlfriend. And you really need to stop talking to yourself.”

      “Hey, Vi, I don’t want you to be jealous, but meet my woman, Alexis,” Rick introduced. “She’s sexy, and she adores me.”

      “What’s wrong with her eyes?” Violette asked. “Is she some kind of shifter?”

      “Nothing. They’re programmed to do that,” Rick defended.

      “Programmed? She’s a…” Violette practically snorted with surprised laughter before swearing softly, “Sacre. How did I end up on this ship?”

      “Dev kidnapped you, and you’re really bad at escaping,” Rick said.

      “I kidnapped him first,” Violette defended. “Besides, how do you know my being here isn’t some master plan?”

      “Because joining a crew of broke, misfit space wanderers who don’t do anything would be the worst master plan known to man,” Jackson said, “and Dev wouldn’t marry a space cadet.”

      “Fair enough,” Violette agreed.

      Lochlann watched Alexis. Her eyes moved to follow the conversation, but her face showed no emotions.

      “Hey, we do things,” Lucien argued. “We kidnapped a cat-shifter. We freed Josselyn from a stone prison. We abducted a Lintianese princess. Rick stole a pleasure droid.”

      “Dev impregnated an entire population of Murkernals,” Viktor added.

      “Aw, I wonder how those little guys are doing,” Violette said. “Loch, can we go check on them? Please. I bet they miss their daddy.”

      “Not you too. I didn’t impregnate them. They impregnated themselves,” Dev grumbled, as he joined them in the commons. Though he appeared demonic with his intense red coloring and black eyes and sounded even meaner, none of this seemed to bother Violette. She loved him completely and unflinchingly.

      “I agree. We should detour so Dev can visit his babies,” Evan teased.

      “They’re not my children. I only gave the adults fruit, and they…” Dev’s stoic protest only caused a renewed round of sexual jokes and laughter. He muttered something under his breath and strode to his wife. Without pause, he hefted her over his shoulder. “I’m not going to listen to this. We have exercise scheduled in the VR.”

      Lochlann leaned to the side to avoid her kicking feet as Dev carted her from the commons. He was used to the chaos on his ship, but today he wasn’t in the mood. “Rick, hand her over. I’ll store her where she won’t be damaged until we can figure out what to do with her.”

      “But…” Rick frowned like a kid whose new toy was just taken from him.

      “This isn’t up for discussion. She is expensive property and we don’t want Larceny Casino thugs coming after us.” Though it was the truth, there was more to it than that. Lochlann didn’t want Margot’s lookalike roaming the ship as a reminder. Then there was the fact she was one of the most beautiful creations he’d ever seen. If he let himself, he could imagine kissing her, touching her, pressing her against the wall of his captain’s quarters. On a ship full of lonely men a roaming sex bot was a dangerous thing.

      “But, but…” Rick continued.

      “Do you really think you can be around her without trying to…” Viktor made a lewd gesture and then lifted his arms wide to the side, “KA-BOOM!”

      Rick eyed the droid. “Probably not.”

      “Alright, Alexis, come with me,” Lochlann said.

      She turned to look at Rick.

      “It’s all right, baby cakes. Captain Lochlann is not as mean as he sounds.” Rick motioned that she should go. “He will take good care of you.”
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      Alexis watched the crew interact with numbed curiosity. They were a strange alien-humanoid mix. Rick acted flippantly, Evan stared at her as if he tried to read her thoughts, Lucien and Viktor were playful, Jackson seemed lost in distant memories, and their captain was moody. Then the giant Belvon had walked in, and she was sure the red demonic beast was going to attack for all of two seconds. He’d merely scooped up his wife and carried her away—presumably to have sex if the expressions on their faces were any indication.

      None of them tried to hurt Alexis or touch her inappropriately. Unfortunately, it appeared as if they wanted to send her back to those who did. She’d actually prefer it if they ejected her into deep space rather than returning her. If only she could find her voice to communicate her wishes. As it was, she could barely find the energy to keep moving.

      At Lochlann’s expectant look, she slowly followed him. Exhaustion had set in, and she found it hard to concentrate on any one thing for too long. For the moment, being away from her exercise harness would have to be enough. She trailed behind him like a servant, watching his hand dangle at his side. Callouses lined where his thumb met his finger, and she wondered what kind of trade caused such a marking.

      Suddenly, he stopped and turned to face her. Leaning against the metal door frame, he asked, “What are you doing here?”

      She blinked heavily and forced her gaze to look up at his. Brown eyes were overly serious as he studied her. Long, dark hair framed his handsome face, falling to his shoulders. None of the crew wore a uniform to show allegiance or separate rank. Had they not called Lochlann a captain she would have guessed by his tight black pants and green shirt with multiple buckles that he was just another crewman.

      “Are you defective? Did they send you as part of an experiment? Did Rick steal you?” He searched her face for answers.

      Alexis tried to open her mouth, but no sound came out. It was as if a block had been placed between her lips and her brain, keeping her from expressing anything.

      “You really are amazing to look at, aren’t you?” Lochlann sighed heavily. “I’m starving. I can’t concentrate.”

      He walked through the door, leading her into a dining area. Seeing a food simulator, she automatically followed her programming and went over to it. She lifted her hand and awaited his command.

      “Go sit down. You look like you’re batteries are running low. I’ll do this,” he instructed.

      It took Alexis a moment to understand. She dropped her hand and moved out of the way. He pushed a series of buttons on the simulator. The unit dinged, and he pulled out a bowl with some sort of meat and broth. It had been a long time since she’d tasted food. Almost all her meals were injected.

      “You can sit,” he said, brushing past her. She followed him to a table and watched him take a seat. “Or don’t. Up to you.”

      After he took a few bites, she slowly reached for the chair and sat next to him.

      “I really wish you could communicate,” Lochlann said.

      So did she.

      “What should I do with you? I don’t even know if you are being tracked.” He took another bite though the meal didn’t seem to bring him much pleasure.

      Alexis glanced at her hand before pushing to her feet. She made her way to the band of light lining the wall to illuminate the room. She pressed her palm flat against it. The inner circuitry lit up beneath her skin. Lochlann moved behind her, and she felt more than heard his approach. When he stood next to her, she pointed at the area between her third and fourth knuckle.

      “That’s your tracker?” Lochlann leaned closer to examine her fingers.

      She pointed a second time to the same location.

      “Can it be disabled?”

      Alexis managed a single nod.

      “Finally, a little luck,” he said, keeping his face close. The heat of his body caused her skin to tingle with awareness. “If we can get that out of you, then maybe we can buy some time to come up with a plan of some sort.”

      She’d do anything to keep them from returning her to the laboratory.

      Alexis withdrew her hand from the light and moved to where his bowl sat on the table. Taking the utensil from the meal, she turned it upside down and slammed the pointed side violently between her knuckles.

      “What—no, Alexis, don’t!” Lochlann yelled, coming up behind her to stop her.

      Pain erupted over her hand and arm, but she dug her fingers into the wound to find the tracker. He was right. She needed to get it out.

      Lochlann grabbed the utensil and threw it out of her reach. “Alexis, stop.”

      Blood spilled over her hand onto the table. Finding the tiny device, she pinched and pulled. It broke off her metal skeleton. She then offered it to him.

      Lochlann eyed her bloody fingers before slowly holding out his palm. She placed the tracker in his hand. He didn’t look at it but instead lifted his other hand to her face. “You’re crying.”

      The wet tears barely registered on her skin, but his touch did. Gentle fingers brushed under her eye across her cheek.

      “I didn’t mean for you to hurt yourself.” Lochlann lowered his jaw and forced her gaze to meet his. A fleck of gold erupted in his brown gaze only to disappear. “You’re not allowed to hurt yourself. Do you understand? That’s an order. I mean, I don’t know if you can feel pain or if these tears are just a reaction to programming, but don’t.” He reached for her injured hand. “Come with me. We’ll clean this up.”

      Alexis wasn’t sure what to make of his concern. He cared more about her injury than the tracking chip he’d wanted out of her. She pulled her hand away and wiped her fingers over the wound. It was bloody, but it was healing. The nanoids would do their job.

      “You’re self-healing.” He tried to examine her hand, but she pointed to where the chip still rested on his flat palm. “Oh, right, the chip.”

      Lochlann placed the device on the table and used the bottom of his bowl to grind the chip against the metal table until it broke apart. Alexis started to clean up the mess, but he stopped her.

      “Leave it. The cleaning droid will make a pass through here later. You look like you need to rest, or to recharge, or…rest. You can lie down in my room. That’s what the brochures pictured you doing. No one will bother you there.”

      Why was he so concerned about her?

      “I don’t have a manual. I’m not sure what you need,” he said.

      What did she need? No one ever wanted to know what she needed. Rest would be good. She was exhausted. Her last nutrient injection would keep her from starving for at least a few weeks.

      Lochlann kept a hold of her as they moved through the corridors to his quarters. As the door slid open, he stepped aside to let her go in first like she was a lady and not a servant. Alexis had been trained as both and wasn’t sure which he expected her to act like.

      “I’m sorry it’s not more,” he hesitated, gesturing around the metal walls, “ah, more feminine.”

      The door slid shut behind them. He moved toward the bed. Covers were strewn over the mattress in a haphazard fashion. Grabbing them, he snapped the blankets in the air and let them flutter softly down to straighten them out.

      “Jarek and his wife, uh, the former captain and his wife that is, had it decorated with silk scarves and whatnot, but I never felt the need to do anything like that.” He fussed with the pillow, fluffing it and setting it down, only to rearrange the blankets once more. “I hope this will work. We have a full crew, and we’re limited on space right now. No one will bother you here.”

      The bed he was offering her was perhaps the nicest thing anyone had done for her in a long time—well, besides Rick letting her leave the Pleasure Droid manufacturing plant.

      Unsure why she did it, she stepped closer to the captain. She wished she could speak, but no words came out. Instead, she touched his cheek and lifted up on her toes. Her lips pressed to his softly, and she held them there.

      Lochlann’s breath caught at the gesture and for a moment he didn’t respond. Then, as if a rush of emotion flooded out of him, he moaned and cupped her face. His lips parted, and he deepened the kiss.

      Alexis enjoyed the smell of him, the strange taste. He took his time as if the kiss should be savored, as if the moment was important, as if she mattered. Suddenly, his lips stopped.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he whispered. He placed his hand on her shoulders and stepped back. “I know you’re a machine, but you feel real. I don’t expect… It’s not right of me to… I can’t take advantage of you. You don’t owe me anything. No one on this crew will take advantage of…”

      Alexis wanted to resume kissing him, but he held her by her shoulders. She’d been programmed to follow the man’s lead, so that meant she had to stay back, right?

      “You probably think I’m crazy, don’t you? I mean you’re a pleasure droid and I…” He glanced down to where the obvious bulge of his erection lifted against his pants. His fingers kneaded her shoulders lightly. “I clearly desire to be pleasured by you. You’re gorgeous and sweet and,” he glanced down to where she’d stabbed herself, “perhaps a little crazy for a cyborg. Cyborg? You bleed. Droid? Robot? Never mind. Your kiss…” He began to come toward her only to stop himself. “But, something is off about this situation. You feel too real, you bleed, and I can’t help thinking you’re only doing this because you think I expect it of you.” He released her and ran his fingers through his hair as he began to pace. “I mean, you’re a robot. I know that. Maybe I’m delusional. You probably don’t even know what I’m saying. Sure, you process the words I’m saying, but you don’t get the actual meaning of all I am trying to say to you. And you are very desirable. Do you understand?”

      Alexis wasn’t sure she did. He was rambling and made little sense.

      “My letting you sleep in my bed didn’t mean you had to sleep with me,” he stated. “You might not be real, but I am. And it is not in me to take advantage of a woman in a difficult situation. I may be disgraced on my homeworld, but I still have some honor left. And, I guess, I also hope that you might be able to help me. You see, you look like what she might look like.”

      Alexis was now positive she didn’t understand him.

      “Maybe it’s nothing, but maybe it means something. Maybe you are modeled after her. The Larceny Casino took her, and you are a droid, and maybe that means you know something. Or they know something. Or,” he sighed heavily, “most likely it means nothing, and I’m torturing you by making you listen to me talk to myself.”

      She practically saw the stress radiating off of him and wished she could force her mouth to move into a smile of encouragement.

      “I need to find her,” he whispered. “She is my only hope of going home.”

      Without many options, she walked toward him and slipped her hand over his. Alexis had no idea who he spoke of, but the desperation behind his eyes was palpable. She’d felt that same type of desperation when she’d escaped the exercise harness. If not for Rick, she would have been dead.

      Lochlann pulled his hand from under hers and crossed to the bed. He lifted the covers. He nodded that she should climb beneath them. Alexis did so, and gratefully. The firm mattress wasn’t luxurious, but it was better than any bed she remembered sleeping in. He placed the covers over her and then pressed them down along her sides as if to cocoon her for sleep. The bed smelled of him, a pleasant subtle scent that made her feel safe, unlike the sterile environment of the lab, or the contrasting sweat-and-fear filled shipping containers.

      She wanted to thank him, but there were still no words.

      “You rest now.” Lochlann nodded, averting his eyes from her. “We’ll attempt to communicate again later.”
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      Lochlann watched the woman close her eyes and instantly fall to sleep. He tried to leave, but instead found himself sitting on a chair watching the rise and fall of her chest beneath the blankets. What he felt churning inside of him made little sense. The desperate need to protect her was strong, and yet he knew she wasn’t real. Her expressions didn’t react. Her eyes changed color so steadily that it was difficult to see the emotion in them.

      Then she’d kissed him.

      Lochlann touched his mouth. That had been it for him, the moment he knew he didn’t want to give her back to her owners. Removing her tracking chip might not be enough. Her being with them was a big risk for all the reasons he’d told Rick. If they did let her stay, by rights, Rick is the one who found her, and he’d be the one to have her. But they had no right to keep her and doing so might endanger their lives. He needed to get her off his ship.

      But then she’d kissed him.
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      “Ilex mod.”

      Lochlann peeked open his eyes without moving, coming out of a deep sleep at the sound. Though he was startled, the war training on his homeworld was so ingrained that he didn’t show he was awake until he could access the situation. He sprawled in a chair. His legs stretched forward on the floor, and his arms were crossed over his chest. A talon slowly extended from his fingertip as he waited, and his skin tingled with the desire to shift into his dragon form.

      “Lex. Lex.”

      At that, he opened his eyes a little wider and slowly angled his head to look around. The feminine voice was low and choppy.

      “Lexmod. Lex model. Lex. Lex.”

      Alexis sat on the bed, her head and right arm violently twitching as she tried to speak. Her eyes were frozen with a light blue shade as she stared at the metal wall with no indication she actually saw it.

      “Ilexmod. I Lex model. I Alexis model nine-point-seven. Alexis companion. Companion nine-point-seven model nine-point-seven.”

      He retracted his talon and cautiously approached her. “Alexis?”

      “I am Alexis companion model nine-point-seven,” she said, a little more clearly than before. “Nine-point-seven. Point seven.”

      “Alexis? What’s happening? Are you having a seizure?” Lochlann reached to touch her shoulder. Could cyborg-robot-droids have seizures? When he made contact, her head twitched, so that she faced him. Her eyes lifted to his. “You’re malfunctioning. How do I reset your program?”

      Green liquid spilled out of her tear duct and down her cheek. Yesterday, when she’d cried, it had looked like human tears. This was something different. She opened her mouth, and the same green liquid dripped from the sides of her lips down her chin.

      “Alexis?” he whispered, hoping she’d communicate.

      Suddenly, she swept her arm and struck him in the side. He stumbled in surprise as she shot out of bed and ran toward the small decontaminator adjoining the room. The door slid shut behind her.

      “Alexis?” Lochlann stood and watched the door. As a shifter, he could focus his sensitive hearing, and the muffled sound of her vomiting became clear on the other side. His first instinct was to charge inside and fix things, but he held back. “Is this normal?”

      She became quiet.

      “Alexis?”

      The vomiting resumed.

      Lochlann frowned and ran his hand over the door scanner to open it. “Alexis, I’m coming inside.”

      She knelt on the floor and leaned forward, so her head pressed down. Green lasers lit the inside of the decontaminator, cleaning away any mess. The rise and fall of her back indicated she panted for breath.

      Lochlann lifted her red hair to see her face better. Alexis reacted to the slight touch and scrambled to the far corner of the decontaminator. Her movements were much more natural than the evening before. Her entire body held tense like a cornered animal. If he wanted, he could simply lean forward to touch her again, but instead, he slowly retreated through the doorway to give her space. He remained crouched at her eye level and kept his body in front of the door so that it wouldn’t close.

      “Are you having a program glitch? I need you to reset.”

      Her blue eyes had resumed their color change.

      “Do you remember me? I’m Captain Lochlann. You’re on my ship.”

      She didn’t blink.

      “I command you to reset your programming. I don’t like this scared thing you’re doing.”

      Her mouth opened and closed several times before she managed. “I am Alexis. I am on your ship.”

      Lochlann nodded, grateful that she was speaking. Maybe now they could learn some information from her.

      Her voice was soft and sweet, almost delicate. However, the slight ache in his arm where she’d struck him indicated she could be quite powerful if she needed to be. He wouldn’t be taken in by her pretty face and scared pose. This was a machine. He’d see her arm against the light. He’d seen the green liquid. He’d felt her kiss.

      Well, fine, the kiss didn’t prove she was a robot, but it had been worth remembering. Even now his lips tingled for more of her. His sense of honor had gotten the best of him once, but if she offered again, perhaps he wouldn’t refuse.

      “I am Alexis,” she whispered touching her face as if discovering herself for the first time.

      “Yes. I know.” Lochlann nodded. “And you’re safe here. Why don’t you come out of there so I can examine you and make sure you’re not injured?”

      The lasers resumed their cleaning as they aimed for her cheek under her eye. She flinched and lifted her arms as if they meant to harm her.

      “Or not.” Lochlann didn’t stand, not wanting to intimidate her by towering above her.

      “Please don’t lock me in a box,” she said. “I’ll behave.”

      “A box?  You mean a shipping crate?” Lochlann frowned.

      “Are you going to operate on me? Please, I don’t want to be awake.”

      Irritated, he finally stood. “Sacred cats, why in all the black holes would they program you to act like this? Droid or not, any sick cadet who gets off on scaring or torturing women should be strung up naked and fed to a yorkin.” His words commanding, he ordered, “Alexis, I need you to stop cowering now. It is making me uncomfortable.”

      She shook violently but nodded her head. Hesitant, she stood as if to obey, but the actions were still filled with fear.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” Lochlann took several steps back to let her out of the small room.

      “I believe you.” It was clear she didn’t.

      “End program,” he stated loudly.

      She nodded, but the lasers turned back on to swipe more tears from her eyes.

      “Reset program.”

      Alexis tried to straighten her shoulders.

      “Please reset program? I command you to reset? Stop being scared.” Lochlann tried everything he could think of. “Clean the bed. Perform, ah, cleaning function.”

      She made a wide path around him as she moved toward the bed to pull off the covers.

      “Wait, no stop,” he said. “I didn’t really want you to clean. We have a cleaning droid for that, and it doesn’t act like I’m about to beat it. I just want you to change your program.”

      She dropped the covers.

      Lochlann hated her panic. Instinct told him to protect her, but how could he protect her when he was the thing she was afraid of? He knew he could be scary, but right now he wasn’t even shifted into his dragon form. Desperately, he ordered, “Fight mode. Go into fight mode.”

      More moisture gathered in her eyes. Her arms shook as she lifted her fists.

      “Stop crying.” Lochlann held up his hands. “I’m going. You stay here and don’t be frightened.” He blindly slapped his hand against the wall behind him in search of the door scanner. “Viktor will know how to reset your program.”

      Lochlann was relieved when the door slid open, and he was given an escape. He practically stumbled out of the room to get away from her. This woman’s tears were scarier than the deadliest of yorkins.
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      What new nightmare was this?

      Alexis’s heart felt as if it might explode out of her chest and she found it painful to breathe. The air burned her skin, and her stomach churned as if filled with acid. But, worse than all of that, was the fear of the unknown.

      As Lochlann left her alone in the room, she tried to relax. His domineering presence had filled the captain’s quarters, and his eyes had glowed with an inner golden light, which made it hard to concentrate. He’d appeared displeased with her.

      Part sick, part terrified, she had tried her hardest to obey him. Unfortunately, his orders made no sense—clean, don’t clean, fight, don’t cry, reset program, something about naked feeding yorkins. Being drugged had its advantages. It took away the physical realities of fear—not the fear itself, but her body’s reaction to it—and allowed her to function without crying or cowering.

      How she came to be on the ship was no mystery. She remembered her escape clearly. At the time, her numbed brain thought it was a great idea—the only idea that didn’t include death—and Rick’s had been a friendly enough face.

      Expelling the green bile from her system had cleared her thoughts, but also left her shaking and ill. The crew had discussed catapulting her off the ship into deep space to be rid of her. They still very well might. And could she blame them? Pleasure Droid Corporation and their affiliates wouldn’t take kindly to stolen property.

      That’s what she was. Property.

      Yet, she was more than that. She was their Alexis source model. All their training and programming was loaded into her to execute at will. Unlike the factory models that would be customized to each owner’s desired traits and requirements, she was laden with the everything-package. That’s what Murky called it anyway when he’d been inserting needles into her temples and babbling incessantly about how lucky she was to be a source.

      Alexis pressed her hand against her quivering stomach.

      Yeah. Lucky, she thought sarcastically. It is every little girl’s dream to be used for medical experimentation while being held prisoner and traded around the galaxy.

      She wasn’t lucky. She wasn’t even special. There were plenty of children being traded and sold, each with a sad story to tell, many eventually growing up to be traded and sold as an adult. To her, the lucky ones were those who didn’t make it through the first month.

      If they wouldn’t help her, she hoped Lochlann and his crew would kill her. She didn’t want to die, but going back to the laboratory was worse than death.

      Alexis moved to the door and peeked out of the captain’s quarters into the empty corridor. She wanted to find Rick. That gentleman she could handle. She swayed on her feet and stumbled backward to land on the bed.

      Her back hit the mattress while her feet remained on the floor. She tried unsuccessfully to move. Her arms splayed to her sides, and she was unable to lift them. A spasm caused her right hand to twitch. She focused on a seam in the metal ceiling, unable to look away.

      “I am Alexis companion model nine-point-seven. Nine-point-seven. Point seven. Point seven. Lex. Lex.”
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      “You broke my woman?” Rick stared at Lochlann in disbelief. “What did you do to her? She was perfect before you stole her from me. One night with you and she’s spewing green and mumbling like a crazy person. Granted, that doesn’t surprise me. Any woman would probably have that reaction to you, but still…”

      Lochlann grimaced and chose to ignore the rest of Rick’s obnoxious tirade as he focused his attention on Viktor. They were the only three in the dining area. “Can you reset her program or not?”

      “Not?” Viktor answered slowly. He tossed his arms to the side in a helpless gesture. “I mean, I can try, but there is no guarantee I won’t break her. That kind of technology is proprietary, and since she’s not on the market yet, no one has tried to hack the Alexis model. I wouldn’t want to even try it on an enclosed ship. If she starts some kind of anti-tampering, self-destruct countdown, I don’t want to be anywhere near that. I’ve heard rumors they were going to add that feature.”

      “And blow up their clients?” Lochlann shook his head in disbelief. “I don’t think so. It’s just a space legend to deter would-be thieves.”

      Viktor didn’t appear too eager to test Lochlann’s theory.

      “She acts like we’re about to torture her.” Lochlann needed Alexis to stop looking at him like he was going to hurt her. A battlefield full of angry cat-shifters didn’t frighten him. A Federation General wanting them dead didn’t frighten him. Another ship threatening to open fire didn’t frighten him. Not like that terrified stare of the woman in his room.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Rick stated. “Let me talk to her. She likes me.”

      Lochlann frowned. Jealousy filled him, but he let Rick go. What harm could it do? It’s not like Lochlann had been successful in calming her down. He motioned that Viktor should come with them in case Rick couldn’t soothe Alexis.

      “Pleasure droids are programmed to be agreeable,” Rick said. “You must have really been off-putting to make her malfunction. But, never fear, Rick’s charm is here.”

      Lochlann changed his mind. He didn’t want Rick anywhere near her.

      “I’m coming for you, baby cakes!” Rick yelled. He made a dramatic show of jogging through the corridors toward the captain’s quarters. Lochlann wanted to throw something at the man.

      Viktor chuckled. “Do you think Rick’s curse is going to be broken by a pleasure droid? What element do you think that would be?”

      Lochlann grunted.

      “That’s right,” Viktor said, “you don’t believe in curses.”

      “No, I believe the real curse is our obsession with there being a curse. It then becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy of condemned loneliness. Rick pisses off Zhang An. The old spirit spouts some nonsense about five of us finding—or not finding—love based on the Lintianese elements of fire, earth, wood, water, and metal. We start looking for elements in every woman we meet, only the elements are so vague that it’s impossible to know. We’re so busy trying to see if she’s an end to our curse, that we try to make things fit that are not there. It’s superstition and nothing more. On my homeworld, Draig children are given crystals to wear in hopes that one day the stone will glow, and that is how we will know our intended mate. I know dragon-shifters who believe this so wholeheartedly that they don’t try to find happiness with a person right in front of them because they’re waiting for a mystical glowing crystal to tell them whether or not they should marry. I don’t need a crystal to tell me my future, and I sure as Bravon’s fire don’t need the Lintianese elements. A man makes his destiny with his actions and his decisions, by how he honors—”

      “Uh, yeah, I stopped listening about halfway through that speech,” Viktor interrupted. They turned a corner to see Rick running his hand over the door scanner. “So what do you think? She’d be the earth element, right? Because her bio-fake-blood is made of mineral compounds.”

      “She’s not real. She can’t be the end to a curse.” Lochlann quickened his pace. Her kiss had felt real, very real. What was wrong with him? She was a machine. He should have let her continue pleasuring him.

      “How do you know she can’t? Maybe a machine is the only kind of woman that can love Rick,” Viktor mused.

      “Baby? It’s me, Rick. I’ve come to—” Rick’s voice stopped mid-sentence, and he stiffened. All playfulness left him as he stared into the room.

      “What is it?” Lochlann ran faster.

      Rick turned his paled face toward them as they approached. Without warning, the man drew back his fist and swung. He punched Lochlann square in the jaw.

      Lochlann stumbled back at the surprise attack and caught himself. He automatically let the hard brown armor of his shifted form overtake his skin as he held up his arms in defense.

      “What in the hell did you do to her?” Rick demanded.

      “What?” The gravelly tone of a partial shift distorted his voice.

      “By all that is…” Viktor whispered as he looked into the room. He turned his eyes to Lochlann in horror.

      “What?” Lochlann tried to push his way past. Sensing that Rick wouldn’t try to punch him again, he let the human form overtake him once more.

      “No wonder she’s terrified. She’s a bloody fucking mess,” Rick stated. He held up his hand in warning. “You keep your talons off of her, dragon.”

      “I didn’t touch her,” Lochlann protested. He grabbed Rick and forced him aside so he could see into the room.

      “I don’t care if she is a machine, that’s just…” Viktor shook his head in dismay.

      Lochlann discovered Alexis lying on the bed. He expected he might find more of the green liquid leaking from her. Instead, red trailed from her eyes, nose, ears, and mouth to stain his bedding. Dark purple patches marred her once perfect flesh. She looked as if she’d been beaten. He took a deep breath. The unmistakable tang of blood filled his nose. Her right hand twitched as it had that morning.

      “I didn’t do that.” Lochlann charged into the room. “Viktor, do something. Help her.”

      “I-I can’t,” Viktor stammered. “She’s a droid, right? She’s…”

      “Does this look like a droid to you?” Rick demanded. “That’s blood coming out of her, and she looks like she’s in pain. Since when did they start putting real blood in droids?”

      “New model?” Viktor guessed. “Maybe Pleasure Droids are going cyborg?”

      “Fix her,” Lochlann commanded, urging Viktor toward the bed.

      “I…” Viktor took a step forward only to stop. “Put her in the medical booth.”

      “What?” Lochlann frowned. He stroked a strand of red hair off her forehead to better see her eyes. They were locked on dark brown.

      “Do you have a better idea? She’s bleeding,” Viktor said.

      “Move. I’ll do it,” Rick tried to reach for her.

      “No,” Lochlann growled possessively. “I’ll carry her.”

      He pushed his hands under Alexis’s body and lifted her into his arms. The vibrations of her twitching limb and neck created steady movements as he held her. The metallic smell of blood became unmistakable.

      The men didn’t speak as Lochlann rushed her toward the medical booth. He placed her in the unit and sandwiched the lid on top of her, then watched as green lights lit up the inside. She lay at an upright angle. The open sides of the booth allowed him to see the medical lasers at work as they scanned her body.

      “She has some kind of nanoids inside her. Why aren’t they repairing her?” Lochlann asked. “They were working last night.”

      Viktor manned the console unit, pushing buttons as he directed the medical booth to perform its functions. The purple patches on her skin darkened and began to spread.

      “No, stop,” Lochlann ordered. “You’re making it worse.”

      “I think it’s the nanoids making it worse,” Viktor answered in distraction. His brow furrowed in concentration. “They’re attacking her system. It’s like they’ve gone rogue and are trying to kill her. But I don’t understand. She should have a chemical buffer inside of her that would stop them from…”

      “Like a green liquid?” Lochlann asked.

      “Could be green,” Viktor answered absently as he furiously pushed buttons on the console.

      “I told you she expelled green liquid this morning in the decontaminator.” Lochlann started to reach in to touch her now blackening cheek. Blood dripped from her mouth down her jumpsuit. He pulled his hand back. She was disintegrating in front of him, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

      “That must have been the inhibitor. It acts like the communications tower controlling all the individual bots. Without it, the nanoids are running amuck and attacking everything they come across like soldiers with no general.” Viktor reached for the console’s side and pried at the metal panel. Rick was instantly there, helping him tear apart the console unit. They tossed the panel aside, and Viktor pulled out a circuit board. He wrested off a safety relay and said, “Stand back and hope she doesn’t explode. I’m going to try to kill them.”

      Lochlann didn’t move.

      Alexis jerked as a tiny snap erupted under the skin on her nose. The light burst lit red beneath the surface like a dying star before fizzling out. Soon other sparks followed until the entire length of her body shimmered for the briefest of moments before the lights dissolved to leave tiny burns in their wake. The smell of seared flesh replaced that of blood. The laser went to work on her with renewed force, trying to repair the damage.

      “She looks horrible,” Lochlann said. “She can’t feel this, right? I mean, she’s a droid or a cyborg, so she can’t really feel what’s happening.”

      Viktor made a weak noise.

      “Vik, tell me she didn’t feel any of that,” Lochlann demanded. “Tell me all of this only affects us because it’s horrible to watch.”

      “I can’t,” Viktor whispered. “I think she feels everything.”

      “What? They have that kind of technology to create real pain? Can’t you turn off her pain sensors,” Rick leaned over the console. His lips parted as he looked up in shock. “Holy space balls. Am I reading that right?”

      “I…” Viktor gestured weakly.

      “What?” Lochlann’s gut clenched.

      “Captain, she’s not a machine at all,” Rick whispered. “She’s pure human.”
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      Human?

      How was this possible?

      Lochlann watched the woman sleeping on his bed. Her chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm just as it had the night before. Only, it wasn’t like the night before. Now he knew the truth. How did he miss it? She was human.

      After the medical booth had released her, he’d carried her back to his room. She’d felt more delicate than before, her fragile body defenseless and limp. Rick hovered behind him, watching every move, opening doors and lifting the covers so Lochlann could lay her down.

      “Sometimes I really hate people. The universe can be an ugly place,” Rick muttered before leaving to man the cockpit. All playfulness had gone from his demeanor.

      Lochlann thought about ordering Rick to turn the ship around, so they could confront the droid manufacturing plant and demand answers. Why would the corporation have a human dressed up like one of their robots? And how the hell did they get her skeleton to light up as it had? And her eyes? Those weren’t naturally occurring in any species he’d ever seen, and Lochlann had traveled all over the universes.

      He wouldn’t act until Alexis awoke and could explain what was happening.

      “What did those bastards do to you, Alexis?” he asked, not for the first time. He didn’t expect an answer.

      “Whatever they wanted,” she mumbled.

      Lochlann stiffened and sat upright in his chair. “Alexis, you’re awake.”

      “Am I?” Her weak voice was barely audible. She didn’t move. “I think you’re mistaken, sir. I’m dreaming.”

      “How do you feel?” He stood cautiously, worried about frightening her again.

      “Don’t make me wake up. Not yet. I don’t like it when I’m awake.”

      “Then sleep,” he whispered. “You don’t have to wake up yet. I’m just happy you’re recovering.”

      “Of course I am recovering. I’m no good to the surgeons dead. They’ll never let me die. I’m too valuable.” Alexis yawned. Her eyes opened in a brief flash of changing colors before closing once more.

      “What did they do to you?” Lochlann kept his voice gentle. “Alexis? What happened to you? Why were you with the droids?” He waited, but she didn’t answer. After several long minutes had passed, he returned to his seat and resumed his watch. “For once I agree with Rick. Sometimes I really hate people. But I promise you. They’ll never touch you again.”

      Lochlann watched over her until his eyes grew heavy and he had no choice but to sleep. Harm would not come from anyone on his ship, but he worried about whatever had triggered her latest episode. What if they hadn’t destroyed all the nanoids? Confident he’d wake if she so much as moved, he closed his eyes intent on resting for an hour. He opened his eyes a few times to look at her before closing them again.

      The next time he peeked to check on her, she was gone. He frowned in confusion at the empty bed before turning his head to check the room. His waking mind felt as if he’d slept, but she shouldn’t have been able to move without his detecting it.

      Alexis stood in the middle of his captain’s quarters, arms lifted to the side, head back so her face was toward the ceiling. Her chest rose in even, controlled breaths.

      “What are you doing?” His voice didn’t appear to startle her.

      “Enjoying the open space while I can.” She had a pleasant tone, soft and unassuming, and a little too measured in its emotionlessness.

      Lochlann frowned. His quarters were large enough to park a personal vessel in, but he’d hardly call it an open space. To him, open space would be the fields on his homeworld, the valleys near the Northern mountains, or the clearings along the shadowed marshes by the Draig-Var borderlands.

      When he didn’t answer, merely watched her chest rise and fall with breath, she slowly lowered her head. Her color-shifting eyes met his. “I apologize if that sounded like a complaint. As my new master, of course, you are allowed to put me where you wish. Forgive me. It has been a long while since I’ve been fully lucid.”

      “I’m not your master.” Lochlann straightened his position on the chair.

      “Oh? But you’re the captain, so I assumed...” Alexis took a deep breath and her head tilted in thought. “It’s not Rick, is it? I know some of the pirate codes, but not many. I understand that he’s the one who found me, but all he did was talk nonstop the night we were together. I guess he appeared taken with me. He kept saying I was in love with him. I didn’t mean to give him that impression, but—”

      “I’ll stop you right there,” Lochlann interrupted. “Rick goes into meeting any new female assuming she’s in love with him unless he knows the woman is taken. Then he’ll usually act like they are his little sister, or mother, or some other non-sexual entity. He has the attention span of a glartnat.”

      “Ah, so the numbers game,” Alexis concluded. “Say it to enough people and it’s bound to be right eventually? It’s sad he’s that desperate to be loved.”

      “I don’t think he’s looking to be loved,” Lochlann said. “He’s just Rick. I don’t know how to describe him without making him sound like an ass. He’d fly across the universes to help right a wrong, but I also think he’d fly across the universes to avoid any kind of real commitment with, or responsibility to, a woman.”

      “So, if Rick doesn’t wish to be my master, then whom do I answer to?”

      “Alexis, you don’t have a master.” Lochlann wanted to stand but was terrified of triggering another cowering reaction in her. What he really wanted to trigger was another kiss. But, she wasn’t a droid. She was human, and he would not force his will on her, or his attentions. Who was he fooling? He couldn’t force himself on her when he thought she was a robot.

      “Then…?” She frowned. “I don’t understand. Do you use another word for master? Owner? You’re speaking the Old Star language, so I assumed—”

      “You are your own master,” he interrupted. “No one owns you.”

      He expected relief. Instead, a look of fear passed over her features. Her lips parted as if she would speak, but only a shaky breath left her.

      “No one will own you ever again,” Lochlann said, thinking she might not have understood what he was telling her. “Your life is yours. You are free to do what you will.”

      Her mouth closed and then opened, only to close again. She looked at the door and then back at him. She took a slow step to leave and stopped. “I…”

      “Yes, you can go where you will. There are no secrets on this ship.” He gave a small smile. “Well, none you can find.”

      Alexis took another step. Her hand shook as she reached for the door scanner. Her fingers hesitated mid-gesture. “I don’t have means.”

      “You don’t have…?”

      “I can’t pay for the trip. I don’t have anywhere to go. I don’t know that I can afford freedom.” She swallowed nervously. His eyes narrowed, focusing on her neck. He detected her pulse racing. “So what now? I’m indentured to you until I can pay for the expense of keeping me?”

      Lochlann frowned. “No. You are our guest. We don’t expect you to pay us. If we were going to charge you, a price would have been set up front.”

      “But, after I am done being your guest? Where will you leave me?”

      “We’ll leave you wherever you wish,” he answered. “When you so choose.”

      “I don’t understand.” Alexis hesitated before finally moving her eyes up to look directly at him. Vulnerability shone in her uncertain gaze. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why would you help me?”

      Lochlann’s first instinct had been to protect her. That feeling now suppressed those of desire surging within him. “It is the right thing to do.”

      She frowned, not believing him. Had this woman’s life been so horrible she couldn’t trust a friendly gesture from a stranger?

      “What if, like the rest of us, you earn your place on this ship until you choose to leave?”

      “How? Are you in the market for a…pleasure droid?”

      “No one will harm you on this ship. As captain, you have my word. I will not dictate your private life.”

      Her shoulders relaxed some.

      “What skills do you have?” he asked, unsure what a captive in a pleasure droid manufacturing plant would be capable of. He didn’t want her having sex with anyone on the ship. Well, not anyone. Just him. If she wanted him, of course. He hoped she wanted him. She had kissed him. That was a positive sign. If she were his woman, maybe she wouldn’t feel the need to work and would let him take care of her. Until then, perhaps she could bring everyone food from the simulator and make sure the cleaning droids were doing their job.

      “Pirate skills?” She lowered her gaze to the floor. “I can speak many languages and blend in with many customs. I can override locks. I know some combat, quite a bit of stealth training. Piloting almost all classes of ships, including large luxury crafts.”

      “Ah?” Lochlann interjected a small sound of surprise.

      Her eyes lifted to his. “I can forge signatures and most Federation papers and documents by hand as long as I have the right tools and a picture of the original. Same for HIA and ESC documents. I can forge paintings if given enough time, or ID badges, credentials. I have older Federation Military internal codes memorized, which gives me an adequate starting place to decode their encrypted messages. I have a decent memory, and I can blend in. People often forget I’m standing beside them.”

      Lochlann held up his hand to stop her when it looked like she would go on. “Why would Pleasure Droid Corporation have you programmed as a master criminal?”

      “Languages and customs are useful to an owner if he happens to travel. Combat skills are to protect an owner. Piloting ships is useful. Stealth training because we should be seen and not heard.” She took a deep breath. “As for the rest of it, Pleasure Droid Corporation doesn’t know I possess those skills. They came to me in a very different manner. These are the services I thought might be useful to pirates.”

      “Why do you think we’re pirates?”

      Alexis gave a small smile. “Rick. He chattered for most of the night. I assume since I couldn’t answer him at the time, he felt the need to fill the silence.”

      Lochlann laughed. “Of course. Rick. I’m not sure what he said, but I can assure you we’re not pirates in the sense you may think of us. I would say we’re space adventurers who sometimes get into mischief. We don’t harm anyone we don’t have to. We don’t steal from the less fortunate or anyone who doesn’t deserve it.” As he thought of their high skies life, he thought of his homeworld. “I suppose you could say we fly because, like you, we have nowhere else to go.”

      “You said something to me when I tried to kiss you.” Alexis frowned in concentration.

      “You did kiss me.” He tried to keep the desire from his suddenly husky words. The reminder only caused his lips to tingle with anticipation. She was human, and she’d kissed him willingly. “Why?”

      “What an odd question. It seemed like the thing to do at the time.” She gave a delicate wave of dismissal. “You said, I look like what she might look like.”

      Lochlann nodded. How had he forgotten about Margot?

      She lifted her hand, the same one whose circuitry had lit up when she’d held it to the light. “You thought I was styled after this she?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because the Larceny Casino took this woman you’re looking for and without her, you’re not welcome back on your home planet?”

      “Yes.” The word was barely audible. “Is your name really Alexis?”

      She nodded. “As far as I can remember.”

      “You’re not…Margot Haven?”

      “Larceny Casino collects on a large number of debts and owns a great many children. Officially, they call them repossessions. With so many planets and so many laws, it’s hard to regulate such things. If the Federation Alliance wanted to, they probably could, but not everyone recognizes their authority.” Alexis moved closer to him to study his face. “You lost someone who looks like me in a bet?”

      Lochlann physically reacted to the very idea. “By all that is—no! I would never wager on another’s life. She is the sister to a noblewoman on my home planet. They tasked me with finding her.”

      “I thought you had no home planet to go to.”

      “I don’t. Not right now.”

      “I won’t pry further into your living arrangements,” Alexis said. “So you are looking for Margot for a noblewoman who could not pay her debt?”

      “She was not always a noblewoman. Her father lost both Lady Kendall and her sister, Margot, in a bet. They lived on a fuel dock. The lady has been looking for her sister ever since she woke up from stasis.”

      “The lady was one of the lucky ones. She must have been older when they repossessed her.” Alexis turned away from him and moved to sit on the edge of the bed.

      Lochlann disagreed. “I would hardly call being put in stasis lucky.”

      Her soft laugh held no humor, and she lowered her eyes to stare at her hands. “Trust me. When you’re talking about the Larceny Casino, she hit the jackpot.”

      Lochlann moved slowly toward her, drawn to comfort her. Every protective instinct he had screamed at him to hold her and never let go. The dragon inside him urged him to take what was primally his. But she wasn’t his. He didn’t own her. No one would ever own her again.  “What happened to you, Alexis? Please, tell me so that I may help.”
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      “What happened to you, Alexis? Please, tell me so that I may help.”

      Alexis glanced up in surprise. She hadn’t realized Lochlann had moved so close to her. She wondered if he would touch her. He didn’t.

      She wasn’t sure what to make of the space captain and his crew. Rick had referred to them as pirates, but none of them had acted dishonorably. She’d spent time with criminals of all sorts. Experience had taught her how to read people quickly. These men didn’t fit the criminal mold.

      “Did someone lose you gambling?” he insisted.

      “I’m not sure. I assume so. All I remember is going to sleep in my bed one night and waking up in a crate with other children.”

      Why was she talking about this? She’d worked so hard to forget the past.

      “There was a girl with me for a time. I don’t like to think about the past, and it sometimes takes me awhile to recall things, but I remember we called her Mar, but her real name could have been Margot. I remember she was a fighter, at least in the beginning. They didn’t like that. I can’t be sure she’s the same girl you are searching for, but when the doctors first started performing surgeries on me, I remember seeing her image being used as a template. She was very pretty, and I was…” Alexis took a deep breath. “I was not. My face was…forgettable.”

      “Please, tell me what you remember. I need to find her. Lady Kendall is worried about the girl. She is my only hope of going home.”

      “If Mar is Margot, then I’m sorry to inform you that she is dead.”

      “How?” He looked as if she’d slapped him.

      “No. No one needs that detail in their head,” Alexis denied.

      “Tell me,” he insisted.

      Alexis contemplated her options. This man was helping her, so she had little choice but to answer. “Like many of the others with broken parents, her father lost her gambling. I barely remember her, but I do remember she cried a lot when our captors were not looking. There were several of us at first. We were auctioned off as a group to someone who didn’t necessarily believe in the same codes of pirate mischief you do. He was a real criminal. His crew taught us to pick locks and lift coin. When some of the other children were caught, he quickly sold us to the Medical Mafia. Mar was still with me then. They used us for experiments.” Alexis gestured to her eyes. “That’s how I received these. The idea was an at-will beauty enhancement. Only, most test subjects ended up blind, and I ended up with a pair of color-shifting eyes that cannot be controlled. They tried a color change procedure with my hair, but it only turned the locks this shade of red.”

      Alexis ran her hand through her hair, only to pull a coppery lock before her face. She rubbed the strands between her fingers, causing them to turn in the light.

      “After that,” she continued, “I was used for medical training. They replaced the inside of my arm with bio-wires and metal bones. They replaced my liver with a filtration system. They replaced a lot of things.” Alexis pushed her hair back over her shoulder. “But you want to know about Mar, not me. She didn’t make it out of those first procedures. Recovery was brutal and when it came down to it, for all the fighting she did at first, her health was delicate, and she didn’t survive.”

      “You’re sure? You saw her body?” Lochlann asked.

      Alexis didn’t want to remember, but if speaking could give someone’s long-lost sister closure, then so be it. “Yes.”

      Yes. She’d seen a lot of bodies.

      “Then that is it. I can’t bring Lady Kendall her sister.” His expression fell. “I can’t go home.”

      “It’s not your fault she’s dead. They can’t hold you accountable for her death. At least you tried to find her.”

      “You don’t understand. When I was young, I did something the rulers weren’t pleased with. It was what I thought I had to do at the time, but the price was exile. Margot was my ticket back to my home planet.”

      “I see.” Alexis stared at her right hand and slowly watched her fingers moving. They were her fingers, but the metal skeleton beneath the flesh was not hers.

      “How did you end up at Pleasure Droid?” Lochlann moved to touch the lock of hair she’d held moments before.

      Alexis leaned to the side to keep him from completing the tender gesture. She was done talking about her past. The sooner she reburied the memories, the better. “So, will you tell Lady Kendall about her sister?”

      Lochlann dropped his hand. “I will think of how best to give her the grave news.”

      “Don’t tell the lady how bad it was. She doesn’t need that thought in her head. Tell her Mar went easy. Tell her that its kind she went looking for her sister at all. Not many people bother to search for us forgotten ones.”

      “You are free now. You’re not forgotten.” Lochlann’s eyes shifted with gold, and she had to look away from the sincerity of his expression. “You can do whatever you wish.”

      Alexis had been trained to do many things. None of them were real, at least, none of them were really her. She was an actress, a servant, made to play whatever role life dealt her. Mostly, she was a liar. No one wanted to hear the truth from a piece of property.

      There was comfort in knowing one’s role in life, even if that role was as a slave. She’d been under someone else’s control for so long she wasn’t sure what she should do. She loved the idea of freedom, wanted it, had wished for it. Now that she had it she wasn’t sure how to act. Which part did she play? What character was she? Who was the real Alexis? Was there a real Alexis?

      The reality was she didn’t know. There was no program set to give her the answer. No expectations that she should do or be anything. Freedom.

      What did she do now that she had freedom? What reason did she have to stay on this ship? She couldn’t expect them to care for her like an orphan they picked up from some dirty back alley, but in a small way that is what she was. She was taken into repossession as a child. She’d never been allowed to make her own decisions as an adult. She was told what to eat, how to act, what to wear, who to be…

      “Actually,” Alexis said, coming to a decision. “You don’t have to tell the lady anything.”

      Lochlann instantly shook his head in denial. “She should know about—”

      “All she remembers is a young girl. She has no idea what kind of life Margot lived, and she doesn’t need to be made to suffer from those thoughts in her head.”

      “I can’t let her go on searching and hoping forever,” Lochlann said. “That is too cruel.”

      “I can be Margot.” Alexis’s non-mechanical hand twitched nervously at the idea, but she persisted. “You said I look like what she must look like. I’m programmed to be whatever I need to be. Trauma can explain away anything I don’t know about Margot’s life before. Documents are easy. With the right equipment, I can forge some kind of identification from somewhere. If, by some very unlikely occurrence, someone does track Margot who is to say Alexis didn’t die on the ship, and Margot lived?”

      “You’re not a program,” Lochlann said. “You’re a human being.”

      “But I am programmed, or call it trained, call it whatever you wish. I’m trained to be whatever the situation needs me to be. So, let me be Margot. Let Kendall have a happy ending to her sister’s story. I can be anyone. I can be Margot for her, for you. You can go back to your planet.”

      Lochlann looked as if he might say no.

      “Don’t answer yet. Just think about it. This would solve your problem, give Kendall peace, and help me repay you for letting me stay on this ship.”

      He still appeared unsure.

      “This is how I earn my keep,” she insisted. “I can’t just stay here without contributing.”

      Lochlann nodded. “Very well. I will consider what you’ve said.”

      Alexis relaxed and glanced around the room. She wouldn’t think about what would happen after she was done playing Margot, but at least this bought her time to figure out who the real Alexis was, and gave her a reason to be on his ship. “I…”

      “What is it?” Lochlann was so kindhearted, and it was a strange contradiction to what logic would deduce about his nature. Concern shone in his expression, and he treated her with deference, but on all fronts, he was a dangerous man—an alpha shifter, a pirate captain, a trained warrior. There was no expectation that a man like him would be compassionate, and yet he’d not asked anything of her.

      Well, he’d begged her to stop crying, but that was hardly a command.

      “I…” Alexis bit her lip and looked into his eyes. Lochlann kept himself restrained around her. She could see it in his stance, in the stiffness of his shoulders, in the measured way he sometimes spoke to her. There was a metaphorical wild beast inside of him, clawing to be freed—well, since he was a shifter, maybe it wasn’t metaphorical after all.

      This man knew who he was. He did not bow to others’ expectations of him.

      What did the real Alexis want to do?

      “Alexis? Are you about to have another episode?” Lochlann gestured as if he would go toward the door. “Let’s get you to the medical booth.”

      “No, I…” She lifted her hands to stop him and found herself grabbing his arm. The warmth of his skin soaked into her cold fingers. “I want…”

      “Yes? Anything. Food? Sleep?”

      “A kiss,” she answered, nodding her head as she came to the decision. Alexis leaned toward him. She knew how to seduce with a look. To her surprise, he leaned away.

      “I told you, you don’t have to pay your way like that.” Lochlann’s eyes shifted with gold and his breathing deepened. “You don’t have to pretend to be what you think I want.”

      “I want to kiss you. Not because I have to, but because I want to. My choice.” She leaned toward him once more. “My decision.”

      He looked as if he wanted to agree, but kept his reaction contained. “You won’t start crying and cowering in fear again?”

      “I’m not scared of you, Captain.”

      “Lochlann,” he corrected.

      “I’m not scared of you, Lochlann.”

      A slow smile curled the side of his mouth. He lowered his chin and studied her intently. “I think I might be a little scared of you, my lady.”

      At that, she laughed. The very idea that she could inspire fear in a big shifter like him was ridiculous. This time, when she leaned toward him, he didn’t pull away. Her lips parted as she pressed her mouth to his in a gentle kiss. The firm texture mesmerized her, and she slowly swept her tongue along the inner seam of his lips. A low moan left him, and he reached his arms to the side as if to keep from grabbing her. She licked him a second time. He inhaled sharply and held his breath.

      Alexis pushed her body to his. The hard definition of his muscles caused her softer breasts to conform to his shape. She glided her hands around his waist to rest on the top curve of his ass. The unmistakable proof of his sexual interest fitted between them.

      She deepened the kiss, pushing her tongue into his mouth. Almost uncertainly his arms lowered until he was lightly touching her hips. His movements paused at the contact as if he expected her to start screaming and push him away. Considering how confused she’d been cowering on the decontaminator floor, she couldn’t blame his wariness.

      Alexis moaned and became more aggressive. She pressed harder into him while deepening the movements of her mouth. Her hips rocked into his cock, letting him feel she returned the interest.

      Her hands slid along his waistband, ready to strip him of his pants when a loud knock sounded on the captain’s door. It took her a moment to realize the metal clangs were someone trying to come inside.

      “Captain?” a muffled voice called.

      Lochlann gripped her hips tighter before letting go. “It’s Jackson. It must be important.”

      Alexis wanted to tell Lochlann to send the man away, but Jackson pounded louder.

      “Captain, your comm is off. We need you in the cockpit. A ship is coming up our ass-end fast,” Jackson yelled.

      Lochlann frowned. He straightened his clothing as he answered loudly, “Coming.”

      Jackson’s footsteps sounded as he ran down the corridor.

      “Ship?” Alexis frowned. “Are you expecting…?”

      “No.” Lochlann opened the door and hurried through.

      She stared after him a moment before chasing him down the corridor. “We’re in deep space.”

      “Yes.” He turned a corner.

      “Lochlann, wait,” she insisted. She rounded the corner after him and almost ran into Dev’s very large chest. She automatically stumbled to the side. His black eyes narrowed in on her, and she was momentarily frightened. The giant red man grabbed her arm and righted her in one succinct movement before letting go and continuing on his way.

      She watched Dev disappear the way they’d come before again hurrying after Lochlann. “It’s them, isn’t it? They’re coming after me.”

      “I’m not sure.” At that, he finally stopped to look at her. “Alexis, I—”

      “Left control. I said left!” Rick’s irritated voice drifted out of the cockpit, as he shouted orders at someone.

      Lochlann’s attention was diverted through the cockpit door to watch what was happening. Alexis stared at his face. What would he do? If Pleasure Droid Corporation came for her with lasers aimed and ready, what would he do?

      “Shut your black hole. I know what I’m doing,” a woman answered. “I’ve captained—”

      “Violette, star beam, I adore you,” Rick pacified, “but be a good little wifey and get the hell out of my cockpit and into safety like your husband wants.”

      “Call me star beam, again, rocket boy. I dare you,” the woman yelled. The frantic clicks of buttons, switches, and knobs followed her threat.

      “Damn, I like them feisty,” Rick answered. “You sure about Dev? Just say the word and we can fly away together.”

      Violette laughed. Apparently, they weren’t fighting. “Sorry, space cadet, you can’t handle a real woman. Don’t worry though. We’ll get you another mindless, defective doll you can play with.”

      Alexis flinched at the comment.

      Lochlann placed a steady hand on her shoulder to force her to look at him. “We expected they might come looking. They won’t find you. We won’t let them.”

      “Captain, that you?” Rick asked. “Hey, we’re trying to outrun them without looking like we’re—oh, hey, Alexis. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Alex…?” Violette glanced toward her as Alexis leaned over to peek inside. She met the woman’s eyes briefly before moving back out of sight.

      “Sacre,” Violette swore under her breath. “Do you think she heard what I said?”

      “Probably not,” Rick whispered back. “You’re good.”

      “What if you can’t outrun them?” Alexis asked Lochlann.

      “Every man on this ship will die fighting to protect you.” The statement took no thought at all, no consideration. That was how sure Lochlann was of what must be done.

      “No.” Tears burned her eyes, but she refused to let him see her weakness. She lifted her chin. “You have done more than enough for me. If they catch up to us, I think you should turn me over to them. Tell them I hid on the ship, and when you found me, the ship was too far out to turn back around until you refueled. Tell them you planned on returning me. Tell them—”

      “Tell them to go jump naked on Bravon’s fiery surface until their balls blister off.” Rick poked his head out of the cockpit to look at her. “We’ll die before we let them touch you.”

      “No. I don’t want that.” Alexis shook her head in denial. “No one dies because of me.”

      “No one is going to die,” Violette yelled, “unless His Highness the Horny doesn’t get his ass back in here to fly this piece of flotsam.”

      An alarm sounded, blaring in steady beats over the corridor.

      “What did you do to my girl?” Rick went to take over the controls. Alexis and Lochlann followed to watch.

      “Your controls make no sense,” Violette protested. “I didn’t do anything to your stupid girl.”

      “Don’t listen to her, baby, you’re not stupid,” Rick soothed, as he petted the console. “Tell Rick what’s wrong.”

      “I don’t get it. Why are the alarms going off? The ship is right there.” Violette pointed at a small image on the viewing screen. “It’s not even close to catching up with us. Your girl is defective.”

      “What about the other ship following us?” Alexis asked. “Where is it?”

      “What other ship?” Violette demanded. “There is no other ship.”

      Alexis stiffened and took several steps back until she was standing in the corridor. She glanced down the hall before looking in at them. “It’s too late. Can you hear it? We’re about to be boarded.”

      “Hear what?” Violette demanded. “The alarm?”

      “No, that’s not possible,” Rick insisted.

      Lochlann tilted his head and frowned. “Yes. You can hear that?”

      Alexis pointed at her ears. “Implants.” Another gift from her multiple surgeries.

      He nodded once in understanding.

      “That is an LC Repossessor.” Alexis pointed at the large ship on the screen. “Standard protocol is they use the main ship to distract while it sends out a smaller ship, or ships, to overtake the unsuspecting vessel. As you’re preoccupied trying to outrun big mama over there, her babies are flying under your radar. You can’t see them because they’re the size of a short distance space pod and most deep space vessels are programmed to focus on larger targets while in the black.”

      Rick pushed several buttons as she spoke before taking a deep breath. “Shit. She’s right. They’re trying to breach.” The viewing screen lit up with several smaller vessels swarming behind The Conqueror.

      “Rick, turn off the alarm. I think everyone knows we’re in a situation,” Lochlann said. “What else can you tell us, Alexis?”

      Rick obeyed. The alarm was silenced.

      “Uh,” Alexis closed her eyes, trying to recall all the information she could on the LC Repossessor. It had been a while since that information had been uploaded into her brain and she’d never had cause to access it in great detail. Suddenly, images of people gasping for breath as a poisonous gas filled the halls in a simulated reenactment overtook her thoughts. “Get everyone in a central location and then pull all the oxygen into reserve tanks. We’re going to need it. First, they breach, and then they pump the halls full of vapor to knock us out while they do what they came to. Finally, they hit us with a second wave of poisonous gas, which they then ignite to hide the evidence. No survivors left behind. They’ll fire upon escape pods. Our only chance is to seal ourselves off and fight.”

      Lochlann reached for the ship’s main communication switch and commanded, “Everyone to the commons now. We’re sealing off the ship.”

      Alexis’s mind tried to lull her into a deeper search, and she had to force herself to focus to stay in the moment.

      Loud clanks along the hull echoed all around them, followed by vibrations as their attackers tried to gain entry.

      “They’re drilling through,” Violette said.

      “Stop it, stop it,” Rick muttered to himself as he worked. “Leave my girl alone you bastards.”

      “We’re being boarded. I repeat, everyone to the commons. You know what needs to be done,” Lochlann said over the comms.

      “Captain, they’re almost through the cargo hold,” Dev’s voice answered. “I will stay and fight.”

      “Dev,” Violette whispered, clearly worried.

      “I’m coming, Dev,” Jackson’s voice said.

      “Breach in the lower corridor,” a woman’s voice added. “We could use some help here. Evan says our attackers are not thinking very happy thoughts down here.”

      “Sacre, Josselyn, get your ass out of there,” Violette muttered.

      “No,” Lochlann shouted into the intercom. “Seal off the cargo hold. Get out of the lower corridors. We’re pulling the oxygen. Get your asses to the commons, now!”

      “We’ll lose the cargo,” Dev protested. “I’ll fight.”

      “Dev—” Lochlann began.

      “Get your red Belvon ass to the commons or I’m coming in there with you, and we’ll go out together in a blaze of stupidity trying to save some scientific equipment, and your collection of old ship parts that we might someday have a use for,” Violette yelled over Lochlann.

      There was a slight pause before Dev answered, “Sealing off the cargo hold. Heading to the commons.”

      “Oxygen diverting. We have five minutes.” Violette stared at the control panel as she slowly stepped back. “Rick?”

      “Join your husband in the commons,” Rick told her. “I got this.”

      “Be safe.” Violette nodded and ran from the cockpit.

      “You should go, too,” Alexis said to Lochlann. “A ship needs its captain. I can help here. I’m programmed with enough—”

      “I’m not leaving you.” Lochlann shook his head in denial.

      “I got this,” Rick said. “I’m diverting controls to the commons. I can fly it from there.”

      “What?” Alexis frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. How can you—?”

      “I don’t have time to give you a lesson on how I custom wired my pirate ship, now go,” Rick commanded. When she didn’t obey, he added, “Captain, take her out of here to safety. I’m right behind you.”

      “Rick…?” Alexis shook her head. This man had saved her when he let her on the ship, and now he was in danger because of her. She couldn’t leave him to pilot the ship alone.

      “Hey, were pirates.” Rick paused long enough to give her a lopsided grin. “Don’t you worry about me, baby cakes. I have tricks you haven’t even thought of. This is what we do for fun.”

      Lochlann took hold of her arm and tried to force her along with him.

      “Shoot first,” Alexis said, resisting Lochlann’s tug. “Think later. These guys don’t play around.”

      “Alexis, move,” Lochlann demanded.

      “Always do, star beam, always do.” Rick winked and turned back to the console. He pushed at a secret compartment and pulled out a blaster and set it down next to the controls. “Make sure everyone is in. Three-minute countdown. I’m right behind you.”

      Lochlann pulled more insistently. “Rick knows what he’s doing. We’ll need your expertise in the commons.”

      Alexis stopped resisting when she realized Lochlann wouldn’t seek safety without her. The vibrations continued as they hurried through the corridors toward the common area. Loud clangs punctuated the sound of their feet hitting the metal grate of the floor.

      Jackson waited for them in the corridor. “Rick? He’s the only one missing.”

      “Coming,” Alexis answered.

      Jackson glanced briefly at her before turning his attention back to Lochlann. “Lucien and Evan have the food simulator. Dev and I grabbed space suits. Viktor brought portable communication devices and weapons.”

      “Where is Rick?” Alexis asked, looking the way they’d come. “He doesn’t have much time.”

      “Good,” Lochlann answered Jackson. He ushered Alexis inside where everyone gathered. All eyes turned toward her, and she inched her way toward one of the side walls. She couldn’t fault them for blaming her. If not for her being on the ship, they’d all be going about their usual business.

      “I see everyone is in,” Rick’s voice stated over the comm.

      “We’re secure,” Jackson answered.

      “Good.” Rick’s comment was followed by the sound of the common area’s door sliding shut and bolting closed.

      “What? He can’t do that.” Alexis pushed away from the wall and tried to run toward the bolted door. “No! They’ll kill him. They’ll—”

      An electrical pop sounded as Rick employed a self-welding function along the door’s seam. She jerked back to keep from getting burned. There would be no escaping without a torch and a lot of time. Rick said, “Now you’re all tucked in safe and sound, children. Be good boys and girls while daddy goes to work.”

      Lochlann grabbed her arm and stopped her from trying to beat the metal barrier with her bare hands. No one spoke as they all continued to stare at her.

      “It should be me in there,” Alexis whispered. “I’m the reason why—”

      “Bad things happen, and we deal with them,” Lochlann answered. “No one is assigning blame.”

      Alexis scanned the room. She wasn’t so sure about that.

      “Hello, boys,” Rick’s voice sounded. “Welcome aboard The Conqueror. We know you have a lot of options when it comes to plundering innocent ships, and we’d like to take this opportunity to thank you for choosing us for your illegal activity needs. For those of you entering through the cargo hold, you might want to hold on. It’s about to get bumpy.”

      “Strap yourselves in,” Lochlann ordered, but there was no time.

      The ship jerked violently and lurched to the right. The sounds of grunts and gasps filled the commons as everyone grabbed hold of the closest stationary object. Alexis reached for a large hook in the wall as her feet were knocked out from under her. The metal skeleton locked in place, keeping her from flying through the air. Loose items scattered noisily across the room only to come back again as they pitched to the left. Metal discs from a Frendle’s Chips set pelted her chest and arms like tiny missiles. Lochlann slid next to her and grabbed a hook higher on the wall with one hand while moving his body to act as a shield to protect her from debris.

      “Crazy bastard opened the cargo hold,” Jackson said, with an approving smile.

      As if to answer Jackson’s assumption, Rick announced, “Try to keep your arms and legs tucked in closely on your way out. We don’t want you spraining your gun hands.”

      The ship continued to shake and jerk erratically.

      “For those of you in our lower corridors,” Rick continued, “we’d like to invite you to enjoy the refreshing vacuum of space. I hope you brought your coats. It’s about to get colder than a wet, naked ass on Sintaz.”

      “Stop messing around, Rick,” Jackson yelled. Rick wouldn’t be able to hear them without someone setting the controls so they could talk with the pilot.

      The heat of Lochlann’s body increased as they pulled forward then back, right, then left, then what felt like the ship doing a series of somersaults. Her free hand gripped his shirt. Brown armor replaced the flesh of his face and arms as he shifted into his dragon-man form. Objects flung against the wall next to them.

      “Ow, sacrelue, stupid…” Josselyn yelled.

      “Josse—?” Evan questioned.

      “I’m all right,” she answered in irritation.

      “Not me. I’m going to throw up if he doesn’t stop spinning the ship,” Violette grumbled.

      “Hold on,” Rick yelled. “We’re taking fire!”

      The ship maneuvered in fast erratic jerks before finally being hit from the outside. The impact of the blast ripped them from their somewhat secure holds. Alexis bombarded Lochlann’s chest as she flung forward. The hook slid from her hand, slicing it open. Lochlann lost his grip, and they both flew backward through the air. Screams sounded around her as they crew was knocked into the ceiling and walls before finally landing on the floor.

      “Vi, hold on to me!”

      “Grab the post!”

      “Blasted space holes!”

      Lochlann wrapped his arms around her in a protective embrace, holding her tight to cushion her fall. He grunted as his back hit the corner of a bolted table on the way down. She tried to struggle free, wanting him to protect himself, but his grip only tightened.

      A second blast skidded them across the metal floor. The food simulator narrowly missed hitting Lochlann’s arm. The unit crashed and its pieces scattered around the room. Moans had replaced the screams.

      Lochlann’s hold loosened. Alexis pushed up from his chest to look at him. “Lochlann?” His eyelids fluttered as he struggled to focus. “Look at me. Tell me where you’re hurt?”

      Blood trickled down his shifted face from his hairline. As the third blast hit the ship, he tried to shield her, but the momentum sent them careening into a wall. Their heads struck metal in unison. Alexis’s vision blurred before darkening completely.
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      Alexis opened her eyes wondering what kind of new hell she was in. A light blinked slowly. Her body ached which usually meant either a surgery or a beating. She held still, waiting to see who would come for her. Slowly, her eyes focused across a disheveled floor. She lay against hard metal, surrounded by the room’s wreckage. A soft click sounded each time the lights flickered. Pain radiated where she’s struck her head.

      “Directive is to save owners, even if it means personal harm. Find shipwreck protocol,” she whispered, the words forced past her lips by her brain as it automatically tried to access the right training sequence for the situation. She couldn’t move, as forced memories of information clouded her mind. “Birkenhead Protocol. Women and children are to be delivered first to safety. Antiquated. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine. Environmental impact of wrecks on planets, including the toxic waste carried by some spacecrafts that may be harmful to native life. Scientific study. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine. Rules of a crashing spaceship are to aviate, navigate, and then communicate. Piloting. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine.”

      “Hello? Who is that talking?”

      Alexis wanted to answer Violette, by her mind wouldn’t let her. She continued to mutter as her brain filtered information. “Survival. Access disaster area and examine crucially wounded. Relevant.”

      “Hey, robot girl, stop murmuring nonsense and get your ass over here,” Violette demanded.

      As her mind found a relevant answer, it let her have control over her thoughts once more. Alexis blinked and slowly lifted her head. “What?”

      “I’m trapped,” Violette answered. “Help me.”

      Alexis became more aware of her surroundings as she remembered what had happened. With a gasp, she searched the blinking darkness for Lochlann. He’d landed several feet away from her and she crawled over to him. Debris littered his dragon-shifted body and she pushed the broken pieces of a food simulator and game discs off of him. “Lochlann? Lochlann wake up. Lochlann!”

      He breathed steadily, but did not show any other signs of life.

      “No, no, no,” she whispered, running her hands over his chest and arms to see if any bones had broken. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. No one was supposed to get hurt because of me. You should have just ejected me into the black and been done with it.”

      “That would have never happened,” Violette answered. “These guys would never turn away a lady in trouble.”

      “What about a man in trouble?” Alexis lightly touched the source of the wound on Lochlann’s head.

      “I think it would depend on the trouble. They’re a little overprotective when it comes to the female sex, but they mean well.” Violette grunted. “Now if you wouldn’t mind, a little help, please.”

      Alexis didn’t want to leave Lochlann, but he was breathing steadily and there were other people on his crew who needed assistance. “Where are you?”

      “Wedged under this…” A turned over chair rattled as Violette pushed at it. Her face was hidden but her legs poked out from under the cushioned trap. “I think it’s caught on something.”

      “Stop moving. The edge is under the table. I have to push down.” Alexis pressed the chair into Violette’s body to free it. The woman moaned loudly in protest. “Sorry. There is no other way.”

      When the corner slid free, Violette pushed it off her body and gasped loudly. She took several deep breaths while grabbing her side. “Sacre, that hurts. Where’s Dev?”

      “I don’t…” Alexis looked around the dimly lit room. She caught a glimpse of Dev’s head next to a prone Josselyn and Evan.

      “Dev,” Violette cried, crawling over the floor toward her husband.

      Dev moaned. “Bloody bonfires, why are there three hands on my…?” His eyes opened and he frowned as he glanced down toward his crotch where Josselyn and Evan unconsciously touched him. “What’s the situation?”

      “I don’t know,” Violette said, working to untangle her husband.

      “Lochlann is unconscious but alive,” Alexis answered. “I haven’t seen Jackson, Lucien, Viktor, or heard Rick.”

      “Are we still in the air?” Dev asked. He pushed away from the floor only to turn around and assess Evan and Josselyn.

      “I don’t know,” Violette said.

      Alexis closed her eyes and placed her hands on the floor. “I think so. I can feel the ship vibrate. There has to be an engine running.” Alexis glanced over at Lochlann to make sure his chest still rose and fell. “We need a medical booth or a hand-held.”

      “I have these two. Find the others,” Dev ordered.

      Alexis didn’t hesitate to follow the command. She swept game discs out of her way with her foot as she clambered through the disheveled room toward the sealed entryway near where she’d last seen the security officer. Violette searched in the opposite direction.

      When Alexis tried to step over an empty crate, her foot landed in liquid and she slid. The inside of her thighs slammed down as gravity made her straddle the container. The action sent a sharp pain through her lower back and she reached behind her to find a small protrusion sticking out her skin. She must have landed on something when they were being tossed around. The angle was too awkward to pull it out and the more she touched the object the worse it hurt from moving inside the wound.

      “I have Lucien and Vik,” Violette called. “Alive.”

      “Barely,” one of the brothers groaned. “My shoulder feels like it’s been bombarded by asteroids. My hand is numb.”

      “That was one hell of a ride,” the other answered. The words were followed by a series of coughs.

      Grunting slightly as she pushed off the crate to continue her climb, Alexis paused to touch the liquid at her feet and drew her hand to the light. Blood.

      “Jackson?” Alexis called out, trying to move faster.

      “Oh, hell, Vik, what’s up with your shoulder?” Lucien demanded from across what remained of the common area. “That’s disgusting.”

      “I think its out of the—ouch! Don’t touch it,” Viktor yelled.

      “Ow,” Lucien protested. “Don’t hit me.”

      Alexis ignored them as she followed the trail to the side of the room. Jackson sat against the corner. Alexis felt along his legs, working her way up through the shadows. Weapons were scattered on the floor, presumably from the broken crate. The glint of metal caught her attention. Jackson had been stabbed with a knife and it was still embedded in his side. “I have Jackson. He’s injured.”

      “How badly?” Dev inquired.

      “What kind of humanoid is he?” Alexis asked.

      “Human,” Dev answered. “Full blood we think.”

      Alexis closed her eyes as she filtered through all the information in her brain to remember human anatomy. “Heart. Too low. Liver. Wrong side. Kidneys. Intestines. Spine. Nerves. Vessels. Arteries…”

      “She’s doing that weird thing again where she mumbles random things,” Violette said. “Should we smack her out of it? Is that a seizure? I’m pretty sure she struck her head. There’s a bruise.”

      “No, wait, don’t touch her,” Viktor said. “I think she’s accessing a database filing system inside her brain.”

      “A what?” Violette sounded skeptical.

      “Oh, yeah, we’ve heard of this,” Lucien added. “I thought it took like a million uploads before the brain went into this kind of… Holy space balls, how many uploads do you think Pleasure Droid put inside her?”

      “I don’t know about a million, but they clearly put in more than any one person should ever be forced to endure,” Viktor answered. “She has to have headaches all the time.”

      “So, she’s a walking computer system,” Violette said.

      “More like super computer system,” Viktor corrected, “if what I’m remembering is correct.”

      “A super hot computer system,” Lucien added, but no one laughed at his poor attempt at a joke.

      “No hand-held medical unit. Field medicine,” Alexis continued, barely registering the conversation behind her. “Pull object. Compression bandage. Low movement. Relevant.” She opened her eyes and called out, “I need a long strip of material for a bandage. Something that will put pressure on the wound after I pull the blade.”

      She heard someone rip material behind her seconds before a warm cloth was pressed next to her shoulder. She glanced up to see Dev towering over her without a shirt. Small scars created a crude pattern in his red flesh along his side. Alexis nodded her thanks. “Help me by supporting his weight.”

      Dev knelt beside her. She made quick work of her task, pulling the blade from the man’s side. Blood spilled from the wound now that the knife was gone. She wrapped the torn shirt around Jackson’s waist and pulled tight before tying it off.

      “He needs a place to rest.” Alexis wiped her bloody hands on her jumpsuit.

      “On it,” Lucien said.

      Dev nodded at her and reached to lift his friend from the floor. Alexis backed out of his way.

      “Hey, you got something in that brain of yours to help my shoulder?” Viktor asked, cradling his arm. “Half dere, half human biology.”

      Alexis closed her eyes, accessing information on dislocated shoulders before nodding. When she opened her eyes, Viktor was standing in front of her.

      “Prepare,” Alexis said, reaching forward to place one hand on his shoulder and the bionic hand on his forearm.

      “Prepare for wha—fuck!” Viktor screamed as she popped his shoulder back into place.

      “Prepare for it to hurt,” Alexis explained belatedly. She positioned his arm across his waist. “Tie it like that and let it heal.”

      Viktor nodded that he understood. Violette gave her a small, approving smile.

      “Not bad for a mindless, defective doll, huh?” Alexis said.

      “Oh, so you did hear that.” Violette gave a shameful look at her feet. “Yeah, sorry. That barb was more aimed at Rick than you.”

      “Lochlann.” Alexis moved toward where she’d left him. She felt herself weakening and wanted nothing more than to rest.

      “He’s a shifter in his shifter form,” Dev said. “They heal themselves. It’s best we leave him be.”

      “Anyone else?” Alexis asked.

      “Check Josselyn and Evan,” Dev said.

      Alexis forced her feet to move where the couple sat next to each other on a cushion. Josselyn held a rag to her head and slowly turned her eyes upward to meet Alexis’s gaze. “Just a cut. It’s bleeding like a bastard, but nothing to be done for it.”

      Alexis’s mind filtered through all the possible scenarios of head trauma. “Extreme tiredness, abnormal actions, severe headache, stiffness, vomiting…these are not good things. Be sure to watch for them.” She turned to Evan. “You?”

      Evan’s eyes opened and sighed. “Trying to stay out of your thoughts. I don’t know how you process all that information.”

      “That’s right. You’re an empath.” Alexis took a step back. “I’ll try not to think around you.”

      “Alexis,” Violette said to get her attention. She pointed up at her nose and then gestured toward Alexis’s face.

      Alexis swiped at her nose. Blood smeared the back of her hand. “Yeah. That can happen sometimes when I’m lucid.” She made her way through the mess to where Lochlann lay on the ground. Her head ached and she felt sleepy. She pushed a few objects away from Lochlann’s body in an effort to make him more comfortable before collapsing next to him on the hard floor.
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      Lochlann’s thoughts drifted in no particular fashion. Part of him was vaguely aware that he dreamed, or at least suspected he did, but that gave him no control over where his mind roamed. He remembered war, crossing the borderlands into the shadowed marshes to fight a band of cat-shifters who had been crossing into Draig territory to raid the local farmers. He didn’t wish to kill or fight. No one could tell him why he was doing it. He hated war. Jarek was his best friend, a cat-shifter, and the enemy who did not feel like an enemy. They would leave to find a better way. They would serve their people by finding something they needed—trade, technology, and…women? The planet needed more women. So many lonely shifter men and no women. The radiation of their sun made female children nearly impossible for shifter kind.

      He recalled an earlier time, going to his first Breeding Ceremony to watch the eligible bachelors line up to meet potential brides. The men had stood in loincloths waiting to see if the gods would make their crystal necklaces glow. That’s how a dragon found his mate. So simple, yet so difficult. His planet was short on women, so they had to import brides through companies like Galaxy Brides and hope one of them would be a match.

      Lochlann didn’t have his crystal. He’d thrown it away long ago after he’d been exiled for leaving with a Var cat-shifting prince. No crystal. Did that mean he’d never marry?

      “You will find your love hidden within the mystery of the five elements…metal, water, wood, earth, and fire.” The words of the ancient Zhang spirit’s curse echoed forward from the depths of his mind. Damn Rick for bringing the ghostly woman’s wrath on them. Lochlann didn’t like to think of it, or to give the curse credence, but it was always there to prod at his fears. Dev found Violette. Evan found Josselyn. That left Jackson, Rick, and himself. “One element for each of you. The corresponding element will hold the secret to your future happiness. But fate is not clear. If you do not recognize it, you will lose it and be forever alone.”

      Forever alone. He didn’t have a crystal. He didn’t know the element. He couldn’t marry. Forever alone.

      No, not alone. He had his ship, his crew, and adventure.

      We’re adrift in the stars.

      Nothing in sight.

      No one will ever know to look for us here.

      Sta-a-a-rs all ‘round us.

      My galactic playma-a-a-a-a-a-te and me…

      His mind sang along with the bawdy song, only to stop. Galaxy Playmates? Pleasure Droids? That was not real. That was not love. He could not marry a…Alexis. Alexis needed help. What did he have to offer a woman?

      He was cursed and had no crystal. All he had were the stars floating in the deep black.
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      “She was awake,” Dev stated.

      “She fixed Viktor’s arm,” Violette added. “Bound Jackson’s wound. Looked at Josselyn’s head. Worried about you. She didn’t indicate anything was wrong with her. She simply examined everyone and then lay down next to you. We haven’t seen her move since.”

      “Maybe she’s rebooting like a computer,” Lucien offered to the conversation.

      “She’s not a computer. She’s human,” Lochlann answered. He sounded irritable.

      “Did she just smile?” Evan asked. “I think I saw her smile.”

      Alexis didn’t move, merely listened to them discuss her through the veil separating consciousness and unconsciousness. Their voices came down from above as if they stood around her. She was used to people talking as if she were not there.

      “Her mind functions like a program, sorting and shifting files, obeying commands with very little thought or feelings,” Evan said. “Lochlann, the things they forced her to carry. I’ve never sensed a mind with so many uploads crammed in it. People’s thoughts are normally chaotic, but I couldn’t look inside hers. Pouring lava into my skull would have been a more pleasant experience.”

      “I never thought I’d say this, but curse Pleasure Droid Corporation,” Lucien muttered. “And curse anyone who buys from them.”

      “Did she show signs of injury?” Lochlann asked.

      “Her hand,” Violette said. “Though hardly fatal.”

      Alexis felt a warmth around her fingers as Lochlann examined her palm. She wasn’t sure how she knew it was him, she just did. His hands moved up her arm to her shoulders and then around her neck as if to feel for wounds.

      “What do you think is happening out there?” Josselyn asked.

      “I’m trying to communicate with Rick, but everything is smashed up pretty good,” Viktor answered. “I need everyone to decide if I should work on communications, or do I work on repairing the food simulator so we can eat? There is no guarantee that I can get either system up and running correctly.”

      “It’s Rick. If anyone can fly us out of this, he will,” Lucien said. Though the words were meant to be comforting, the tone of his voice wavered. “At least the enemy isn’t trying to break through the door. That’s something.”

      Lochlann’s hands moved down her sides making it hard to concentrate. The comfort of his touch lulled her back into a dream world until he skimmed his hand over her side. The painful reminder of the shrapnel in her back kept her from blacking out again.

      “Rick won’t let us starve,” Dev said. “I vote you work on communications.”

      “We can’t fight if we’re hungry,” Josselyn countered. “Maybe we should work on food. Jackson’s body will need nutrients if he is to heal.”

      “We need to communicate with Rick and find out what’s happening. We might not be here very long. The food simulator could be a waste of time,” Dev said.

      “And we could be in here awhile,” Josselyn argued.

      “When the air runs out, food won’t matter.” Dev’s words were met with silence. Alexis opened her eyes to see him defensively cross his arms over his chest. The dim light cast shadows over the crew, but at least they had stopped blinking like before.

      “Don’t bother sugar coating it,” Josselyn mumbled sarcastically after a long moment. She turned her back on him and walked away. Evan went with her.

      “He’s right,” Alexis said. She didn’t want to tell them the odds of Rick surviving the assault on the ship were very slim. “We need to know if someone is flying this thing. If not, we need to find a way to get to the controls. Sustenance won’t matter if we don’t have air.”

      “You’re awake.” Lochlann instantly knelt by her side and gently cupped her cheek.

      “You’re awake,” she repeated. Her body ached, but she could handle the pain. “I was worried.”

      “I was worried.” Lochlann’s eyes softened when he gazed at her face. For a moment, nothing around them mattered.

      “You’re worried, and you’re worried, we’re all worried,” Viktor put forth. “So work on the communications, captain?”

      “Yes. Communications,” Lochlann answered. The stress of his position filled his expression once more to replace the softness.

      “How’s Jackson?” Alexis tried to push up, but Lochlann continued to lean over her. She settled once more on the floor.

      “Alive. He needs a medical booth,” Lochlann said.

      Alexis nodded. “And no word from Rick? Any indication that he’s still flying this thing?” She again tried to sit up and this time he moved out of her way.

      “Maybe. The ship seems to be moving, but we have no way of knowing the extent of the damage beyond those sealed doors.” Lochlann held her elbow in an automatic gentlemanly effort to guide her movements.

      Alexis tried to take a deep breath, but the pain in her back caused her to wince. Her head pounded, and sitting up proved much more difficult than she’d anticipated. “If the crew is seen to and there is nothing to be done this exact moment, do you think I can entreat upon you to help me?”

      “Anything.” Lochlann frowned as she swayed. He held her arm tighter to keep her upright.

      “There’s this thing…” She gestured weakly around her side.

      Lochlann knelt beside her and looked at her back. He inhaled sharply. “You’re bleeding. Why didn’t you say anything? Dev, Evan, help me.”

      “It’s fine. Don’t make a big deal out of it. I just need someone to pull the metal shard out so I can heal.” Alexis took a deep breath. Evan and Dev joined them on the floor.

      “Violette,” Dev called. “Come. We need someone with smaller, steady hands.”

      Violette’s shadow cast over her from behind. “Sacre, Alexis, why didn’t you tell me you were injured?”

      “I heal fast. Please pull it,” Alexis said.

      “Alexis, you no longer have the nanoids to help you heal and fight infection,” Lochlann scolded.

      “Loch, are you sure I should?” Violette asked.

      “We can’t leave it in,” Lochlann said. “Pull slowly.”

      “It’s fine. I’d do it myself, but I can’t reach it,” Alexis insisted.

      “Alexis, stop moving.” Lochlann braced her shoulders with his hands. “Violette, when you’re ready.”

      “Holy balls, Alexis, I’m sorry,” Violette whispered preemptively.

      “You’ve been hanging around Rick too much,” Dev said softly to his wife.

      Alexis wasn’t sure what they were going on about. Yes, it hurt, but so did a lot of things in life. She met Lochlann’s concerned eyes. His handsome face gave her something to concentrate on.

      Violette tugged, cursing softly as she worked. The jagged edges of the metal caught on Alexis’s skin. “Almost there.”

      Alexis held her breath and focused past the pain.

      “There.” Violette pulled the metal out completely. She reached her arm forward so Alexis could see the two-inch strip. She felt blood trickle down her back and reached behind her to swipe at it. When she turned, she realized everyone had gathered behind her to watch. Dev was the only one who didn’t look slightly stricken by what they’d witnessed.

      “What?” Alexis asked, confused.

      “It’s all right to cry. You look like you were hit with the food simulator so hard that it split apart and piece lodged in your back. You’re bruised, and your skin is a nasty greenish black color. Or do you not have nerve endings there?” Lucien asked. “Could you feel—?”

      “Liquor and bandages,” Dev interrupted, matter-of-factly. “Evan.”

      “Uh, yeah, hold on,” Evan answered. He hurried away only to return with the leftover fragments of Dev’s shirt and a bottle of pink liquor.

      Dev poured liquor out of a bottle over her wound and then wrapped her waist much like they had Jackson’s. In quiet approval, he said, “Well handled.”

      “Is that metal? I can use that,” Viktor said. Violette lifted the bloody shard toward him. Viktor’s injured shoulder was bound, leaving him use of one arm. “Perfect. I need a conductor. Lucien, come be my arms.”

      “You should lie down,” Lochlann said.

      “I’m fine.” Alexis instead stood. She was lightheaded, but she would be of more use upright than taking a nap.

      Lochlann held out his arm to offer support if she needed it. “Sacred cats, the evil you must have endured not to cry out at such a crude procedure.”

      Alexis didn’t want to think about it. The concerned tone of his voice and look in his eyes begged to protect her. She lifted up on her toes and kissed him. Lochlann inhaled in surprise before returning her kiss. She wanted nothing more than to rewind time to when they’d been alone in the captain’s quarters, before the attack, before being sealed in the communal death box of a commons room. Her desire for him had yet to be slaked and each time he touched her the need became worse.

      Alexis wasn’t afraid of dying, of the ship crashing, of the air running out, of starving sealed in this room. She’d stared at her own mortality enough times to not be scared of it. What did frighten her was the idea of watching those things happen to the rest of the crew, especially to Lochlann. It was never pretty to see people die, at least not in her experience.

      The thought spurred her into mindless action. She ran her hands through his hair, deepening the kiss and pressing her body wantonly against his. His hands cupped her ass and lifted her off the ground. If this was the end, she wanted to experience one moment of joy, one moment of—

      “Uh, captain?” Lucien cleared his throat. “You want us to turn around or something?”

      They froze mid-kiss. Alexis’s eyes opened to meet Lochlann’s.

      “I mean, we get it, it’s the end of the world and all,” Lucien continued. “But this isn’t the, um, most romantic of locations.”

      “Chatter less, work more,” Viktor said. “I only have one arm, space cadet. I can’t do this alone. If this is our last day in the universe, it’ll be because you can’t do a simple task.”

      Lochlann’s heavy breathing mimicked her own. Alexis didn’t want to stop. Not again.

      “Does anyone else want to assist sassy-pants over here?” Lucien asked. “Anyone? Seriously, I’m about to throw my brother out of the airlock.”

      No one volunteered.

      Since the kiss had long ended but they had yet to pull apart, Lochlann leaned away from her to order, “Get to work, mechanic.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain Liplock,” Lucien muttered.

      Alexis licked her lips and slowly let go of Lochlann. It was difficult stepping away from him. His hands slid over her hips, causing her to shiver.

      “I apologize,” he said softly. “I should not have treated you like that in front of my crew. You are a lady, not a—”

      “I attacked you,” Alexis interrupted with a light shrug. “Your brain gets in your way much of the time, doesn’t it?”

      “My brain…?” He frowned.

      “You overthink. You’re always acting like you’ve mistreated me, or offended me, or…” She placed a hand on his chest. His heart beat fast and hard, and she realized how much he really wanted her. She imagined the dragon inside him clawing to get out, held rigid only by the control of the man. “Thank you for treating me like a lady, for the respect, for the freedom, for the promise.”

      Lochlann lowered his voice and leaned forward as if telling her a secret. “What promise?”

      Alexis glanced down to his waist where his hard arousal still pressed up against his pants. She arched a brow and grinned. “To finish what we’ve started once we’re out of this tin can.”

      “Yes, I promise,” Lochlann answered, returning her mischievous look. “And you promise to take it easy. You don’t have nanoids inside of you to help you heal.”

      “Listen up,” Viktor stated loudly. “I’m missing a few components. I’m going to shout out a list, and you all start digging through the trash.”

      Lochlann pressed a kiss to the tip of her nose before turning his full attention to Viktor. “Ready when you are. Let’s get out of this tin can.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Two days later, by best guess…

      “We should have rebuilt the food simulator,” Josselyn mumbled. Like the rest of the crew, she barely moved as she sat in the little piece of the commons room she’d made her own.

      The communications device barely worked, which didn’t matter since Rick was not answering any of their attempts. For all they knew, Rick was dead, and they were floating through deep space on a slow death march.

      The crew tried to keep up a brave front, but the fear and the stress clearly wore on them. Josselyn, who Alexis discovered was new to space travel, faired the worst. She’d spent the majority of her life on one planet, raised amongst people who did not fully embrace space technology.

      Jackson did not awaken. Violette and Alexis took turns looking after him. They cleaned his wound the best they could manage with a single bottle of liquor and torn pieces of clothing. All the men were now bare-chested.

      For two days, more or less, they’d tried everything they could think of to crawl out of their prison. Without knowing what happened beyond the sealed door, their options were limited. If the ship was damaged, or their attackers had pumped chemicals into the air, drilling a hole through might equal certain death. No one tried to get in, and they debated endlessly if they should try to get out. In the end, it didn’t matter what they wanted. Nothing they had could break open the sealed door.

      Viktor and Lucien had tried everything they could think of, with multiple suggestions and ideas thrown out by the crew. They pulled the hand scanner off the wall and rewired it. Lucien did something with the lights. Viktor pulled parts out of the walls. The modified torch the brothers had built only melted the solder but did not burn all the way through. Lochlann had even shifted into his dragon form and clawed at the door with his sharp talons and superior strength. He managed to scrape a few deep welts in the metal. In their last attempt, blasts from the salvaged weapons had ricocheted in the room. Luckily no one was hit.

      A new addition to their misery, besides the complete lack of medical care and food, was the fact the engine vibrations had begun to spasm violently as if gears were grinding together. Lochlann’s arms tightened around her shoulders as the ship bounced. The noise was becoming worse and increasing in frequency.

      “I’m sorry, Alexis,” Lochlann whispered, pressing his mouth to her ear. “I’m sorry I don’t know how to save you.”

      Alexis turned her mouth to meet his. They’d kissed several times, but with the rest of the crew in the room could take it no further. She was too tired and weak to even think about sex. Instead, she soaked up the comfort of his arms. Facing death was so much more intimate than the physical pleasures of the body.

      “I have no regrets, Lochlann, except I won’t have more time to spend with you.” A tear slipped from her eye and made a warm trail down her cheek.

      “I feel like I can’t catch my breath,” Violette said to Dev. All eyes turned to her at the sound of her voice.

      “I’ll check the oxygen vent,” Dev said.

      “No, I didn’t mean for you to get up,” Violette protested. Her head lifted off her husband’s chest as he tried to stand.

      “Oxygen vent,” Viktor said, becoming more alert than he’d been in hours.

      “We already tried shouting through it to Rick. If he’s there, he can’t hear us. And we can’t crawl through. Even if someone was able to squeeze in, their body will block off what air we have left,” Lucien answered. “Besides, who knows where the vents will lead. Whoever went would probably end up at another vent by the main oxygen storage tank.”

      Alexis stiffened as her thoughts were triggered. “Oxygen vents. Maintenance of most common—”

      “She’s doing it again,” Violette stated.

      “That’s right, sweetheart, go on. What do you have for us?” Viktor encouraged.

      “Irrelevant,” Alexis continued shifting through the information.

      Lochlann’s embrace tightened as he pulled her closer. “Easy, Alexis.”

      “Common duct size,” she muttered. “Too small for most humanoids near the oxygen holding tanks. Recalculating body mass. Too small for the humanoids in this room. Vent mapping system. Main vents, all major areas of a ship. Sub-vents, crew quarters. Too small. Irrelevant. Need main. Tight fit for body mass. Main vents supply commons room, cargo hold, cockpit…”

      “She’s bleeding,” Violette said. “Here Lochlann, take this for her nose.”

      “Why does she keep bleeding like that?” Dev asked.

      “I bet the nanoids kept this from happening,” Viktor answered.

      Alexis felt Lochlann tenderly wiping the blood running from her nose. “Alexis, moon beam, stop. You’re hurting yourself.”

      Alexis didn’t listen. She was almost there.

      “Let her go. What harm can it do at this point?” Violette asked. “If we don’t come up with a solution, she’s as dead as the rest of us.”

      “Lovely bedside manner, sis,” Josselyn muttered.

      “Oh, go have another panic attack, sis,” Violette snapped back.

      “Arguing won’t help,” Evan soothed. “We’re all scared.”

      Alexis concentrated on the cockpit and her mind pulled up diagrams of the control panel. She blinked heavily. Her vision focused, and she lifted her hand over Lochlann’s to take over putting pressure on the bridge of her nose. “I can do it.”

      “Do what?” he asked.

      “Cockpit. Fly. Oxygen,” she answered incoherently, trying to keep the information from being filed away once more in her brain.

      “Take a deep breath,” Lochlann said.

      She did, and then another. “I can fit in the ducts. It will be tight, but—”

      “No, I’ll do it,” Viktor said.

      “With one arm?” Lucien dismissed. “I don’t think so. I’ll go.”

      “I can go,” Violette said. “If I make it to the cockpit, I’ll be able to fly the ship.”

      “But, I can fix the ship,” Lucien said.

      “I can do both,” Alexis inserted. She looked at Lochlann, pleading with her eyes for him to agree. “You’re the captain, so ultimately it’s up to you. But, hear me out. I can fly this ship. I can repair this ship.” She lifted up her right arm. “This gives me the strength to pull myself through the ducts faster than anyone in here. We’re all weak from lack of water and food. This hand is wires and metal. The muscles don’t tire. I have ship blueprints in my head. I can find which routes to take once I’m up there. Rick wouldn’t have sealed off the cockpit’s oxygen so the path should be open. If I can find it…”

      Lochlann slowly nodded as if fighting an inner battle with himself. “Very well.”

      “Thank you.” Alexis pressed her mouth briefly to his and pushed off his shoulder to stand.

      “But we’re tying something around your ankle so we can pull you out of there,” he added.

      “I have wire,” Viktor said. “That will work.”

      “When you’re in there, jerk the wire three times if you need us to pull you out,” Dev said. “We’ll be standing by.”

      Alexis nodded.

      “Be careful,” Lucien added, as he pushed a chair against the wall. He stood on it to reach the vent grate and began prying it off the wall. “The welds inside here are not going to be smooth since it’s not meant for human travel. There will be sharp edges everywhere. One false move and you’ll slice open something you shouldn’t.”

      Lochlann took the wire from Viktor and secured the end around her waist. He tugged it several times to make sure it was secure. “If anything goes wrong, we’re pulling you out.”

      “Just make sure you pull slowly,” Lucien said. “I’m not kidding about those edges.”

      “I can do this,” Alexis assured Lochlann. She gave him what she hoped was a comforting smile. “Climbing through oxygen vents is one of the fifty billion things I’m programmed to do.”

      She meant it as a joke. He didn’t laugh.

      “You’re not a program,” Lochlann answered. “You’re a woman. My woman. I need you to promise me you’ll be careful in there.”

      All attempts at lightheartedness stopped. “I promise.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Come on, Alexis. Be careful. Slow. Slow. Dammit, I should have never agreed to let you go in there.

      Lochlann stood at the vent peering into the darkness where Alexis’s feet had disappeared. Though it had only been minutes, it felt like hours. He fed the wire into the duct carefully, keeping his hands on it for the slightest hint that she might need him to pull her out of there. The ship jerked, and he had to brace himself against the wall until it stopped.

      “Be careful in there,” Lochlann yelled, not for the first time. “Nice and slow.”

      A single thud was his answer, indicating she’d heard him.

      Now that her body blocked the ductwork, the flow of oxygen became an indiscernible trickle. The misery on his crew’s faces compounded his guilt. He was the captain. It was up to him to keep them safe. This was far from safe.

      Why did Jarek leave him in charge?

      The wire’s progression slowed and moved as if Alexis somehow changed her position in the duct, and then it pulled faster before stopping altogether.

      “What was that?” Violette asked.

      Lochlann shook his head to indicate he didn’t know.

      “Do you think she met up with someone?” Lucien asked.

      “Do you think she found the cockpit?” Viktor added. The ship jerked again, shaking violently.

      Lucien grabbed his brother’s good arm to help steady him. “Do you think Rick’s dead?”

      “Not Rick,” Josselyn answered, though she had no real way of knowing the answer. “He’s too ornery to die.”

      Lochlann wanted to yank Alexis out of the hole. He didn’t like this. Not at all. She was his to protect. Everything in him knew that. And, yet, logic told him to give her a chance. They were out of ideas, and his crew was dying a slow, starving, suffocating death.

      He stared into the darkness, willing her to come out. Knots gripped his stomach and chest, making it even harder to breathe. He couldn’t go in after her. His shoulders were too broad to fit through the opening.

      “Where is she?” Violette wondered aloud. “Come on, Alexis.”

      Suddenly, the wire tugged in three hard jerks. Lochlann gasped, instantly beginning to pull. He met with some resistance, but not nearly the amount he’d expect with a human’s body weight attached. Dev stood up on the chair next to him and helped.

      “This does not feel like Alexis,” Dev said, confirming Lochlann’s suspicions.

      They tried to keep it steady, but their load caught and they had to tug a couple of times to get it free. When they finally reached the end of the wire, they saw a bundle attached to the end.

      “What is it?” Violette hopped behind them, trying to see.

      “Do you hear Alexis?” Evan asked.

      Dev took the bundle and climbed down to the floor. Lochlann stared into the darkness.

      Where are you? Where are you? Alexis, where are you?

      “It’s the hand-held medical unit.” Dev’s words forced Lochlann to turn around to look. “And an ESC meal pack.”

      “Only one?” Lucien asked.

      “She found the medical quarters,” Josselyn deduced.

      Lochlann stepped down and took the meal pack. He handed it to Josselyn. “Split that up. Everyone gets a bite.”

      Josselyn nodded.

      “Violette, see to Jackson first, then Viktor’s shoulder, and then everyone gets a vitamin boost or whatever useful function that thing has stored in it,” Lochlann continued.

      “On it,” Violette said. Dev carried the hand-held for her as they went to where Jackson rested. “Let’s hope whoever used this thing last left it fully loaded.”

      Josselyn tried to hand him a broken off piece of dried food. “Here.”

      Lochlann shook his head in denial. “You and Violette split that.”

      She looked as if she might protest, but he turned away from her and moved to look once again down the vent. He focused his shifter hearing for signs of her.

      Where are you, Alexis? Dammit, get your ass back here.
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      “So this is how my story ends,” Alexis whispered as she braced her arms to minimize the impact of the jerking ship. “Trapped in the ductwork of a failing spaceship, surrounded by darkness, and a massive cramp in my ass cheek.”

      She gave a derisive laugh.

      The vents leading to the cockpit proved to be too sharp of a turn. No matter how many attempts she made, she couldn’t bend her body in the right angles. The last effort had wedged her in an awkward position. The ship had lurched suddenly causing her foot to slip, and she ended up stuck.

      At least she managed to find the medical room. The booth was damaged, but she’d sent the hand-held medic back to the crew and an ESC food pack. There was no telling how old it was, but those sealed meals were supposed to last for over a hundred years.

      Unfortunately, she was facing the wrong way for sound to carry toward the crew. Even if they heard her yells, they wouldn’t know what to do. More than likely they’d send someone in after her. That person would end up lost, possibly trapped, and Alexis would be in the exact same situation.

      No, it was up to her to get herself out of this.

      She closed her eyes and concentrated on accessing something useful. “Trapped. Confined space. Don’t panic. Try to break through the coffin lid and push as much dirt toward your feet as possible. 1665 Old Earth plague mandate buying six-feet below the surface. Antiquated. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine. Dangers of confined spaces for Bravon ash mine workers. Respirator apparatus. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine.”

      Nothing more came.

      “Reexamine,” she repeated.

      Still nothing. Pirates and Pleasure Droid security hadn’t been too keen on teaching her ways to get out of their confinements. What they had taught her was about spacecrafts, and all signs pointed toward The Conqueror crashing. The jerking movements were no longer the signs of a faulty engine. Now they were more like the teasing atmospheric brushes of a nearby planet pulling them closer.

      “Atmospheric drag. Gravitational pull.” She tried not to think of it, but the images rushed forward anyway. The rise in temperature indicated the friction of an unplanned entry was cooking the ship. “Aerodynamic heating. Breakup. Completely disintegrate small objects. Force. Explode.”

      If Rick was alive and flying, she couldn’t imagine he’d glide them along such a dangerous path.

      “Fine,” she huffed, angry at her brain for not supplying the information she wanted. She kept her eyes closed and swiped at the sweat beading on her brow. “I want to see Lochlann one last time. How do I remove a foot without bleeding to death?”
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      “Lochlann, get down,” Dev yelled. Objects vibrated around the commons area as they were pulled into something’s gravitational field. “There is nothing you can do right now.”

      Lochlann defiantly reached a shifted arm down the vent and held on. The chair beneath him slid. His muscles were weak from not eating, but he managed to force the chair back into place to support his weight.

      “What is happening?” Josselyn cried over the sudden surge in noise.

      “Rough landing,” Violette answered. She clung to Dev.

      “So Rick is flying. He’s taking us in for a landing,” Josselyn concluded, glancing around for confirmation. No one would give it to her. “Maybe Alexis made it to the cockpit?”

      “Live, fight, and die with honor, sister,” Violette told Josselyn to give her strength in the only way she could.

      “Ago pugna quod intereo per veneration,” Josselyn repeated back the Craven family crest.

      Lucien and Viktor linked arms while trying to keep Jackson somewhat protected. Jackson’s color was better thanks to the hand-held medical unit, but he had yet to wake up. That was probably a good thing since they were about to crash.

      Josselyn and Evan held each other. Dev had Violette. Lochlann had an air vent.

      “I love you,” Josselyn whispered to her husband. “I’ve seen the other side. We’ll be together there, so I have no fear of how this life ends.”

      “I don’t regret one moment,” Violette said to hers. “You’re all the adventure I need.”

      Both men answered lovingly in kind.

      Lochlann wished his hearing wasn’t so acute. He had no Draig crystal to marry with. He had no home to offer a woman. He didn’t have Alexis in his arms. Maybe Zhang An’s curse was real. ‘You will lose it and be forever alone.’

      Forever alone.

      “Alexis!” Lochlann yelled, hoping she could hear him, hoping she’d signal back. Aside from a few loud clanks and bangs, the vents gave him no answers.

      The rocking became worse. Lochlann held on tight. The ship careened toward some unknown ground—a moon, a sun, a planet, a fuel port. They had no way of knowing. If it was inhabited, ground security might shoot them out of the sky. If it were not, they’d most likely explode on impact.

      “Ale—” he tried to scream her name, but his body was tossed up and held in momentary weightlessness before dropping back down.

      “We’re losing gravity controls,” Lucien said. The sensation happened again. The lights flickered. “And power.”

      “I hate this. I hate this. I hate this,” Viktor muttered, as if to himself. “Why the star blazes did I decide to be a pirate?”

      “Fuck this whining. I’m going out with style and a smile on my face,” Lucien yelled. “Who’s with me? Let fate do what she must. We’re not afraid of anything. It’s been a grand journey, friends. We live and die on our own terms. Like the space adventuring pirates we are!”

      “Our birth was a hard one, or so we’ve been told,” Violette began to sing by way of an answer. Her voice was shaky but loud.

      “Our mothers were harlots our fathers out cold,” Lucien joined in, nodding at her in approval through the chaos.

      Viktor and Dev added their voices, “The doctor was drunk, lads, the bartender did pour, as we shot out with the thunder and came with a roar.”

      Lochlann glanced over his singing crew, knowing that they all might very well be insane. Josselyn and Evan’s lips began to move, too, their voices not as loud as the others. The unconscious Jackson even seemed to give a small smile at the sound, though that could have been Lochlann’s imagination. The jerking ship interrupted the music as it knocked the breath from the singers, but only temporarily. With each passing word, their song became louder to drown out the fact the ship was coming apart around them. Outside pressure caused the metal hull to creak and pop. Crazy or not, Lochlann was proud of this crew, his friends, his family. Lucien was right. They lived and died on their terms. Wherever they were, whatever they did, these people were his home.

      If only Alexis and Rick were in the commons with them.

      “Up from the trenches of Ole Skull and Bones, we swabbed that cold deck and that black how it shone. The cap’n was surly, lads, and the crew stank a lot, as each one grew famous down to the last shot.

      “No dry land for us, we pay our due to the sky, and so we shall e’er ‘til the day we do die. No tears for a pirate, lads, for shed them we not. Our life we do live for that’s what we got.

      “And we sail the high skies, looking for gold, looking for treasures that never grow old. The wind in our sails, lads, the stars at our feet, as we plunder for women, thick—”

      The song was cut off by a hard bump as the ship ran a ground. Lochlann tried to hold on but in the end, he was ripped away from the vent. The roar of metal grinding against unforgiving rock drowned out the involuntary cries of the crew. They were tossed like feathers in a tornado, at the mercy of the elements around them. He felt his body crash into someone, but the moment passed too fast, and he didn’t know which crewman it was. He landed amidst the common room’s wreckage.

      When the ship finally stopped, Lochlann could but lay on his uneven bed. Every inch of him hurt. Soft moans and coughs told him at least some of the others had survived. He didn’t want to look to see who might not have.

      “—thick brown, and good mead,” Lucien groaned the end of the verse. “Holy space balls, that hurt.”

      “Call out,” Lochlann finally ordered when he could catch his breath enough to make a sound.

      “Vik,” Viktor yelled.

      “Lucien,” Lucian groaned.

      “Violette and Dev,” Violette answered. “Josselyn?”

      “Here,” Josselyn cried as if the sound took much effort. “Evan’s here—oh, baby, you’re bleeding. Let me see your head.”

      “Anyone have eyes on Jackson?” Dev asked.

      “I got him. He’s still breathing.” Viktor’s words were punctuated by the sound of someone crawling through debris. “Lucky bastard missed all the fun.”

      “Alexis?” Lochlann pushed his body up and began making his way back toward the vent. He stumbled, lightheaded but determined. “Did anyone hear anything from her?”

      “No,” Violette answered. A few of the others offered their mumbled denial.

      A knock pounded on the sealed door, followed by a bright light. Lochlann closed his eyes as it hurt his un-shifted gaze. The hiss of an explosive charge moved over the door frame. He hugged his arms to his stomach and held his breath. Several more pounds followed before the door crashed forward to the floor. Rick stepped onto the metal platform he’d just created and yelled, “Daddy’s home. Miss me?”

      “Rick,” several of them answered in surprise.

      “Nice,” Rick said wryly, the playfulness of his word choice unable to hide his worry as he looked around. “I like what you’ve done with the place. Please tell me you have food in here. I could eat the raw tail off a Liphobian sea slug.”

      “What the hell happened?” Dev demanded.

      “You’re welcome, big guy,” Rick said, his eyes pausing on each person while he spoke as if doing a mental count. “That’s what happened.”

      “Where are we?” Josselyn asked.

      “Where’s Alexis? I know she made it into the room. I monitored life signs before I sealed you off.” Rick frowned, scanning the room again. “Alexis?”

      “Here.”

      Lochlann gasped, turning toward the vent to see Alexis lying at the entrance. She lifted a weak hand to give a slight gesture.

      “What the hell are you doing in there, sun beam?” Rick made his way toward her.

      Lochlann beat him to the vent. “Alexis—”

      “Did everyone survive?” she broke in.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “Jackson? You got the medic unit I sent?” she insisted.

      “Yes. Thank you, but what happened in there. You weren’t supposed to take off your safety wire.” Lochlann swiped at the dried blood under her nose, knowing she must have accessed her memory files at some point in the vents. “I thought I lost you.”

      “Does anyone need anything?” Her face was pale, almost stricken, and her breathing choppy.

      “Alexis…?” Lochlann tried to look past her body into the dark vent. “What is it, sweetheart? What’s happened? What’s wrong?”

      “Hey, there, baby cakes,” Rick said, his tone soft. “Why don’t we get you out of there?”

      “Ow,” she gasped when they tried to pull her. “My ankle. I was trapped in the vent and…” She gave a small moan.

      Lochlann and Rick lifted her gingerly out of the vent and moved her to the floor. Her foot hung at an unnatural angle.

      “Guess those nanoids would come in handy about now,” she tried to joke.

      “We need to set that,” Dev said.

      “Anyone see the hand-held medic?” Lochlann asked.

      “Dammit, Rick, what the blazes did you do this time, space cadet?” Jackson suddenly sat up, glaring in confusion and clearly not seeing his surroundings. “It’s like you crashed the ship into every asteroid you could find. My body feels like hammered…space…alien…” His vision focused as he processed the situation. “What did I miss?”

      While Lucien and Viktor answered Jackson, Lochlann turned his attention back to Alexis’s foot.

      “It could have been worse,” she mumbled. “I might have had to gnaw it off.”

      “That’s not—” Lochlann began to lecture only to stop when she slumped against him.

      “Do you notice she asks about everyone else before even letting us know she’s injured. She did that before, too. She had that metal in her back, and she saved Jackson, and fixed Vik’s shoulder, and passed out without saying a word.” Violette appeared with the hand-held medic and began injecting Alexis with medicine. “It’s like she considers herself to be worth the least amount of anyone here.”

      “The conditioning of her enslavement,” Dev stated. Now that Alexis was unconscious, he twisted her ankle back into place and bandaged it with one of the torn shirt pieces. It was dirty from prior use, but it was all they had. “See to everyone else’s needs first. Never complain because no one will care or listen and the consequences would be negative.”

      “Damn, look at this place,” Lucien observed. “What will we do now? This is our only home.”

      “This is where you expect me to say something heartwarming like, ‘It was just a place. Home is where we make it. We’re all right if we’re together.’ Well, it’s not all right.” Viktor grunted. “All of my film transmissions were stored on this ship. Years of collecting rogue waves, gone.”

      “How are we going to replace the ship? We have nothing to barter but scrap metal,” Lucien said. “And that’s if the natives here don’t pick it clean before we get the chance to broker a deal.”

      “You’re getting ahead of yourselves,” Evan said. “Let’s assess the situation first, and make sure everyone’s all right.”

      “I think we’ll be relatively safe here.” Rick patted the ship’s wall. “We might have a bit of a hike, but I aimed my dying girl the best I could. Took every ounce of juice she had to make it to safety but in the end, she pulled through.”

      “Rick,” Josselyn asked, “where did you land us?”

      “Did I forget to say? I thought it was fitting we returned the ship back to her owner. Only seems right,” Rick said.

      Jarek?

      Lochlann drew his eyes away from Alexis but kept holding her against his chest. “We’re on Qurilixen?”

      “Var side,” Rick said. “Don’t worry, dragon boy, I have your back. I didn’t take you anywhere near your people.”

      “Were we followed?” Dev inquired.

      “That’s the thing. We might have been. It’s kind of the other reason I flew us here. I figured Jarek and Samantha, being Var royalty and all, might be able to dissuade any further pursuit.”

      “What’s the status of the ship?” Lochlann asked Rick.

      “Beat to hell,” Rick answered. “We lost a chunk to laser fire. If the cargo hold is intact after that touchdown, the door is most likely jammed shut. I had to land the ship ass first to minimize damage to this room.”

      “Do we have communication devices?” Dev asked.

      “Not that I know of,” Rick said.

      When Dev and Violette finished helping Alexis, Lochlann lifted her into his arms. To Dev, he said, “See if you can find food. The ESC packs should be in the cargo hold. Grab anything useful you come across in case we have to hunt or camp. Take Rick and Lucien to help you carry. We’ll meet up outside. Violette, you are in charge of the medical unit, so you stay with the injured group. We’re going to find a way off the ship.”
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      Home.

      Qurilixen.

      Even though he was technically on the wrong side of the planet, Lochlann was home. He smelled it in the air, detected it in the warmth of the three suns on his skin. There was a certain vibration to the ground beneath his feet, whether it was real or imagined. It tingled up his legs, reminding him of the hours he’d spent running through the forest in his youth.

      But this is not how he imagined his homecoming. Until Alexis, he’d had the hope of finding Margot, of bringing her home, of being a hero with restored honor. None of that mattered. They were where they were, and he was not letting Alexis go.

      He had laid her on the ground in the shade. The occasional moan left her, but he was glad when she didn’t wake up to the pain. She needed to heal.

      Located on the outer edge of the Y quadrant, the planet did not see much by way of unintentional sky traffic so a ship would have caught the locals’ notice. The Var associated with aliens more than the Draig, but both sides preferred natural living to high-tech lifestyles. They did not have personal landcrafts or security droids roaming the countryside. Electricity did not hum in the background. Giant factories did not mar the quality of the air.

      The Draig people only associated with aliens out of necessity, mainly to import eligible females for marriage. For both races, Qurilixian women were rare due to the radiation from the three suns. Over the generations it had altered their genetics, so only male children were conceived. The dragon queen, Mede, was one of the last female dragon-shifters, until the newly born dragon princess.

      All his childhood knowledge came rushing back on him, filling his mind and his emotions. He hadn’t expected the tightening in his chest and the overwhelming sense of longing that standing on the surface brought. How simple life had been, and how complicated he had believed it to be.

      Home.

      The Draig people did not sail the high skies like Lochlann. They did not leave their planet. He looked at Alexis. What would life have been like if a Galaxy Brides ship brought her to him at one of the Breeding Ceremonies? The practice of ordering brides sounded barbaric and antiquated, but no woman was ever forced to come or to stay. Would his crystal have glowed for her? Would she have accepted his offer? Had children with him? Would they have been happy in that alternate universe so unlike their current reality?

      In all his travels, he had never seen a planet quite like his homeworld. Old Earth came close, some parts of it anyway. Open clearings like the one they were in now led to forests. Traveling north into dragon territory would lead to mountains and the ore mines. Northwest would bring him to the cave systems. Northeast led to the dragon palace and the lake where fathers would dive for the sacred crystals they would give to their newborns.

      Large leaves soaked in the excess sunlight to create giant canopies overhead. The tree trunks were so wide they made a straight path through the woods impossible. Jarek’s brother had even built a home inside one of the tree trunks. The forest emitted a soft odor, one he had not noticed in his youth but now stood out like a fragrant memory calling him home.

      Home.

      “It’s as I suspected. She took a rocky protrusion up the ass end,” Rick stated, as he emerged from inside the ship with Dev.

      The wryness of the pilot’s tone jarred Lochlann back to their present situation. Hunger ate at him and had caused his mind to drift far beyond his current responsibilities. It took a tired moment to realize Rick spoke of the ship, not a woman. When he looked away from the woods toward the downed vessel, he sighed heavily. Large red rock formations jutted at random intervals from the valley surrounded by a covering of short yellow grass. The ship had torn through the hilly countryside, marring the earth and uprooting trees.

      “Good thing too,” Rick continued, “or we’d have kept skating across the ground. I aimed her toward open land and tried to send a signal to the palace, but I have no way of knowing if it went through.”

      “There was not much left of the cargo.” Dev held up two mangled ESC meal packs and a case of sealed water to show Lochlann.

      “Pass out the water. Give the food to the women,” Lochlann told him quietly. Dev nodded in agreement.

      “With all due respect to the cavemen on this crew,” Violette broke in sarcastically, “the oh-so-delicate women are as tough as the men, and we can share. The food rations need to go to the injured, or to whoever is going to go out into the wilderness to bring back more food or help.”

      Lochlann nodded at Dev to do what he said despite Violette’s protest. He knelt by Alexis and brushed his hand over her hair. She sighed in response and did not wake. Dev handed him a water pack, and he tried to wet Alexis’s lips. She didn’t react to the moisture. Lochlann took a drink, finishing the water pack in a few gulps. His dehydrated body demanded more, but he didn’t want to take sustenance from the others.

      Dev and Rick disappeared back into the ship only to return minutes later with a third meal pack and a few small weapons.

      “There are a couple of bodies,” Dev said. “Do you want us to drag them out of the ship?”

      “Let the bastards rot,” Rick muttered.

      Lochlann shook his head. “Leave them for now. No reason to waste energy we don’t have.”

      “That landing couldn’t have gone unnoticed,” Jackson said from his place nearby on the ground. He leaned under an outcropping of the ship’s hull. “Maybe help will come.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about.” Lochlann reluctantly stood. “I don’t know this territory or how far it is to the Var palace. I have never been to this valley. If Jarek finds us first, we’re fine. If the locals find an unescorted dragon-shifter roaming around deep in their territory with a bunch of aliens, I’m not sure how they will react. Centuries of war have a way of sticking with people. The Draig-Var peace treaties are too new and, from what Jarek has told me, unstable.”

      “Well, hell balls, Loch,” Rick grumbled. “I avoided the dragon side because of your personal…well…issues. Is there anyone on this planet who’d perform the welcome mat ceremony for you without sharp objects and torches?”

      “What is a welcome mat?” Violette asked. “I don’t know that custom.”

      “Rick is talking like Rick. Ignore him.” Josselyn looked around. “It is very pretty here, isn’t it? I wasn’t sure we’d ever see daylight again. How long has it been since we’ve breathed unfiltered air?”

      “Too long, my beautiful,” Evan answered.

      “Captain, what’s the plan? Do we all march as a unit toward the palace, do we send a scout, or do we wait?” Dev looked at him expectantly.

      “I say we stay put,” Lucien said. “Surely the palace will send someone to find us. They won’t ignore a downed ship.”

      “There is the issue of,” Viktor pointed toward the sky, “those bastards chasing us. We can’t let them get their hands on Alexis. And they’ll kill us to do it. So we have to march, right? This ship is one giant target from the sky.”

      “I need to drain,” Lucien said, walking around the side of the ship to relieve himself. “Don’t decide anything until I return.”

      The battered crew wasn’t in any condition to march anywhere. They were starved, injured, and past the point of pure exhaustion. Tired eyes looked to Lochlann for guidance. He took that responsibility seriously, though he doubted he deserved their confidence. It was under his watch that this happened.

      Yet, how could it have been any other way? Alexis needed him. The hell she’d lived through under captivity made a shipwreck seem like a small event. They couldn’t have given her back to her captors.

      Evan frowned and made a direct course toward him. Very quietly, he said, “You’re tired and have a lot of responsibility on your shoulders, so it’s understandable you would have a moment of self-doubt, but stop thinking like a space cadet. This is not your fault. Not a single person blames you.” Lochlann furrowed his brow, but before he could answer, Evan continued, “And I know, I know, get out of your thoughts. Trust me. I don’t want to be in there. All that pining for Alexis is giving me a headache. Just claim her already. She wants you. You want her. I’m pretty confident neither one of you would mind if you consummated the relationship on the other side of the ship where the rest of us can’t see you.”

      “I have nothing to offer,” Lochlann said. He wanted Alexis, desperately, always wanted her. The desire simmered below his surface, a primitive piece of himself that did not care about anything but fulfilling base needs. But he was not a slave to his primal self. He was a man, one who tried to live his life honorably. “Draigs need their crystals for the mating ceremony, and the blessing of the king and queen to make it official.”

      Evan gave a small laugh. “There are a billion ways to marry in this universe. If you can’t do it the Draig way, pick another. If there is one thing I’ve learned to read after being around all you shifters is that when you mate, you mate. You don’t need a crystal to tell you it happened.” Evan eyed him. “Or maybe you do. But, since you don’t have one, let me help. As far as shifter biology is concerned, you mated her. I didn’t say anything because I don’t like to sense what’s floating around in everyone’s brains, but for better or worse, your dragon chose her.”

      “And she…?” Lochlann looked to where Alexis rested on the ground. He wanted to lie next to her, pull her into his arms and hold her close. He wanted to kiss her awake, demand she look at him, fade into their own private cocoon where nothing around them mattered. Giving in to that weakness wouldn’t help her. She needed medical care, not him desperately pawing at her in her sleep.

      “Don’t ask me to go in there.” Evan shook his head. “Just peeking inside her thoughts feels like my brain is being filled with lava. They packed her mind tighter than a grug wearing klennup pants.”

      Lochlann flinched. “I never want that image in my head again.”

      “But you understand my meaning. The things that were done to her, I would not wish on my worst enemy,” Evan said.

      “Now is not the time for this conversation.” Lochlann wasn’t sure he’d ever want to have this talk with Evan. Just thinking about what was done to Alexis, to all the repossessed children who were taken into captivity, filled him with a rage that had no immediate outlet.

      Before Lochlann could fully form his next thoughts, Evan said, “I agree with what you’re feeling. I understand the fury when you think about what happened to her. The universes are full of horrible entities—Pleasure Droid Corporation, Larceny Casino, Medical Mafia, the Federation Military, that unclean fueling dock we stopped at that served disgusting elteeb stew to Dev. When my sister died, I wanted nothing more than to blast the man responsible into a thousand pieces. Luckily, I had Captain Samantha and my crew to keep me level. As much as I wanted to be a vigilante sailing the high skies, righting wrongs, taking down evil…” He paused to look at his wife. “As much as I want to fix all of those injustices, I also want a life with her. The problems of the universes are so large, so many, all we can do is what we have been doing—positively affecting those whom we come across and taking pleasure in what we’re given. Don’t let Alexis’s past, and thoughts of avenging it, cloud what you could have with her. Don’t let your past get in the way either. Forget crystals. Forget dragon ceremonies. Forget having a homeworld to offer her. None of that matters. Not really. If you have her, if you have love, you’ll have a home no matter if it’s onworld somewhere, or floating in the infinite black.”

      “All I was thinking is that I wanted to find the Pleasure Droid doctors and shove needles into their heads to see how they’d like being experimented on,” Lochlann stated.

      “That’s where your thoughts were starting. I just saved you an hour of emotional turmoil and internal ranting.” Evan gave a light shrug. “Call it selfish. I’m too tired to keep blocking out all the strong feelings floating around this crew right now, so I’m diverting the comet before it hits.” He slapped Lochlann on the shoulder. “Now, that’s settled, let’s get to rescuing our—”

      “I would never put the crew at risk to have an internal debate,” Lochlann interrupted in irritation. He hadn’t eaten in days. He was exhausted. The woman he wanted to protect more than anything was passed out with a broken ankle by a wrecked spaceship. He didn’t need a lecture about his private internal thoughts on top of it. He was allowed to think whatever he wanted when he wanted. “Stay out of my brain if you don’t like it in there.”

      “I was just trying to help,” Evan said, appearing somewhat shocked by Lochlann’s outburst.

      “No one asked you to meddle in my private life,” Lochlann returned. His breathing deepened and he felt the dragon stirring to come to the surface. His primal instincts urged him into a fight while the reasoning of a man told the dragon to step away before he did something stupid. “I don’t need to worry about what thoughts pop into my brain while I’m trying to save us.”

      Evan took several slow steps back.

      “If you want a new captain, then vote in a new captain,” Lochlann continued. “Otherwise, sit your ass down and keep quiet.”

      “Hey, he was just trying—” Rick defended.

      “Rick,” Evan quickly shushed him with a stiff gesture. “Don’t. Now is not the time.”

      “Oh, kiss my comet,” Rick swore softly. “He’s gone dragon on us. Not just normal shifting dragon, but look at his eyes. He’s gone full going-to-eat-your-puny-mortal-ass-dragon-man.”

      “Shut up, Rick,” Evan ordered. “You’re not helping.”

      “Everyone stay here. I know this planet best. I’m going to find help,” Lochlann ordered, his voice gruff from the shift. Hard armor protected his skin, but also tightened his throat.

      “Not true,” Lucien reappeared from around the side of the ship. He gave a small laugh. “Evan, Captain Sam, and I ran naked all through these woods on our first visit. Funny story. We drank Torg—what? Did I already tell this story?”

      “Lucien, not now,” Evan said.

      “What did I miss?” Lucien asked. “Why is everyone so tense?”

      Lochlann’s eyes focused in on Dev, able to see every textured detail of the man’s red flesh. “Protect the camp.”

      Dev nodded once, completely unfazed by Lochlann’s behavior. He tossed him a water pack.

      A tremor worked over Lochlann, tightening his muscles. Hunger gnawed as his stomach. He turned toward Rick as the man began to open his mouth. Rick held up his hands and thought better of speaking. His words died before they left his lips.

      “Protect her with your life,” Lochlann managed.

      Rick glanced at Alexis on the ground. He nodded in understanding.

      Lochlann took off through the clearing toward the forest that would take him north. If they were in the hills, away from dragon territory, then he needed to move toward the border. Being shifted made the hunger easier to bear and fortified his tired muscles with the support of armored skin. Even so, he had to fight a deep exhaustion and force his legs to keep running. He had no idea how far he’d made it when his vision began to blur. It could have been five minutes or an hour.

      Next the muscles in his legs began to twitch. His steps faltered, and he stumbled against a tree trunk. Lochlann pushed off only take a few steps and stumble again. He heard a rustling in the leaves and frowned as he turned to investigate the noise. Something stung his forearm, and he lifted it to discover a protrusion. On instinct, he swatted the dart out of his flesh and growled. He realized his back tingled, and he reached behind to find he had more darts embedded in his shoulder and side.

      Lochlann pulled the darts and sniffed the forest. His fatigued eyes tried to focus on the trees. How had he missed an attack?

      “Sacred cats, Hopcyn, I told you it was a dragon!”

      Lochlann swung his arms to fight the bearer of the voice. He blinked heavily. His punches landed in the air before finally making hard contact with the unforgiving base of a tree. He shook his injured hand and braced his body against the large trunk.

      “Come to steal our secrets, have you?” the man taunted. The vague impression of wild, unkempt hair around an equally dirty face floated past Lochlann’s narrowing field of vision. “No dragon has ever bested a marsh farmer.”

      “Eh, can we still be marsh farmers if we moved our stills out of the marshes?” a younger Hopcyn pondered.

      “Forest farmers, then. I told you, boy, the dragons were trying to steal our family secrets. You thought I was crazy and making up stories. The king wouldn’t listen to old Owain either, but you see I was right. The dragons have been running across the borders since I was a lad,” Owain said. The smell of stale liquor and unwashed bodies became pungent, and Lochlann coughed. “They tried to steal my fur, wanted to scrape it right off my body. But I fought them. I fought them all. And I won.”

      “Why do they want your fur?” the boy asked.

      “Look at them,” Owain reasoned. “All smooth and ugly. They’re jealous.”

      Lochlann grunted as someone shoved him from his place by the tree. He stumbled and was barely able to catch himself as he landed on the ground.

      “They want fur,” Owain continued to explain. “And my fur is some of the best. They even sent the lady dragon to charm me once. She tried to sweet talk it off me. Wanted your Uncle Owain, she did. I turned her down. She cried and begged and even said she loved me, but she was a dragon, and I would not sully myself like that. I think she probably still pines for me. I imagine her staring longingly into the forest, sighing my name.”

      “Ah, now you’re making things up,” Hopcyn dismissed with a laugh. “The only lady dragon I know of is the queen.”

      “I don’t want…” Lochlann tried to speak.

      “What’s that, dragon? Admitting defeat like those that came before you?” Owain said. “Don’t you know we’re at war?”

      “The war is over,” Lochlann mumbled. He grabbed a fistful of forest litter and threw it toward the smelly cat-shifter. The gesture was weak and only caused his attackers to laugh.

      “Nice try,” Hopcyn said. “We’d have heard if the war was over. The cats would never make peace with the dragons. The great King Attor wouldn’t allow it.”

      “Attor is dead,” Lochlann said. His voice was barely audible.

      “Don’t you talk like that about our king!” Hopcyn kicked him in the side several times. Luckily, the armor of Lochlann’s shift kept the youth from doing too much damage. Though that didn’t mean that the kicks didn’t hurt.

      “Easy, lad,” Owain said. “Don’t you worry. We’re going to make an example out of this one. Dragons will think twice before coming over our borders again.”

      “What’s taking so long?” Hopcyn demanded. “Why is he still awake? We shot him five times. Hand me another dart.” A rustling sound preceded a hard jab in Lochlann’s thigh. “Hand me another…”
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      The familiar hum of equipment was replaced by silence. Silence? Alexis opened her eyes. It had taken several seconds before her mind registered she stared at the outside of a ship, not the metal interior. Soft yellow grass from an alien world cushioned her body and threaded past her vision.

      “Lochlann?” she mumbled, willing her tired body to turn.

      “He’s gone for help,” Dev answered.

      “Almost two days,” Rick said.

      “We expect him back soon,” Dev asserted.

      “Two days,” Rick repeated. “Even my tired ass could have found help in two days.”

      “Not even two days,” Viktor said.

      “Feels like a week,” Rick mumbled.

      “You want to go? Get to walking, rocket boy,” Dev pointed at the forest. Lines fanned from both of his eyes. He looked dehydrated and exhausted. If she had to guess, he’d been standing guard over the makeshift encampment. “Know which way to the palace?”

      Alexis hated to see them at odds. The stress of the situation pressed down on all of them. She tried to access the information stored in her mind to offer a plan, but all she managed to procure were random images of Althanian rock sculptures.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t stop and look at a blasted map as we were careening toward the ground,” Rick snapped. A few other arguing voices joined the discussion. They became a mash up of indiscernible sounds.

      Dev stiffened his posture and looked ready to pounce. Rick waved his arms in wildly exaggerated movements to taunt him.

      “Quiet! Or I’m going to slap the stupid out of all of you,” Violette said like a general commanding her soldiers. “Maintain yourselves. We’re all tired and hungry and a little broken.”

      Dev nodded at his wife but didn’t relax his posture. The other voices did not pick back up.

      Rick stared at Dev for a long time before mumbling something that sounded like, “Yeah, whatever. I can’t leave Alexis anyway. My orders are to protect her.”

      “Alexis, here, we need you to drink something. You’ve been out for a long time.” Josselyn appeared by her side, drawing her attention. The woman tried to hand her a water pack.

      Alexis shook her head in denial and pushed the offered pack away. “Lochlann.”

      “Dev hunted. It’s not much, but do you think you can eat?” Violette asked.

      “Loch,” Alexis mumbled. It was hard to concentrate, but she knew if she could just look at him she’d feel better. Pain and numbness made up her entire being. Though she’d just opened her eyes, the dark lull of sleep beckoned her back.

      “What’s wrong with her? Is she feverish?” Josselyn asked.

      Alexis tried to stand but a sharp pain radiated from her ankle. She gasped and fell back. Her muscles shook with fatigue. Each breath felt like pulling air through a tiny hole.

      “I thought crashing the ship was going to be the worst part,” Lucien said. “I was wrong. It’s the waiting. We should be doing something.”

      “They’re right, Dev,” Jackson said. “You should go after Lochlann. You’re the strongest.”

      “My orders are to protect the crew,” Dev answered. “You can’t even stand. Alexis is in bad shape. No one is in a position to make the trek anywhere. We have no weapons. We have no knowledge of the terrain and will most likely end up lost. If Lochlann makes it back with help, he’ll not know where to find us.”

      “Then I’ll go,” Violette said.

      “I’ll go with her,” Josselyn added.

      “No,” Evan told his wife. “I can’t let you do that. It’s not safe.”

      “No, we’ll go,” Lucien put forth. “Right, Viktor? We can find help.”

      Viktor cradled his sore shoulder and nodded as he pushed up from the ground. “We’ll go.”

      “Sit your ass down,” Violette told Viktor. “I’m not convinced you don’t have some kind of internal bleeding. I don’t like the look of your bruised ribs.”

      Viktor nodded and collapsed against the ship.

      “Lucien and I will go,” Evan said. “Come on, Lucien.”

      “But you just said it’s not safe,” Josselyn argued. “So it’s not safe enough for me, but it’s safe enough for you? What kind of logic is that?”

      “Stop fighting. You’re alive, and you have each other,” Alexis whispered. Her eyelids fell, and she welcomed the blackness claiming her as arguments started anew.

      “Droid identification?” someone asked.

      Alexis frowned and blinked. The bright light kept her eyes from seeing.

      “Identification?” the overly pleasant voice insisted.

      “No,” she mumbled, trying to shut out the light.

      “Repeat after me. You are the Alexis companion model—”

      “Model nine-point-seven,” she slurred.

      “Again.”

      “Alexis companion model nine-point-seven,” she repeated, the words clearer.

      “Ah, there she is. There’s my girl,” Doc Murky soothed. “That’s it, Alexis. There’s my darling girl.”

      The light moved only to be replaced by the white ceiling of a laboratory. Her limbs were trapped at her sides. Faint clanks and rustling noises played in the background like a familiar song as the lab technicians worked.

      “It’ll be all over soon,” Doc Murky continued. “You’re doing so well.”

      “Alexis companion…” She tried to respond, but only her identification would come out of her mouth.

      “That’s right. You’re my Alexis companion model nine-point-seven.”

      She had the vague impression of someone stroking her hair away from her face as if that small tenderness could erase what he had done or what he was about to do. This wasn’t right. She’d escaped. She’d felt freedom. But the hand became more real as if pulling her out of a fog.

      “You had yourself quite the adventure, didn’t you?” Doc Murky didn’t seek an answer to his rhetorical question. His tone said he knew everything she’d thought about. He continued in a whisper, the hot breath of his words falling against her ear. “Did you really think a band of ignorant pirates and their dragon-shifter captain could have taken you away from me? You’re my greatest achievement, Alexis. So much knowledge inside such exquisite packaging.”

      Lochlann. No. No. No. Not here. She needed to get back to Lochlann. That is the reality she wanted, not this. Not this. Not this. No. No. No.

      “Ah, don’t cry, my girl.” Doc Murky swiped his fingers against her cheek. She hated his touch but was powerless to stop him. Her hand lifted as he pulled it to his mouth to place a gentle kiss against the backs of her fingers. The cooler temperatures of the laboratory had chilled his lips, which left an impression on her skin after his mouth pulled away. “You know I don’t like it when you cry.”

      “Alexis companion,” she tried to answer, but what she wanted to say wouldn’t come out. She fought her mouth, trying to push a rejection of his mock caring out of her lips. “Companion model…”

      Her mind flashed with images and words. Aphasia. Inability to say the correct thing. Stroke. Damaged brain. Medical illness. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine. Brain damage. Damage. Shipwreck. Lochlann. Safe. Safe cracking. Steal.

      The random words became a mixture of thoughts and past voices.

      She was here, and she left me. Where did she go?

      Shh, baby girl, sleep now. Rest.

      Thief. Only earners get bread. Empty your pockets. This is what happens to those who don’t pay what they earn. Only a child. Don’t. Child. Get in the crate. Go with this man. Stop your tears, Margot. No one will care, Margot. We can survive this, Margot.

      The pale face of a girl, eyes open but unmoving, blue-tinged lips parted but not drawing breath, froze in her mind like a photograph.

      Who would want to survive this? Pretty girl. Margot is dead. Dead. Look in the mirror. Reexamine. Look like her face. Dead girl’s face.

      A sharp sting erupted on Alexis’s cheek, knocking her to her senses.

      “You’re tired. You may sleep now.” Doc Murky stood over her, cupping her face as he held her hand against his chest. “You’ll always be my girl.”

      The sting erupted a second time. Murky hadn’t moved, but Alexis’s head snapped to the side from the results of a blow. Her vision darkened and blurred, but she did not fall into oblivion. Instead, her eyes focused on Josselyn leaning over her. The woman’s raised palm had smudges of blood on it, and she looked guilt ridden.

      Look like her face.

      “What…?” Alexis asked, confused. “Look like her face? Why would you say that?”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Josselyn answered. “I’m sorry. You were repeating nonsense like some kind of…”

      “Kind of what?” Alexis touched her sore cheek, aware of the cold impression of Doc Murky’s lips on the back of her hand. She rubbed it against the grass, trying to erase the feeling.

      After a hesitant pause, Josselyn admitted, “Like a defective robot. I wasn’t sure what to do. You weren’t waking up, and you began twitching and crying blood tears.” She lifted her hand smudged with blood as evidence of her claim.

      “So you hit me?” Alexis frowned. This reality didn’t seem genuine. Seeing Doc Murky again, smelling the laboratory, hearing the noises of the technicians, feeling helpless in the white-colored hell that was her prison, that sadly felt like home. It was difficult to accept this current situation as real. What were the doctors doing to her? Were they playing in her brain? What new experiment was this? Mind vacations for the rich? Therapy techniques? Mind control for covert military purposes?

      “What are they doing to me?” Alexis tried to push up from the ground.

      “They who?” Josselyn shook her head to indicate she didn’t know what Alexis was talking about.

      “Are you real?” Alexis reached for the woman’s face and then let her hand drop. Josselyn appeared real. But then, Doc Murky had appeared real too. And, while she was counting, the blue-tinted corpse of Margot felt as real as the day she’d first seen it.

      “Are you still feverish?” Josselyn lifted her hand to Alexis’s forehead. “Your temperature does not appear to be elevated for a humanoid. I’ve been worried about infection.”

      Alexis looked at her foot, pulling her head away from Josselyn’s hand. Someone had splinted her ankle with metal pieces from the ship and tied it with cloth strips. A dull ache centered in her bone and pulsated sharply up her leg each time she tried to move.

      “Evan found a vitamin supplement cartridge in the ship. You shouldn’t feel too lightheaded from hunger,” Josselyn added.

      “Where is Lochlann?” Imagined world or not, Alexis needed to find him. She braced her hand on the ship and slowly pushed to her feet. She swayed slightly at the change in position. Josselyn looked as if she’d protest but then thought better of it. “Where is everyone else?”

      “Rick’s hunting or trying to. Jackson is with him, though I doubt he’s much help. Lucien, Viktor, Evan, Dev and my sister have all gone to look for Lochlann in the forest. I’m sure they’ll be back soon.”

      Alexis saw the words the woman wasn’t saying. Josselyn was worried.

      “Call the men back,” Alexis said. Her ankle protested as she put weight on it. The pain she could handle. She’d go into the forest one limping step at a time. “If this storyline isn’t really happening, let’s play it out to the end.”

      “Storyline…?” Josselyn looked helplessly around the clearing.

      “Taking care of me is the reason you’re not with your husband right now.” Alexis changed her approach. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for this shipwreck to be over.”

      Josselyn nodded. “Agreed. Best I find Rick and Jackson.”
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      “One space credit? What am I going to do with a space credit? He’s worth at least…um…twice that much!” Owain’s drunken voice exclaimed. “Maybe even twice and a half.”

      Lochlann opened one eye and glared grumpily at the drunken cat-shifter’s back. He lay bound in his human form. The drugs in his system were wearing off slowly, and he didn’t have the strength to speak, let alone pull his arm free of his poorly tied rope shackles. Owain smelled like he’d fallen into a vat of liquor and swayed like he’d drunk his way out of it.

      He didn’t recognize the section of the Var palace walls, but could tell by the way the cat-shifter guard stood before it that an entrance had to be close. Trees blocked the actual palace from view, so Lochlann surmised they were somewhere on the southeast side. Frustration filled him as he willed his arms to move. Alexis lay somewhere injured, and his chance at bringing her help was just past that guard. His only comfort was that his crew was with her. He trusted his makeshift family with his life, and now hers. They would protect her.

      “I want twelve new stills. I’m going to take nef production gala-actic,” Owain continued, throwing his arms wide.

      “Galactic,” Hopcyn corrected, “but he means univers-ic.”

      Laughter interrupted the negotiations, before the guard stated, “I’ve heard enough. I’m going to forget that you just confessed to wanting the king to support your unregulated nef enterprise, but—”

      “Attor supports nef! Buys all his product from me. Just bought some last week,” Owain bragged. “Now you go tell him I want to sell him a dragon traitor.”

      “That would be some feat,” the guard answered. “I’ll have to inform King Kirill that his father has miraculously crawled off the funeral pyre to visit with marsh farmers.”

      “He was telling the truth,” Hopcyn whispered, none too quietly. “King Attor is dead.”

      “I heard the man.” Owain shushed his nephew. “How about Kirill? He want a pet dragon? I’ll throw in a bottle of my finest.”

      “First, old farmer, there is no proof that man is even a dragon. He’s not dressed like the Draig, a child could get out of those knots you used to restrain him, and he smells like you dragged him through a ceffyl field before clean up day. And even if by some strange chance you actually were able to capture a dragon of that size, the Var have made peace with the dragon-shifters. The new king wouldn’t be interested in purchasing a prisoner when there is no war. Now, untie your smelly friend, and move along.”

      “If I may interrupt?” Lochlann’s voice was gravelly but loud enough to draw the attention of those standing around him.

      “You may not,” Owain stated.

      “What is it?” the guard asked.

      “I’m a friend of Prince Jarek. I was on my way to the palace to see him,” Lochlann said. “If you wouldn’t mind untying me, I’d like an audience with him. Our mutual friends need help—”

      “You just don’t give up. I already told you, even the royal babies could find their way out of that captivity.” The guard shook his head in dismissal. “I don’t care if Prince Jarek just returned from space, he can’t help you with your interplanetary nef business. Now get out of here, all of you, before I have you thrown in the prison hold for harassing a palace guard on duty.”

      “I see. I see,” Owain mumbled. “You’ll regret not dealing with Owain.” He gestured at Lochlann. “Grab his feet, boy. We’ll find someone else who’ll take him.”

      “Do I have to?” Hopcyn pouted.

      “Do as you’re told,” Owain drunkenly ordered.

      The guard laughed, as Hopcyn placed one of Lochlann’s feet by each hip and began to pull. Lochlann was still too weak to do much more than glare and grunt in protest.

      “We don’t want to deal with that man anyhow,” Owain told his nephew. “Did you hear him say interplanetary? Like that’s even a word. There’s a reason he’s a guard and not in charge of his own business like us.”

      When they were several paces from the guard, Hopcyn dropped his feet and said, “Let’s kill him and be done with it. We need to check the stills, and I’m tired of dragging his ass up and down the forest. Besides, we’re out of darts. What happens when he starts moving around again?”

      “I suppose we can’t really show him the way to our secret campsite,” Owain reasoned. “Wouldn’t be a secret if we brought dragons to it. Though, killing like this doesn’t seem too sporting. And the guard did say we’re not at war—”

      “No one will know,” Hopcyn looked around the forest floor before settling on a fallen branch. He picked it up and swung a few times as if testing its effectiveness as a weapon. “We’ll throw some leaves on the body and go make sure no one disturbed our property.”

      “I’m not sure…” Owain said, indecisively.

      “It’s not bad when it’s a dragon. I don’t care what the king’s man says. We’re at war and dragons are evil. You taught me that. How many dragons did you say you killed in battle? Hundreds?” Hopcyn said.

      “Well, I might have—” Owain began.

      Hopcyn took a swing and hit his prisoner in the chest with the branch. “It’s our religious duty to do something about it if the royals won’t.”

      The sting of the blow jolted Lochlann’s body with awareness. Hopcyn struck him again. Lochlann’s heart beat quickened, pumping adrenaline through his veins to break the spell of the drug’s invisible restraint. Hopcyn smacked him three more times. Lochlann jerked, growling as he leaped up from the ground.

      Hopcyn screamed and dropped the branch. After a stunned second, Owain took off into the forest, leaving his nephew behind.

      Lochlann breathed heavily as he stared at the young man. The dragon raged, fully forced the surface. He reached down to pick up the branch and lifted it with one hand over his head. He gave a small growl.

      Hopcyn yelped and belatedly ran after his uncle. “Wait, Owain, wait!”

      The primal part of Lochlann wanted to chase his kidnappers and give them a beating, but there was no time for that. Since he’d been passed out for much of their antics, he had no idea how long the two idiots had carted him all over the forest. Alexis needed him to find help. His crew needed him.

      “Sacred cats, what the blazes is going on out here?” The guard rushed down the forest path with a soft growl of warning. Seeing Lochlann, he instantly shifted into cat form. Tan fur sprouted over the length of his body. He lifted a claw filled hand in warning and braced his feet as if ready to pounce.

      Lochlann dropped the branch while taking a step back. The dragon was reluctant to be pushed down, but he managed to shift back into his human form. Every inch of him ached—shipwreck, captivity, beatings—and he didn’t want to think about how badly he needed to bathe. “I am not with those idiots. They drugged me. I mean no harm. I’m here for an audience with Prince Jarek.”

      The cat-shifter studied him for a long moment and sniffed at the air. He tilted his head, listening to the forest. When finally he decided there was no danger, he slowly shifted back to his human form and relaxed his stance. “What’s your name, dragon?”

      “Lochlann.”

      “I haven’t heard of you.” The words could have been considered an insult, as they indicated Lochlann had done nothing of note in the former war.

      Well, that wasn’t true. Lochlann had done something. He’d left home and refused to kill his neighbors. Cats weren’t evil. Sure, the former king had been a real slime trail with questionable morals and politics, but just because King Attor had been a vindictive prickhole didn’t mean he wanted to slaughter an entire nation of cat-shifters. Truth be known, the dragon royals could be overly intolerant sometimes too.

      The guard looked him over. “I’m Talure. Come on. We’ll dump a few buckets of water over you. I can’t bring you to the prince looking like that.”

      “It’s an emergency that I see him right away.” Lochlann didn’t want to waste time bathing when his crew needed help.

      “I’m already on probation for letting Prince Falke’s daughter sneak past me. That Princess Payton is a handful, and she’s not even fully-grown.” Though Talure was clearly on outside duty as a punishment, there was pride in the man’s voice in having a strong female cat-shifter princess. “There is no way I’m bringing something that smells like you into the royal hall. Its buckets or you can stay here.”

      “Buckets,” Lochlann agreed.
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      “A naked dragon in the Var practice fields. I never thought I’d see the day!” Jarek laughed as he strode toward Lochlann. He lifted his arms as if to hug his old friend, but instead stopped and added, “I must say you know how to make an entrance.”

      The practice field was a nearly empty clearing just inside the outer courtyard of the Var palace, back dropped by the magnificent castle home. The palace dominated the countryside, standing quiet guard over the valley city along the north. Time and skill were nothing when compared to the pride it must have taken to build such a structure. Since shifter men lived for hundreds of years, a craftsman could perfect his trade.

      Any awe he might have felt standing in the Var courtyard was lost as he thought of Alexis. Lochlann pushed the excess water out of his hair. He caught the drying linen one of the guards tossed at him and wrapped it around his waist. “It’s good to see you, too, but we have a matter of urgency—”

      “I think I found a few things that belong to you,” Jarek interrupted. “Raggedy band of misfits and some new girl?”

      “Are they well? Alexis and Jackson are badly injured.” Lochlann took several steps toward the palace, pacing ahead of the prince. The suns gave off a fierce heat, instantly warming his damp hair. He glanced over his shoulder. “The others aren’t doing so well either. We lost our food simulator and medical booth. The cargo was destroyed, and all supplies are—”

      “Relax, Loch. They are being seen to. Jackson and Alexis are recovering. He’ll be a little stiff, but the medical booth was able to repair him. The doctors said for as much pain as she was in, Alexis handled it better than some of our warriors. They managed to fight the infection from the wound in her back and repair the damage to her ribs and bruised lungs. The ankle and foot are trickier to heal. They mended the bone, but she’ll have to limit her walking while it continues to heal and strengthen. That will take time. The rest of the crew has been given medical attention, food, and rest.”

      Lochlann let loose a long sigh of relief. “I need to see them.”

      “Of course.” Jarek let Lochlann set a hurried pace, but warned, “Only, walk easy or the guards will think something is wrong and that you’re trying to storm the castle.”

      Lochlann reluctantly slowed his pace. “We were attacked in deep space.”

      “I’ve seen the ship. You’re all damned lucky you made it,” Jarek said.

      “So you received Rick’s communication on the way down? You know what happened?”

      Jarek chuckled. “We received a partial communication that said, ‘Alien up my ass.’ Naturally, I assumed it was either Rick or a Kintok vessel saying hello. Our communications tower tracked the ship’s heat signature, and we were able to approximate where you would have landed.”

      “What about the ship chasing us?”

      “There were heat signatures deeper in space, but it could be passing cargo ships on their way to visit the Draig nobles to collect an ore shipment, or we could have been picking up irregular fluctuations in the surrounding atmosphere. It appears as if one followed you to the planet, but just in case we’re keeping an eye on the sky.”

      Lochlann breathed a little easier at that news. For now, Alexis was safe.

      “You’re lucky,” Jarek continued. “The rock valley isn’t very populated this time of year. It took some time to find everyone since not one of you felt the need to stay by the wreckage. Speaking of which, you only had the ship how long and you’ve already crashed her?”

      “Rick’s the pilot,” Lochlann answered. “You should ask him about that.”

      “Hum, funny, he pointed out that you were the captain.”

      Lochlann gave him a tired lopsided grin. The expression was short-lived.

      “Anyway,” Jarek continued, “we tracked them in the forest easily enough. Rick filled us in on what happened. Did you really command him to go to the Pleasure Droid facility and kidnap one of their base models because you were lonely and needed some…how did he put it…sugary love’n?”

      Lochlann arched a brow.

      “So, maybe you re-fill me in on the story later.”

      “We went looking for Margot,” Lochlann explained. “The ship alarm you had set before you left us found a facial match.”

      “Margot…?” Jarek stopped walking. “You found her? Is that who this woman is? I thought her name was Alex…?” The look on Lochlann’s face must have answered the prince’s questions as Jarek let his voice trail off.

      “As we were leaving the Pleasure Droid facility, Alexis followed Rick onto the ship. Rick being Rick, he didn’t dissuade her, and when I discovered her presence I didn’t send her away. How could I? She looks like what Margot would look like. I stared at the girl’s image for so long praying to the gods we’d find her. Instead, they sent Alexis.”

      “I’m sorry you didn’t find Margot. I know how hard you’ve been looking. I still say the dragons are wrong. You have never lost your honor. In fact, leaving with me proved how far you are willing to go, how much you are willing to give up, to do the right thing. Your actions are to be commended. You made the hardest decision, knowing there would be consequences.”

      It was an old speech. One Lochlann had heard from his friend many times. He didn’t believe it now, just as he didn’t believe it the times before. In the eyes of his people, his honor was tarnished. Yes, he’d done the right thing, and it had cost him dearly.

      “Can she help you find Margot? Is that why you brought her with you?” Jarek leaned over to study his expression when Lochlann wouldn’t meet his gaze. “Or is there more?”

      “They were held by the same people. Margot didn’t survive childhood.” Lochlann tilted his head to the side and lightly nudged Jarek’s arm, urging the prince to move. They fell into stride as they came across the outer courtyard to a stone path leading around the side of the palace. The tall walls only blocked one of the suns but the intensity of the hot day lightened. “Alexis knew Margot before she was killed. First the Larceny Casino took them, then pirates, then the medical mafia surgically altered Alexis to look like Margot. It was bad for her, Jarek—surgeries, experiments, brain uploads, imprisonment, shipping crates... Those are only the things she’s told me about. I know there is so much more to her story. I’m sorry about your ship, and will do everything in my power to make that up to you, but I couldn’t let them take her back.”

      “Sacred cats,” Jarek swore under his breath. “Of course I’m not worried about the ship. You did what you had to. You did what I would have done. That is one of the reasons I made you the captain. No wonder the woman is so attached to you. You saved her life.”

      Lochlann shook his head. “Rick deserves the credit for that. He flew us out of a firestorm.”

      “You never take recognition,” Jarek said. “You’re the captain. If you had demanded they drop her off, they would have. If you had sent her back, they would have grumbled, but they would’ve known you had your reasons. They trust you, Loch. I trust you. Alexis clearly trusts you. They know what you don’t seem to—you have honor and your decisions as captain helped save lives.”

      “They almost died on my watch. Some savior I am. I almost killed... Jarek, I wouldn’t have been able to live if she… I mean, they…”

      “Is something more happening between you and Alexis? It was all we could to get her out of the forest and to medical care. She kept screaming out for you and said she’d not leave until she found you. We had to restrain her and force her to the palace. I didn’t think much about it, because she’s been talking a lot of nonsense about the trees and sky not being real, and this being a trick of Doc Murky, but we’re hoping it’s a temporary madness brought on by infection, stress, and fever. We have been worried she might try to go back out into the forest to look for you, so we had her restricted to the guest suite.”

      As much as he wanted to admit what he felt, Lochlann refrained. It was hard to feel worthy of Alexis when he’d failed her in so many ways. What right did he have to love her? He had no home, no ship, and no way of supporting her. “She offered to pretend to be Margot to give Lady Kendall peace. She thinks there is no reason to tell the noblewoman about how her sister died, and that no one should have those images in their brain.”

      Jarek frowned. “The reason to tell the truth is because it’s the truth, but I understand a woman’s instinct to protect the feelings of others. I don’t think my wife would want an imposter pretending to be her sister if something happened, even if it was to avoid pain. Then again, if I could protect my wife from hurt, I’m not sure what I’d be tempted to do.”

      They stepped through a side door to the palace. The guard eyed the half naked dragon-shifter and curled his nose, but said nothing as they walked through the keyhole-shaped door inlaid with symmetrical carvings. Multi-colored tiles covered the walls, forming intricate patterns of blue, red, and green.

      “You wouldn’t lie to her,” Lochlann said.

      “You’re right. I would never lie to my Mei,” Jarek answered.

      “And I won’t ask Alexis to lie to Lady Kendall. She’s been forced to do so much for other people. I will not have her lying to help me. Even if it is the only way I can come home, I won’t do—”

      “Warning. Draig detected,” a sultry female voice announced over an intercom. “No dragon-shifter visitors were put on my schedule. Would you like me to eliminate the threat?”

      Lochlann tensed, and took a step back at the warning.

      “That’s only Siren, the palace mainframe. Ignore her,” Jarek said.

      “Excuse me?” Siren pouted.

      “Siren, this is Lochlann. Ignore Lochlann. He is not a threat. No need to eliminate,” Jarek stated loudly. “He is a friend of the palace.”

      “Very well, my lord,” Siren said. “And might I say you are the most handsome of all the Var princes.”

      Lochlann gave his friend a wry look. As the palace mainframe, Siren would be engineered into every room, hallway, and private courtyard. It could answer questions, read life functions, open doors, prepare food, track guests, and apparently kill dragon-shifter intruders. “You programmed the mainframe to act like that woman we met on Frigga 14?”

      Jarek laughed. “I sure did. And I locked my brothers out of where the programming is housed. Unfortunately, I was drunk when I did it, and I can’t remember how to undo it. I tried to suppress her once, but she came back vengeful.”

      Jarek led him through a labyrinth of hallways, turning right then left, then right, in no discernable pattern. His friend had once said some of the palace halls were built confusingly on purpose so that invaders would become lost. The same theory had been applied to the construction of the Draig palace.

      Jarek stopped by the medical ward and made Lochlann step into a medical booth. Under protest, he let the unit check him. It injected him with medicine, healed his wounds—some he hadn’t even been aware he had. As lasers danced over his bruised chest, easing the tenderness in his skin, Lochlann asked, “How are Mei and Parker?”

      Jarek smiled and all the love he felt for his family shone in that one expression. “They are beauty, and peace, and life itself. I am a man who has been blessed by the gods more than anyone has a right to be, and I thank them every day for it.”

      Lochlann closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. To feel such love, such surety. To deserve it. To have Alexis. His. Forever. To deserve her. The very idea caused an ache in his chest. He wanted it more than anything in life.

      Without waiting for the lasers to finish with the last of his bruises, he pushed at the lid and forced it open. “We’re done here. The rest will heal on their own.”

      Jarek checked the console before nodding. “I checked Siren’s logs. Alexis is resting in a guest suite. We didn’t want her hobbling off, so they apparently locked the chamber in case she woke up and tried to leave.” He led Lochlann down the hall to a door. “She’s in there.” Then to Siren, he ordered, “Siren, unlock this guest suite.”

      “Yes, my lord,” Siren purred in response.

      Lochlann touched the door, wondering what he would say to her.

      “Try telling her the truth. Don’t fight it. Just tell her how you’re feeling.” Jarek sighed as if understanding some great universal secret unknown to Lochlann. “Don’t let your head get in the way.” Jarek turned to go, only to stop. “Oh, and there is a food simulator hidden in the wall. The button should be somewhere next to a long banner with a picture of an upright cat. Make sure you eat something. You look like you just crashed a spaceship. I’ll send someone by to check on you later.”

      The sound of Jarek’s footsteps lightened as he walked away. Still, Lochlann waited several minutes before going inside.

      A glint of light in the dimmed room caught his attention, and he glanced up at the crystal chandelier hanging in the oval room. The curtains had not been drawn completely, and a strip of light managed to find it’s way to one of the crystal shards. Another glint of light caught his attention, and he turned toward it in time to see a cylinder coming for the side of his head.
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      “Oh, blast it!” Alexis exclaimed as Lochlann fell to the floor. She’d been expecting another palace guard, and only saw who it was seconds before the ugly marble statue made contact with his head. She threw the weapon aside and knelt on the floor next to him. “No, no, no, Lochlann, don’t be hurt. I was trying to escape to find you. They locked me in here and wouldn’t let me out. No, no, no, I didn’t mean to…”

      She ran her fingers lightly over his face and head, trying to gauge his injury. He groaned softly, and she stiffened.

      “Lochlann?”

      He reached for his head and opened one eye. “I have to admit I didn’t see that coming. I’m not having the best of luck these days.”

      Alexis leaned down and kissed him, unable to stop herself. Everything she felt for him surged to the surface—the fear, the need, the overwhelming desire. If this was a medically induced fantasy, she didn’t care. He felt real. What she felt for him was real. He cupped her face and pushed up into her kiss.

      Life had given her very few pleasures, and she wasn’t about to turn this one away. Between deep kisses, she managed to say, “I thought…I lost you. I thought…something had…happened…to you…in the…forest. You…wouldn’t leave…us.”

      A low moan expressed his desire. Even though there was a bed mere feet away, they remained on the cold stone of the entryway where he’d landed. Alexis frantically tugged at his clothing, as she tried to strip him of his shirt. The position of her body over his was counterproductive to the removing of his clothes.

      “Mm, come here.” He drew her lips to his once more.

      “We have to hurry,” Alexis answered. “I am beginning to think we’re cursed in this sphere.”

      “What sphere?”

      “This.” She kissed him again. “Every time we start all chaos breaks loose.”

      “Maybe we’re so passionate the universes take notice and are jealous.”

      Alexis chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, maybe.”

      His eyes dipped to her mouth. Her laughter died. She wanted this moment to be real and feared she’d be torn out of it, ripped from his arms by Doc Murky and his lab technicians.

      “Don’t leave me,” she whispered. “Please, don’t leave.”

      “I don’t have much to offer you, Alexis, but whatever may come, if you need me, I will be there. I don’t pretend to know everything that happened to you, but those bastards will never touch you again.”

      Lochlann rolled up from his back, holding her against his chest as he forced her to stand. Very gently he carried her to the bed and laid her through a part in the curtains. The long purple material hung around the mattress to create an alcove away from the rest of the world.

      He crawled over her. His eyes shifted with predatory gold, but the animal caged inside of him didn’t frighten her. Lochlann made her feel safe.

      When he kissed her, she knew he didn’t intend to stop. Warm hands cupped her face and neck before sliding down her sides to her waist. He pulled the linen shirt over her head to expose her chest. Fingers skated over her flesh, discovering each curve and valley. When he’d touched every inch of her, he pulled the loose-fitted pants from her legs and began a new journey of exploration up her legs.

      Every nerve focused on his touch, and when his lips brushed softly against her thigh, she nearly cried out at the amount of pleasure such a small act caused. Alexis dug her fingers into his hair. Lips closed around the sensitive bud of her pussy. He hooked her leg over his shoulder. They had waited too long. She wanted him too much. Her toes curled. Her heartbeat quickened. She cried out in surprise at the almost instant wave of climax that stiffened her entire body.

      Lochlann left her long enough to take off his clothing. She only caught glimpses of him in the dim light—a strong arm, the curve of his fingers, the flexing muscle in his chest. He crawled along the length of her and joined his mouth to hers, stealing her breath. Her taste was in his mouth, adding another element to the intimacy between them.

      Alexis’s body craved his nearness, and she clung to him. Their limbs tangled in a frenzy of movements. Lochlann rolled onto his back, pulling her astride him. The length of his arousal pressed intimately to where her thigh met her sex. Her stomach tensed as her nerves jolted with awareness as he drew himself along her slick opening. The sensation triggered thoughts and images to flash through her mind. Lochlann thrust up, burying himself deep.

      “Sexual acts of various alien species leading to offspring. Report. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine.”

      “What?” Lochlann’s hands paused on her hips.

      She tried to stop, but couldn’t filter through the information fast enough to divert the brainpower she needed to end it. “Pleasure Droid Corporation manual entry fifty-six. Understanding the subservient role of females in a male dominated society. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine. Looking for love on a planet with no viable mating options? Trust the corporation who’s been matching couples since the invention of space ships. Galaxy Brides commercial. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine. Originally known as Galaxy Alien Mail Order Brides, the controversial Galaxy Brides Corporation began by taking eligible bachelors to remote planets like Old Earth before the natives had made first alien contact. Now they bring brides by the ship full to planets in need of the resource. History. Irrelevant to the situation.”

      “Alexis.” Lochlann cupped her cheek. “End search. Do not reexamine.”

      She blinked as her mind stopped processing. Lochlann swiped a finger under her bloody nose. “I’m sorry. I—”

      “Have no reason to apologize,” he interrupted. “You are not responsible for what was done to you.”

      “How can you be with me like this? I’m so broken,” she whispered. At the first hint of an orgasm, she’d started reciting nonsense.

      “You’re perfect.” Lochlann kissed her as if she’d not just went into some crazy, rambling, fugue-like state. He rolled her onto her back. His eyes flashed with golden promise. The length of his arousal moved inside of her. She gasped at the pleasure.

      Her heart raced, pounding so hard she could hear it in her ears. She fought to hold on to the moment, to the feel of him, the reality of him. Their passion grew, stirred to aching by each brush of his skin to hers.

      So much of the universes were uncertainty and pain, but not Lochlann. With Lochlann she felt safe. Solid muscles pressed to her breasts. His hips moved, rocking against her. The stream of light teased her vision with soft glimpses of him.

      Alexis moaned, gripping him tight. Her desperation caused him to pump his hips faster until her body could take no more. Acute awareness flooded her already sensitive nerve endings, and she stiffened as an orgasm racked her entire length. Lochlann’s primal cry of pleasure instantly followed as he came inside her.

      Time held still, and she was too afraid to move. What if none of this was real? What if he wasn’t real?

      Lochlann slowly pulled out and dropped next to her on the bed. He hugged her along his side, keeping her next to him. He kissed the top of her head and whispered, “You’re not broken, Alexis. You’re perfect.”
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      Lochlann traced the tip of his extended talon over Alexis’s nose and mouth. The dragon-shift only showed on his hand and arm. The rest of him was all man. Serious brown eyes pulled her attention, calming her thoughts by their mere steady presence.

      “You’re not Margot,” he said thoughtfully. The words stood out against the long silence they’d been sharing.

      “No, I’m not.” She didn’t move. His talon skated over her chin and down her throat. The sharp tip could end her with one press, but she would never fear him. “But for you, I will be.”

      “No. You’re not her. You’re not anything but you. I don’t want you to play another role.” The dragon flashed in his gaze like a burst of fire only to calm once more.

      “But you’ll be able to go home. I can make them believe it. I can be Margot. For you, I will be.”

      “And for you, I will never allow that.” He traced the curve of her ear. “You are only you. Regardless of what you choose as your future, I will protect your right to be you with every breath in my body.”

      Alexis felt at hot tear slide down her cheek. Gratitude filled her at his words. No one had ever cared that much about who she really was. “So what now? We find another ship and leave? I can work. I have skills.”

      “First, I would like to travel to the northern mountains to inform Lady Kendall of her sister’s demise. It is only right that she be told. I would like to give her hope, but that is not what life has dealt her. Then, we will come back here. Jarek will give us a place until we have the means to find another ship.”

      “If that is what you want, then I will tell Lady Kendall the truth,” Alexis agreed.

      “What I want is…” Lochlann paused, and his eyes dipped to her mouth. He looked as if he wanted to tell her something, but refrained.

      “Yes?”

      “I want you…” Again he hesitated.

      “For what?”

      “I want you,” he paused and studied her face before adding, “to be happy. I want you to be free and not scared of being taken back into captivity.”

      “Oh.” She had hoped he’d say he wanted her to be with him, to love him, to marry him, to be whatever it was normal couples were to each other. Instead of telling him what she wished he would say, she answered, “I want that, too.”

      “I want to incinerate every Pleasure Droid facility I come across. I want to take down the Larceny Casino and repossession ships. What they’re doing is not right. People are not chattel to be bought and sold and traded and lost at games of chance.” His eyes flashed as he became worked up. “You should have had a better life.”

      “I know things,” she admitted. “Things they wouldn’t want to get out into the universe.”

      “Like what?”

      “Pleasure droid models are programmed to please their owners, to learn their habits, their tastes, their private information, to log all their contacts. One inherent security flaw to this programming is that when pleasure droids are serviced by technicians or scanned in update modules, these preferences and secrets are analyzed and stored by the main PDC computer system. They call it backup security. Owners think nothing about speaking in front of a piece of furniture; only pleasure droids record every conversation and interaction even when they are supposed to be powered down. If government officials have a backdoor meeting or business tycoons talk trade secrets, the droid is there listening and recording. All this data is then transferred to a giant data storage facility where it could, theoretically, be sold to the highest bidder. The Federation Military, the Human Intelligence Agency, and the Medical Alliance for Planetary Health are all interested bidders.”

      Lochlann sat up on the bed. “Can you prove it?”

      “It’s my word against theirs, and who is going to believe me? Soon an entire assembly line of droids will be sent out into the universe with my face. I’m the Alexis companion model nine-point-seven.”

      “That might—”

      Lochlann’s voice was cut off as Alexis was pulled into a white room. She gasped, looking around the barren space. Her breath sounded loud in the silence.

      “Lochlann?” she whispered. There was no answer. A hard knot formed in the pit of her stomach. “Doc Murky?”

      Holographic images spun around her only to settle on one of Doc Murky in an office at a transparent desk. He typed on the slick top, pausing to scratch behind his ear in frustration. She tried to lift her hand to touch the holograph but realized her hand wasn’t there. Alexis tried to move, only to find she had no body. All she could do was watch.

      Doc Murky continued to work. His lips moved as he mumbled to himself.

      I can’t hear. What are you saying? The thought sounded like a whisper in the room.

      “What are you doing there, my darling rebel?” Doc Murky said to himself.

      What’s he looking at?

      The image moved around the back of Doc Murky’s desk to the holographic screen floating in front of him. Radiation signatures slashed over a star chart. Instantly, she was able to access the information stored in her brain without the rush of a headache. The map showed a haphazard trail through the deep black toward Qurilixen.

      “At least I know you survived the crash.” He touched the screen and drew his finger along the radiation signature.

      Alexis’s eyes moved from the screen to the view of his office. A life-like version of her body stood against the wall in oversized panties and a bullet bra stylized after 1950 Old Earth culture. The hair was pulled back in a ponytail with fringed bangs, also popular in the human era.

      Doc Murky tapped the top of his desk. A blurry picture of Lochlann appeared, taken from some random fueling dock security camera. She could make out Rick and Dev next to him. He tapped again. The image changed to one of Alexis following Rick out of the Pleasure Droid facility. His hand guided her up the docking plank of his ship while he glanced back to see if they were going to be stopped. Doc Murky tapped a third time. The photo of Rick appeared larger as it zoomed in on his face.

      “You think you can take her from me?” Doc Murky’s voice had a strangely aggressive tone to it.  The image zoomed back out to show Alexis running away.

      A shift of the doctor’s shoulder caught her attention and drew it away from the screen. She frowned. His arm jerked again.

      “Get over here, Alexis,” he ordered.

      The 1950s droid version of her blinked and walked over to his desk. Her movements were graceful, just as the lady programming should be. “Yes, Doc Murky.” The soft purr sounded like Alexis’s voice if Alexis had made a habit of pouting when she spoke.

      “Did you think you could run from me?” he demanded. His shoulder jerked again. “What did you have to trade for that little trip across the sky?”

      The droid tilted her head as if trying to access the correct programming. “Would you like me to run for you?”

      “I’d like you to shut your whore mouth and take your punishment like a good girl.” He stood from his chair and grabbed the droid by the arm before bending her over his desk. When her chest hit the desktop, the holographic screen hovering over her back began to flash with changing images.

      That’s when Alexis realized why Doc Murky’s shoulder was twitching. He’d been stroking himself. He pulled down the droid’s panties and set to work on freeing his arousal.

      I don’t want to see this. Alexis tried to block out the show, but she had no eyelids to close.

      “I’m coming to get you, my darling girl,” he grunted as he aimed his hips. “As soon as this new line is launched, they won’t care what I do with you.”
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      “Alexis.” Lochlann’s voice drew a gasp from her as she flailed in surprise. Alexis’s consciousness was pulled away from the scene in Doc Murky’s office.

      Lochlann held her tight against his chest. “Easy, moon beam, easy. You’re all right. Come back to me. Come back.”

      Her eyes focused on his jaw, and she calmed. When she stopped moving, he relaxed his hold so he could look at her face.

      “It’s all right. I have you,” he said.

      Alexis coughed lightly if only to feel she was back in her own body. “What happened?”

      “You had a small seizure.” He adjusted her in his arms. “You kept repeating over and over how you are an Alexis model.”

      “No, don’t.” Alexis put her hand on his lips to stop him from talking. “I think saying that triggers it somehow.” She pushed away from him to sit on the bed. The dark material of the curtain surrounded them. She briefly listened to the silence of the surrounding room before continuing, “My mind was back at the Pleasure Droid facility. I think I’m connected to their computer, which means one of their ships is close enough for me to access the data, or I’m amplifying off the Var communications tower. Honestly, I’m not sure how that works.”

      “Did they see you there?”

      “I don’t think so. The connection must be how I store so much information in my head because when I was there, I could access it without pain. I saw some kind of feed of Doc Murky. He was looking at the star charts leading to this planet. He also had footage of Rick taking me out of the facility. He must think I’m with Rick? I couldn’t be sure, but…” Alexis didn’t mention what little she saw of Doc Murky’s encounter with the pleasure droid unit. It was an image she’d rather not have in her head. “I think he’s sending someone here after me. He knows about the crash. It’s not safe for me to remain.” Her eyes lowered. “It might never be safe for me, or anyone with me.”

      Lochlann lifted her chin, forcing her to look at him. “Hey, don’t get any ideas about leaving. If I know one thing, it is that few things in the universes are safe.”

      “I don’t know. Right here,” she snuggled back into his arms, “right now, I feel safe. I wish there were a way to stay in this bed and never leave. No worries. No chaos. Just us and the quiet.”

      “I can ask the cat princes what they think about that plan,” he said with a small laugh. “I’m not sure they’ll be pleased with the idea of a dragon-shifter and his woman taking up residence in their nicest guest suite.”

      “Your woman?” She arched a brow.

      “Well, I mean, we…” He shifted uncomfortably. “I didn’t mean it to sound like you belonged to me.”

      Lochlann had been respectful of her from the moment they met, so it was impossible to find insult in his comment. A slow smile formed on her lips. “I like that. Your woman.”

      “You do?” Lochlann maneuvered her, so she was on her back. Alexis nodded in response. When he kissed her, it was slow and passionate and achingly sweet. “You are an amazing woman, Alexis. I’ve never met anyone like you. Most people would be broken shells after what you endured if they would have survived it at all.”

      Alexis thought of Margot’s unmoving eyes staring at her from a pale face. The memory made fresh from her visit with Doc Murky when she was passed out beside the spaceship. “You give me too much credit. I think I am broken.”

      “No, you’re a survivor with a beautiful spirit. You’re strong, honorable, and…”

      When he didn’t speak, she gave a small laugh and teased, “Run out of compliments?”

      “And I love you,” he said.

      Her smile fell, and she stared at him in shock, unable to react.

      Love?

      “I don’t expect you to love me back,” he continued. “I have nothing to offer you. I can’t give you a homeworld. My family is a crew of space pirates without a ship.”

      Love?

      Lochlann’s face faded from her vision as a flood of images replaced it.

      “Love endorphins and their effect on various humanoid species. Thesis. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine,” she whispered, unable to fight the pictures shuffling through her brain. “Cupid. Cherub. Love hearts. Candy. Old Earth holiday. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine. Reexamine.”

      “Alexis, stop. End the search. Do not reexamine.”

      Her mind started to darken into blackness as if something powered down her entire system. “Reexamine. Reexam…”
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      Lochlann hadn’t expected Alexis to love him back, but he also hadn’t thought she’d slip into another thought-loop before passing out. As he studied her still face, he gently cleaned the blood from under her nose with a corner of the bedding. Every time she disappeared into her own mind, he worried that she might not come back out. The toll accessing information at random took on her was monumental.

      What scared him the most was that this was a monster he couldn’t fight for her. He could find her doctors, take her for medical scans, try to keep her from triggering, but in the end, he had a feeling none of that would work. He’d heard rumors of humanoid purists in the Re District kidnapping those they considered to be enemies and undoing the brain uploads. Maybe they could erase some of the information? Then again, he’s also heard rumors of those same experiments causing permanent memory loss not associated with uploads.

      Maybe that wouldn’t be a bad thing. Maybe she could forget the horrific things she’d lived through.

      Maybe it would be a bad thing. Maybe she’d forget all about him.

      Maybe it wasn’t his decision to make for her.

      Lochlann continued to hold Alexis, feeling her heart beat against his arm, watching her chest rise and fall in even breaths. He thought about taking her to a medical booth but knew she’d just undergone a full scan upon her arrival at the palace. Jarek would have seen to that. This wasn’t something a medical booth could fix. All he could do was wait and hope that someday he’d discover a way to reverse the trouble inside of her.
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      Was someone licking her toes?

      Alexis awoke with a worried frown and glanced down at her foot. Lochlann sat at the end of the bed holding her by her weak ankle. She arched a brow as his head lowered. Seconds before she was about to make a comment, he lifted a wet linen and gently wiped along the side of her foot. Realizing she’d been mistaken about what he was doing, she chuckled.

      Lochlann’s eyes lifted to meet hers. “Welcome back. You worried me again.”

      “Did I…?” She frowned, trying to remember what had happened. Jumbled images and words swirled in her mind. “My head feels like I tried to access information, but its jumbled nonsense.”

      “You fainted. No seizure this time. The palace doctors came by to check on you, but you wouldn’t wake up. I watched over you as you rested. Did you go back to the computer you mentioned before?”

      Alexis shook her head in denial. “I don’t think so.” She lifted her hand to swipe under her nose. It came back clean. “I think those nanoids were keeping me sane. Now that they’re gone, I’m having a hard time differentiating reality from fiction.”

      “This is real,” he assured her.

      Her stomach growled loudly as if to answer him.

      “See. Real. You’re hungry. You should eat. I found the food simulator.” Lochlann placed her ankle down on the bed and stood. He wore a pair of loosely fitted pants and no shirt. Seeing her attention on his waist, he said, “Jarek had servants bring by clean clothes. The doctors said to inject your foot with a compound that will help strengthen the bones. It needed to go pretty deep, and I didn’t want to hurt you, so I did it while you were sleeping.”

      She pushed up from the bed. Her ankle felt stronger. “Thank you for taking care of me.”

      “Of course.”

      “Food?” she questioned. He gestured to an open space in the wall where the unit sat in a hidden alcove. Crossing over, she automatically typed in a program and waited until the unit dinged. She pulled out a bowl of light brown mineral compound.

      Lochlann glanced at her choice. “You can have anything you want.”

      “It’s what I’m used to. Plus, it will build up my immune system so we can make the journey to Draig territory to talk to Lady Kendall.”

      “If you’re not up to it, we don’t have to leave right away,” he offered.

      “No, I think we should get it over with. I don’t relish the thought of telling someone their sister died in captivity.” She took a bite of the bland meal.

      “Neither do I.”

      “The sooner it’s done, the sooner we can figure out our next move.” Alexis wondered if news of what happened to Margot would be enough for the dragon-shifters to welcome Lochlann back. She hoped so. She saw the pain in his eyes when he spoke of his tarnished honor. If it were in her power, she’d find a way to convince them they’d made a mistake about Lochlann. He was the most honorable, kind-hearted person she’d ever met.

      When she finished, she set the empty bowl down. “Are you ready to go?”

      He smirked at the question.

      “What?”

      Lochlann glanced down. “Not that I mind the view, but would you like something to wear?”

      Alexis realized she was naked. “What? Is Qurilixen not a nudist friendly planet?”

      “Not unless they made some big changes since the last time I was here.” Lochlann crossed over to a couch and reached over the back. He handed her a folded pile of clean clothes. “These were left for you.”

      “Being naked used to bother me, but I quickly got over it when I realized everyone with enough space credits was going to be able to buy their own version of my body.” She pulled a pair a tighter pants over her legs and pulled the cross laces along the sides of her thighs to tighten them. “At least they’re not all buying me. That’s something.”

      Alexis pulled the shirt over her head. When she looked again at Lochlann, he had a strange expression.

      “Ignore my grumpiness. I’m sorry. I don’t want to have to tell Lady Kendall about Margot because I know she’ll have questions I can’t answer. I’m sure the memory is in here,” Alexis touched her head, “because I see bits and pieces of it, but it’s buried and fragmented in all the other nonsense, filed somewhere between the proper way to hold a teacup in Engler society and how to program a cleaning droid. At the same time, I know I have to tell her. You’re right about that. She deserves whatever truth I can give her. If someone were looking for me, I’d want them to know what happened. I just remember the girl’s face, and I don’t like remembering it. I’m afraid that if Lady Kendall asks me, I will look. And if I look, I’m afraid I’ll find the memory. And if I find the memory, I don’t think I’ll be able to unsee it. When I remember Margot’s face, I feel ill. I want to run and cry and scream. I’m frightened of what I’ll find. I’m terrified of what other memories will be stored with it.”

      “It’s like you said before. She doesn’t need to hear the details.” Lochlann stepped before her and gently pulled at the cross-laces going down the side of her body to tighten them and help her dress.

      Alexis placed a hand on his chest, feeling comfort in the steady beat of his heart. The sensation grounded her senses and calmed the wild sea of emotion raging inside her. Somewhere in her thoughts, she heard his voice whisper that he loved her. Was the memory real or imagined? A tear rolled over her cheek. “I’m scared my mind is going to kill me, Lochlann. There is so much in there, it hurts. And there is no way to get it out. Every time I access it, I feel more tired.”

      “I’ve heard stories about a group of humanoid purists who erase—“

      “The Re District?” She shook her head. “No. During a few of my more lucid times, I went searching for ways to unload my brain. Those experiments did not end well. They called it a lobotomy.”

      Lochlann sighed and if by mutual agreement they began walking together toward the door. “Then we will do everything we can to make sure you don’t access information until we can find an answer.”

      He appeared so certain they could find an answer that she didn’t have the heart to tell him it was probably hopeless. The one place that had the answers was the one place she would not return to—captivity.

      “We’ll see if the computer can get us where we need to go,” Lochlann said.

      “This way.” Alexis pointed to the left as they stepped out into the palace hall. “I memorized the path when they brought me to the room. It might be the long route, but I know a way out. The computer isn’t too helpful. I already tried her. Though, if you want to try talking to her, you can. She might like you better.”

      “Doubtful. I’m a dragon. She tried to eliminate me when I walked in,” Lochlann answered with a small laugh. “We’ll go your way.”

      Alexis naturally gravitated toward him. When they turned their first corner, her hand slipped into his. After the second, they walked with their arms touching. As they rounded the third, Lochlann placed a hand on her cheek and kissed her. Emotion stirred with her, and she had a keen awareness of him.

      “I wish I could take your fear away,” he whispered against her mouth, “but I can promise to do everything in my power to protect you from it.”

      “Ah, there you are!” Prince Jarek held his arms wide as he strode down the hall. “Siren warned me that the dragon was escaping with my medical prisoner.”

      Lochlann held Alexis’s face a moment longer before letting go. “We were coming to take our leave.”

      “You can’t go,” Jarek protested. “The princesses are planning a party.”

      “We have business in the Northern mountains,” Lochlann said.

      Jarek’s smile fell some. “Then you decided?”

      Alexis glanced at Lochlann. “Decided what?”

      “We’re going to tell Lady Kendall the truth,” Lochlann answered. “My mission for the dragon-shifter nobles will be over.”

      Jarek’s smile resumed, but his eyes looked sad. “Then, yes, I understand. You must leave. I will have two ceffyls prepared to take you, and supplies packed. Afterward, you will return here. Mei will insist upon it. My lovely wife misses the crew and the sky. She and Samantha speak of it often.”

      “Where is the crew?” Alexis had been worried about them.

      “They’re in the banquet hall. Reid ordered a feast prepared.” Jarek laughed. “I can’t guarantee how sober they are, as they’ve been at it all evening.”

      “Evening,” Alexis repeated. “That’s right. No sunset.”

      “No, we have one sunset a year.” Jarek gave a meaningful glance at Lochlann. “It’s coming again soon.”

      “I saved your ass, Dev. In some cultures, that means you owe me your allegiance and servitude.” Rick’s voice carried from down the hall. “Fetch me that tray.”

      A reverberating smack of metal and a round of laughter answered the teasing jibe.

      “This way,” Jarek said. He opened a pair of oversized doors.

      The impressive banquet hall had high domed glass ceiling that let in the diffused light of the three suns. Flowers draped along the walls in garlands next to long banners. A fireplace enhanced the soft glow, casting a strange combination of green sunlight and orange fire over the dim room. Though there were rows of tables meant for feasting, a few of them had been pushed aside to make way for a picnic on the hard stone floor next to the raised platform where the royals usually dined. Pillows and blankets were strewn over the floor for the small gathering.

      “Hey, there they are,” Rick announced with a wave of his hand. He lounged on the floor with his knees pointed toward the ceiling as he lay on his back. “Lochlann, Alexis, come join us.”

      The others relaxed in various positions around the floor. Dev and Violette sat on chairs next to long trays of food. Josselyn rested her head on Evan’s lap, appearing half asleep as her husband stroked her hair. Lucien snored softly under a table. Viktor lay stomach down on a bench, his arms hanging to the floor. Jackson played a card game with several people she’d never met.

      “Where’s Mei?” Lochlann asked.

      “With Lyssa, Jasmine, Reid, and Kirill watching the children,” Jarek said. “Tori and Quinn are overseeing visiting dignitaries. The ESC is dropping off soil testing supplies for Tori to monitor—”

      “Kiss my comet!” a woman yelled at the gaming table, throwing down cards.

      “Alexis meet Captain Sam,” Rick pointed toward the woman winning the card game without bothering to get up.

      “Lady Samantha,” the man next to Sam corrected.

      “And that surly beast is her husband, Prince Falke,” Rick continued, then to Falke, he added, “Sam was my captain before she was your woman.”

      “I’ve found those who talk the most, usually don’t do the most,” Jackson observed.

      “Rick does talk about his prowess with women a lot,” Falke added. “It does give one reason to wonder.”

      “Falke is intimidated because Lady Sam is still hung up on me,” Rick said to no one in particular.

      “Don’t give them the ship,” Falke uttered to his wife. “Not until your flyboy over there learns how to land.”

      “Ship?” Rick perked up and finally moved to look at the table. “What ship?”

      Samantha grinned and rearranged her cards.

      “I get my girl back?” Rick probed. “Sam…erm, sweet Lady Samantha? Are you talking about The Bound Virgin?”

      “I was, but now I don’t know. I heard what you did to Jarek’s vessel.” Samantha picked up cards as Jackson dealt them to her. “How does one completely miss the fact that there is a planet in the way of their flight path? How could you not miss a giant orb—?”

      “Rick saved us,” Alexis defended. “Without him, we’d be dead.”

      “That’s right.” Rick rolled to sitting and nodded proudly. “I’m a hero.”

      “You’re a something,” Jackson answered inciting a few laughs.

      “She’s teasing him,” Lochlann explained to Alexis. “They are like family.”

      Alexis averted her eyes. Family? What did she know about family and how they interacted? Her mind tried to answer that question by offering up statistical facts, but she managed to stop the query before it started in full force.

      “It’s all right, star beam,” Rick reassured her.

      “Well, every family has to have a jester,” Violette added wryly.

      “I knew there was something I liked about your wife, Dev,” Samantha said. “She’s got sass.”

      “I’ll have the ceffyls prepared.” Jarek left the room.

      “Ceffyls?” Jackson placed his cards on the table. “Where are we going?”

      “I’m taking Alexis to see the dragon nobles. You all will stay here,” Lochlann stated.

      “We’re not going to allow you to go alone,” Jackson denied. “I’ll escort you.”

      “As will I,” Dev said.

      “Dev, you stay here with Violette,” Lochlann ordered.

      “You need protection,” Dev denied. “It is my duty to go.”

      Lochlann glanced at Dev’s wife before saying to him, “It is your duty to protect the crew while I’m gone. I don’t anticipate a fight.”

      “I have to agree with the red guy,” Rick said. “You’re not exactly the most welcome lizard in dragonland. You need backup.”

      Alexis touched Lochlann’s arm and looked up at him. The constant fear that Doc Murky would send someone for her rose up inside her. If that happened, if they came for her and she had to go, she’d want someone to help keep Lochlann safe. Softly, she said, “They’re right. You said you’re not welcome home. It can’t hurt to take someone else with us. I understand you want to keep Dev with his wife, but what about Jackson?”

      “Jackson, can you travel?” Lochlann asked, not taking his eyes from hers. She wanted to kiss him. Every fiber of her being begged to be next to him, to fuse her body to his, and to never let go.

      Jackson answered, “Yes.”

      “You will escort us. I don’t expect trouble, but if it finds us, I will depend on you to get Lady Alexis out of there and back to this palace.” Lochlann touched her cheek gently, even as he spoke to the security officer.

      “When do we leave?” Jackson slid his card to the middle of the table to forfeit his hand.

      “We ride tonight.” Lochlann looked away from her first, and his hand fell from her cheek.
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      My ass is numb. My ass is numb. Fuck it all. My ass is numb.

      Alexis tried to shift atop the large beast carrying her across the Qurilixen countryside. The ceffyls were frightfully ugly creatures with a surprisingly sweet temperament. When she looked at them, references of Old Earth elephants and various alien reptile species were dug up from her mind. Jarek, learning of Jackson’s addition to the traveling party, had provided a third beast to carry them to the northern mountains.

      Come on blood, flow to my numb ass.

      The ceffyl beneath her kept moving, completely unaware that its gait had worn every nerve in her backside to the point of severe discomfort. Alexis tried to concentrate on Lochlann’s back, using the view of his strong body as a distraction. They moved single file through a forest. The tops blocked out the steep, jutted peaks of the surrounding mountains. Here, the trees were much skinnier than by the borderlands.

      My ass is numb.

      Lochlann glanced back at her as if he’d read her complaining thoughts. “All right, we can walk from here. It’s not too much farther.”

      They had ridden for what she estimated to be two days to reach the noble castle located in the northern mountains, stopping for brief intervals to sleep and eat. Each night she laid next to Lochlann, not caring that Jackson was nearby. They made love quietly, hidden in the trees, whispering their shared pleasure. Sometimes, the whispers were so soft she didn’t see his lips move, and she imagined she heard him speaking inside her mind. Since she wasn’t telepathic—unless that was some weird dormant experiment the doctors had done to her—she knew that she only imagined a mindlink. Still, at times, she felt him as if he were a part of her. The connection started right after they made love. No, that wasn’t right. It had strengthened after they made love, but it started the first moment she’d met him, even in her dazed state.

      After they had dismounted, Jackson walked past her to Lochlann. “We’re being tracked.”

      “Children,” Lochlann said. “I’m guessing they come from the nearby village. They’ll send word ahead and tell the nobles of our coming.”

      “Then we are close?” Jackson asked.

      “Yes.” Lochlann’s steps didn’t hesitate, but she detected a resistance in him.

      Jackson fell back behind and resumed his station at the end of the procession.

      “How does it feel to be home?” Alexis asked, falling into stride next to Lochlann. Her muscles ached, but walking was preferable to riding.

      “Like it is not home,” he admitted. “And, yet, it is.”

      “Like you are not sure where home is, or where you belong?” She slipped her hand onto his arm.

      “A piece of me will always belong here and feel that connection to the earth.” His arm flexed as he placed his hand over hers. He helped her to sidestep an uneven rut in the ground. “I have been trying to imagine a life here, as I now am, and I can’t see it. They would never let me be a soldier again. I would have to tend herds, or mine ore, or farm, and I don’t see it. When I was in space, all I could think about was coming back and being allowed to stay. Now I’m standing on the planet, and all I want is to get back to the deep black and my life there.”

      “I think that’s normal,” Alexis said. “At least it sounds normal. I’m not sure I’m the best judge of what home is or should be.”

      “I’m home,” Lochlann stated.

      Confused, Alexis said, “I didn’t mean to imply…anything.”

      Lochlann stopped walking. “I’m home to you. I mean, if you want me to be, I am what your home should be.”

      “You want to be my home?” Alexis glanced back as Jackson neared.

      “I can’t offer you a home,” he said.

      “So…you don’t want to be my home?” She frowned.

      “I can’t offer you a home, but I can be your home. Where I am, that would be...” He gave her a pained expression. “I told you I loved you, but you haven’t said anything about it, so I have been thinking that I need to tell you more. And I want to tell you before we get to the nobles, before we know what they will say, before… I have no ship and no planet and no money, but I can make you a home. Where I am, will be your home. I will take care of you when you need me to protect you. I will back your play when you need support. I will hold you when you have an information seizure. I will run or fight when the demons are at the door pounding to come in.”

      “Lochlann,” she whispered. Jackson passed by them and kept walking.

      “I am not much.” He lifted his hands before her. “But I am yours if you—”

      “Lochlann,” she repeated.

      “What?”

      “You can’t. We can’t.” The emotion welled up inside her, and she felt the familiar prickle start in her mind. “I can’t. I’m broken. Broken. Mangled. Fragmented. Smashed. Riven. Thesaurus. Synonyms. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine.”

      “Antonyms,” Lochlann interrupted.

      “Antonyms. Unbroken. Connected. Complete,” she continued, seeing the words clearly as they overtook her vision. “Satisfied. Whole.”

      “Relevant,” Lochlann stated. “That is how you make me feel.”

      “I am the Alexis companion model—”

      “Stop,” Lochlann commanded before she could finish the statement.

      Alexis blinked, the words fading to show his handsome face again. He’d broken the cycle before it started full force. She automatically touched her nose but found no blood. “I don’t know how you do it, but thank you for pulling me out of the loop. That was gearing up to be a bad episode. It was like that Pleasure Droid database was trying to pull me back in. I don’t know how many times I can look in there before it melts me from the inside out.”

      She glanced ahead to where Jackson had stopped walking. The man waited patiently, scanning the surrounding trees like a soldier at his post.

      “I think when you start stating your model number it’s like a mainframe login,” Lochlann said. “Maybe don’t say it anymore.”

      “I’ll try to avoid it, but…” It took her a moment, but her thoughts gathered back into her head, and she asked, “Did you say you love me?”

      “Twice now.” Lochlann nodded.

      “And this is real? I’m not lost in some mind game?” She touched his face. “This is the right reality?”

      “What I feel is more real than anything I have ever known.” He held her hand to his cheek.

      Slowly, she smiled. “I hope so because I love you, too. You don’t deserve me.”

      “You’re right. I don’t,” he said. “You’re too good for me.”

      “I meant you are too good for me. You don’t deserve the baggage I come with,” she corrected.

      “You don’t deserve the cargo load I come with,” he countered, leaning closer. His lips reached in the beginning of a kiss, and she lifted on her toes to meet him.

      “Yes, you love her, you love him, no one deserves anyone,” Jackson interrupted, stopping the embrace. “Are you two going to start doing that breathy lovers’ talk and calling each other sweetum-cheeks and such? If so, can I please be allowed to move on? Also, be aware that there are at least five children in the surrounding trees listening. At any rate, I assume they’re more children. They could be small adults. And they could be watching, not just listening. It’s something to keep in mind before scarring young eyes by repeating what you were doing outside of camp this morning.”

      Alexis gave a small gasp. Jackson had heard them making love in the forest?

      Lochlann’s grip on her tightened, and he grinned. “It shouldn’t be far now. Years might have passed, but I am sure the castle is only a little further now.”

      Jackson nodded and led the way forward. Lochlann kissed her briefly and placed his arm around her waist as they followed.

      Love filled her, but so did fear. Love meant she wanted to protect him, as he did her. Protecting him could mean letting him go. He said he didn’t belong on his homeworld any longer, but was he just preparing himself for the disappointment of not being allowed to return? If they stayed, there was no certainty that Pleasure Droid Corporation wouldn’t find her.

      The image of Doc Murky bending the look-a-like droid over his desk filtered through her thoughts, and she tried not to gag. The doc knew where she was. He’d come looking.

      Life with her might never be safe. Lochlann would do whatever it took to protect her. In doing so, he might be hurt or worse. She would not be the cause of his death. She couldn’t be.

      “You look worried. I love you,” Lochlann whispered, kissing her temple. “I’ll tell you as many times as you need me to. We are real, and I love you.”

      She smiled at him, trying to hide the sadness. “And I love you.”

      The foreign words felt strange, but she meant them.

      “We’re here,” Jackson said, pointing out of the trees into a clearing.

      The Draig castle appeared carved in the side of the mountain cliff. The red earthen front had streaks of gray through the stone. Lush plant life dotted the rocky precipices.

      “They live inside the mountain?” Alexis asked, concerned.

      “What better fortress?” Lochlann asked. “No easy way in.”

      “I’m more worried about getting back out,” Jackson stated, mirroring Alexis’s thoughts.

      A child skipped out of the entryway and then froze as he saw them. His yellow tunic shirt and black pants were marred with dirt and a twig stuck in his hair. Clearly, he’d been in the forest. His smile fell, and he turned to run back inside.

      “They know we’re coming,” Lochlann urged Alexis to walk beside him. “Let’s not keep them waiting.”
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      “Margot?” A woman slowly stood from the head table of the dining hall where the nobles had gathered to greet the visitors. She was one of six—three women and three men. “Margot!”

      A nervous sensation worked over Alexis’s spine, and she unconsciously leaned into Lochlann’s side. He held her steady as his grip tightened on her hand. A woman, who could only be Lady Kendall, nearly tripped down the head table’s platform as she hurried to get across the room.

      Alexis tried to back toward the door, pulling Lochlann’s hand. He held firm. Instinct told her to run. She found it hard to breathe. Lochlann began to follow her lead, but the noblewoman threw her arms around Alexis’s shoulders and hugged her. Lochlann’s hand slipped from hers. The woman’s tears wet her cheek, evidence of her extreme joy. Alexis stiffened under the tight hold of Lady Kendall’s embrace and tried to push the stranger off.

      “Margot, Margot, I can’t believe it’s you. I thought I’d never see you again.” Kendall cried harder and tightened her hold as if she didn’t realize Alexis struggled to be free. “Oh, my baby sister. You look so grown up, but I would know you anywhere.”

      Alexis opened her mouth to answer, but couldn’t speak. She tried to escape the firm grip. The truth seemed too cruel, and it stuck in her throat. That left the lie.

      She could be Margot. Alexis was programmed to be any number of things. She could lie to Lady Kendall. She could be…

      Her eyes met Lochlann’s. He gave a sad smile as if understanding her dilemma and shook his head once. He was right, of course. His presence gave her strength.

      “I’m not your sister,” Alexis said, forcefully tugging on the woman’s arms. Kendall did not want to release her. “I’m not Margot. My name is Alexis.”

      “Alexis, Margot, I don’t care what you call yourself now.” Kendall leaned back but held on. “You are my sister. I see your mother in your face. I feel—”

      Alexis pried the woman’s hands from her arms and pushed her away. She took a step back, unable to meet the confused noblewoman’s gaze. A man had followed Kendall and stood behind her. The others watched avidly from the table but looked ready to stand at a moment’s notice. “I knew Margot, but I am not her. We were sold to the same people.”

      “But you look... I don’t understand. Where is my sister?”

      “I was made to look like this,” Alexis said, trying desperately to remember the various ways she’d practiced telling the truth.

      “You said you knew her, not you know her. Why would you say knew unless…?” Kendall shook her head in denial. “No. I don’t believe you.”

      “I’m very sorry,” Alexis said. “Lochlann asked me to come here and tell you the truth. He thought you deserved to know from someone who had firsthand knowledge.”

      Kendall glanced at Lochlann before training her gaze on Alexis. “Tell me everything. Every detail.”

      Alexis shook her head in denial. “You don’t want—”

      “I need to know what happened. Tell me!” Kendall reached a hand to touch Alexis’s face as if willing her to be Margot. The shakingly soft gesture stirred something desolate inside Alexis. “Who? What did they do to my sister?” Kendall’s eyes stared desperately into hers. “Please. Where is she?”

      Alexis remembered Margot’s unmoving face. “You don’t want that in your head.”

      “Don’t presume to tell me what I do and do not want. Tell me what happened to my sister.”

      Alexis took a deep breath and nodded. She glanced at Lochlann for support before saying, “I am Alexis companion—”

      “Alexis, no,” Lochlann shot forward and grabbed her arm. “Stop.”

      “It’s all right. I know the memory will be in there somewhere. I can find it.” Alexis turned to Kendall. “If I find out what you want to know, Lochlann’s honor is restored. He did what you asked of him. He found the truth of your sister.”

      “I don’t understand. Why can’t you just tell me? Don’t you know? Why play games?”

      “My lady, they did things to her,” Lochlann defended Alexis. “What you ask of her is no simple matter.” To Alexis, he said, “Don’t do this for me. I don’t care about what they think about my honor. It doesn’t matter, not if it risks you. We came to tell her the truth, and we have done that. Looking will not change the fact Margot did not survive. We can leave—”

      “Yes,” Kendall interrupted quickly. “Yes, all will be forgiven. Won’t it Alek?” She turned to a nobleman close to her.

      “It will be as my wife says,” Alek replied.

      Lochlann shook his head. “Alexis, don’t risk it. You don’t have to.”

      Alexis smiled at him, and said, “I am Alexis companion model nine-point-seven.” Lochlann’s grip on her tightened. “I am Alexis companion model nine-point-seven, nine-point-seven, point-seven…”
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      Lochlann eased Alexis to the floor as her body began to shake with a seizure. He knelt beside her and held her against his chest. He hated the helplessness he felt each time he couldn’t rescue her from these attacks.

      “What’s going on?” Kendall demanded. She knelt beside Alexis and made a move to touch her. “Medic! Someone fetch the medic.”

      Lochlann gave a small growl of warning when Kendall tried to take Alexis from him. “Leave her.”

      “What’s happening to her?” Kendall asked. The sound of someone running to find help grew and then faded down the hall.

      “The people who held her captive did this to her. They experimented on her and filled her with uploads, more information than any one person should hold. Her mind has been flooded to the point it’s painful to find what she needs in it, and,” Lochlann held tighter as Alexis jerked violently, “she somehow is linked to a mainframe. Somewhere buried in all that mind-sludge is what happened to Margot and she is going to try to dig it out for you.”

      “Margot,” Kendall whispered, staring at Alexis’s face. Tears streamed over her cheeks, and her misery was severely etched in every gesture. Her husband joined her on the floor and hugged her against his chest. “My poor sweet sister.”

      Lochlann remembered Lord Aleksej, Younger Duke of Draig, from childhood. Alek had been a stubborn boy, with dark hair and brooding eyes, who had demanded perfection from himself and others. In adulthood, he was every bit the nobleman whose duties put him in charge of replenishing the ceffyl population. He knew very little about Lady Kendall, besides the fact she searched for her sister and was now heartbroken because of it. Seeing the helplessness in Alek’s gaze as he looked at his wife, softened Lochlann toward them. Alek loved Kendall, almost as much as Lochlann loved Alexis. Whereas he did not like that Alexis was now seizing in his arms, he understood why Kendall had needed to know the fate of her sister.

      Blood trickled from Alexis’s nose across her cheek. Fear gripped him. Her body shook violently, and he held her tighter.

      “Don’t reevaluate, Alexis, don’t,” he whispered into her ear. “Just stop looking. Come back. Stop looking.”

      “Look at what they did to this woman,” Kendall murmured to her husband. Lochlann wasn’t sure if she realized he could hear her clearly. “What they must have done to my sister. Poor, sweet Margot. I should have found a way to protect her. I knew my father was drinking himself into—”

      “You were trapped in stasis. What could you have done? Her fate rests on the head of your father,” Alek assured her. “We will find those responsible. We will hunt them down and make them pay.”

      “This woman is the closest link I have to her. We have to help her,” Kendall insisted.

      “I’ll insist she stay here with us,” Alek said. “She’s not going anywhere.”

      “No,” Lochlann denied loudly. The nobles looked at him in surprise. “She is her own person. She will not be made to stay anywhere she does not want to be.”

      Alek studied him, looked at his chest where his bachelor’s crystal would have hung had he still had the stone, and then slowly nodded. “I apologize. I did not realize she was your wife.”

      “She’s not. We’re not married. I no longer have the crystal.”

      “But you’re mated,” Alek insisted. “I can see it in your expression.”

      Lochlann didn’t want to discuss his relationship with the dragon noble, so allowed, “She is her own woman, but is under my protection.”

      A medic appeared with a hand-held. He looked to Alek for permission, who in turn gave it with a nod.

      Lochlann loosened his hold to let the man work but did not leave Alexis’s side.
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      “Only earners get bread. Slackers get dead. A few more days without food will motivate you to behave.”

      Alexis’s stomach growled in hunger within the vivid recollection. Hot tears made themselves known on her cheeks. This wasn’t the right memory, but it was close. Margot had been there with her. The white room darkened to the inside of cargo hold. The angry sound of footsteps marched away from her. She lifted her hands and found them to be the hands of a child—her hands from long ago.

      “Stop your tears, Margot,” a soft memory whispered. “They like it when you cry.”

      “Margot?” Alexis whispered as if the memory could change and her keeper would come back to get her. The fear was old and real, and being inside the memory caused the dread to surge to the surface. Her body trembled as it used to. “Is that you? Where are you? I can’t see you?”

      “No one will care, Margot,” the young voice continued. “They stopped caring long ago. Your sister abandoned you and your father sold you to monsters.”

      “I said to show me how Margot died,” Alexis tried to tell the mainframe. “This is not the right time. I saw her in the lab after this moment. I don’t want to be here again.”

      “I can survive this. I can survive this. I have to. No one will survive it for me,” Margot continued.

      Alexis had forgotten this moment, or rather she’d chosen not to remember it. The dank smell of the crates, the low whimpering of the others trapped in their boxes, the deep hunger gnawing at her bones, and the voice of Margot trying to grasp whatever sanity she could in the nightmare of their lives.

      “I can survive this.” The voice was weakening. “We can survive this, Margot.”

      “Get me out,” Alexis demanded. “Get me out of here now.”

      The smell lessened, and the darkness faded into light. The whimpering sound of the past fell away like the dying of an echo. For a long moment, Alexis only heard the sound of her breath. Suddenly, she fell onto her back, and the distorted face of a man flashed over her. The smell of oil and liquor made her gag. Dirty hands tugged at her clothing.

      “Want to play at being a thief, waif? I’ll show you what we do to thieves in this house,” a gravelly voice said.

      “No!” Alexis screamed, trying to fight him off.

      The memory didn’t care any more than the man had cared while he’d forced himself on her. She had the vague impression of others being nearby, of someone else crying out as she had. Thankfully, she did not remain there long and was again bodiless in the white room. Even so, the lingering feel of the man’s hands remained burned into her mind.

      “These memories aren’t right. I said show me the death of Margot!” Alexis demanded. She didn’t want to be here. She wanted out. She needed to get out. She needed hands to claw her way from the white hell of her surroundings. These were not memories she wanted back in her head. “File it away. Bury it. We can survive this. Let me out. Let me out. Let me out.”

      The white room didn’t care. It was a machine, a program sifting through information to answer her question about Margot.

      Alexis’s vision went dark, and the pain moved to her head. This she remembered. It was the day they replaced her eyes, and she’d been aware during the entire process. She moaned and tried to pull away.

      “Into the black is where we must go, cold and alone as only we know.” The sound of laughter followed the insane ramblings of a broken, young girl. Margot was talking to herself. “The eyes are a window, and they smashed up the glass with a hammer.”

      Alexis tried to look, but she couldn’t see. The blindness would not last, but she hadn’t known it at the time. However, the helplessness she felt would linger for years.

      “You didn’t stop your tears, Margot, and so they stopped them for you. Now you can’t see. No one will care, Margot,” continued Margot. “No one ever cared about Margot.”

      “Margot, that’s not true,” Alexis answered, trying to turn her head toward where the girl’s voice sounded. “I care. You sister cares. She’s looking for you. We can survive this, Margot.”

      “No one ever cared.”

      There was no reasoning with a memory. Sharp stings radiating up her arm replaced the pain in her head. When she looked to see what caused it, she found the skin peeled back and robotic bones being installed in place of her skeleton. Her vision dimmed and blurred as a side effect of the medicine.

      “Is she awake?” This time it was a doctor. She didn’t know his name, but he’d spoke about her to students like she was a lesson to be learned. “How is she awake? Blast it, who was watching the sedatives? You’re never going to be doctors if you can’t manage to administer a simple tranquilizer. What if she had been someone important?”

      She blinked and was in a new memory. Her stomach ached, and she saw a flash of bloody gloved hands moving away from her. They replaced her liver to house the nanoids.

      “Is she looking at us? How can that be?” a baby-faced doctor asked in horror.

      Alexis blinked again. A machine forced her arms up and down in a seemingly random pattern. She was in a different operating room. This one had blue holographic flowers dancing along the walls. It made her dizzy to stare at them.

      “See, there, she did it again,” a woman with a clipboard stated. “Her eyes opened. I told you there was a notation in her chart. She has built up a tolerance for the D9-097 formula.”

      “Leave this subject out of the test group,” a faceless man answered. “They’re paying us a lot of money to provide documentation for D9’s use.”

      “I’m sedating her with…”

      “Please, I beg of you. No more. No more.” Alexis could no longer tell if it was her past or her present self that was talking. Nothing existed outside of the horrible experiences, and the only reprieve she had was the blackness when she was allowed to sleep. What was the point of living in a universe such as this? Why wouldn’t fate let her rest? Death would be a blessing, endless darkness, sleeping without dreams.

      Let the blackness take her.

      “Goodbye, Margot,” Margot whispered. “No one will care.”

      Alexis’s vision began to clear. The pale face of Margot was before her. The bloodied eyes were dark and bruised and unmoving as they stared back. Blue lips parted but did not seem to draw breath. The young woman had been through hell. That much was clear.

      “Poor girl, who would want to survive this?” Alexis said, exhausted from jumping from memory to memory, from living the life she’d lived. “You were once so pretty and look what they did. Pretty girl and now you’re dead, wasted. Margot is dead. Dead. This is where she died. Look in the mirror.”

      Mirror?

      “Look like her face. Dead girl’s face.”
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      Lochlann held Alexis’s non-mechanical hand as he stared at the dragon tapestry on the wall. She trembled and moaned as if in the throes of a fever. The medic sent for a more experienced doctor. The doctor said there was nothing to do but wait. Lord Alek brought them to a guest suite so she could rest, but even now he could hear Lady Kendall outside the door pacing the palace halls.

      “See that tapestry over there?” Lochlann asked softly, knowing Alexis couldn’t. The fierce embroidered creature blew fire like the myths of old. He kept talking to her, trying to get her to react to his voice because he didn’t know what else to do. “My people no longer look like that—scaly beasts on four legs with wings and fire breath. I remember the elders telling stories of our dragon ancestors joining with man. The stories always featured some brave knight rescuing a female dragon. Seeing the dragon, I’m not sure how exactly mating the beast to a human would have worked. Nevertheless, it makes for a good adventure to tell shifter children.”

      “Stop your tears,” she mumbled.

      “Wake up,” he answered, “and look at me.”

      “No one will care,” she whispered, thrashing her head.

      “I care, moon beam, I care,” he soothed. Lochlann took a cloth and gently cleaned the blood from under her nose. “You’ve looked hard enough. Come back out. Learning anything else will not help Lady Kendall’s pain.”

      Lochlann stroked her hair from her face, willing her to open her color-shifting eyes and look at him. He kissed the bridge of her nose and gave her a half hug by lightly gripping her shoulders. “I love you, Alexis. Please, come back to me.”

      “We can survive this, Margot. Goodbye,” Alexis said. She stopped shaking.

      Goodbye?

      “No!” Lochlann sat back, ready to call out for the doctor. Her eyes were open, and she looked at him. A tear slid down her cheek and her lips parted as if she would speak. Dark circles marred her eyes and blood trailed from her nose. He automatically moved to clean her cheeks.

      “What is it? What’s happened?” Kendall demanded, throwing open the door. “You yelled. What happened?”

      Alexis gazed at him for a long moment before making a weak effort to sit up. He helped her.

      Kendall took hesitant steps into the room. “What did you remember?”

      Alexis turned her attention to the noblewoman. “I saw…”

      “Yes?” Kendall insisted.

      “Margot…” Alexis looked to Lochlann than back again.

      “Yes?” Kendall didn’t move. “How did my sister die?”

      “I saw the death of Margot. It wasn’t just one thing, but many. Bits and pieces are adding up to more than she could handle. I buried her.” Alexis swallowed nervously. “And I saw the birth of me because I could handle what she could not. She made me what I am.”

      “What do you mean? You remember where you came from?” Lochlann asked.

      Alexis scratched her head and mumbled in confusion, “I came from her. I’m Margot. She broke. I broke. I buried her deep in my head. I am her.” Dazed, she used Lochlann’s arm to steady her while she stood. “Kendall?”

      “Are you saying…?” Kendall asked.

      “You looked for me.” Alexis stumbled across the room. “I thought everyone had forgotten. There was so much. I couldn’t understand why. All I had was my distorted, ugly reflection staring back at me to talk to—in the metal latch of my crate, in the shiny white walls in the places I was made to steal from, in the metal coins I stole, in the laboratory mirrors. That story you read to me about Alexis the Stargazer. She was free, and I was not, and I named my reflection after her because they could never catch it. They could not take it. And he said he loved us. Father said he loved us. You disappeared, and he said you fell in love and left with a man because that it was what women of age did. You didn’t say goodbye. You were like a mother to me. The only mother I had ever known. I waited, but you didn’t even send transmissions.”

      “I was in stasis,” Kendall explained. She looked as if she wanted to grab her sister and hold her, but she held back. “He gave me away, too, but I ended up here. I went back for you, but father was dead, and no one knew how to find you.”

      “He said he loved me and then gave me to the monsters,” Alexis whispered.

      Lochlann kept quiet as Alexis reasoned all she had learned inside her buried memories. He wanted nothing more than to protect her, but this was not something he could make better. She had finally uncovered the truth, more truth than he could have ever expected her to find, and now she had her family back. She had a sister, a noblewoman with power, one who would give her everything.

      “Margot,” Kendall held her hands out, willing her sister to come to her.

      “No. I am not Margot. Not anymore. Margot did die in those cages. She gave birth to me. I am Alexis, and I am free from them.” She turned to Lochlann. “You freed me, Lochlann. I can never repay that.”

      “Thank you, Lochlann,” Kendall said. “You brought my sister home. Consider your mission completed and your honor restored. I’ll make sure all know of your deed. You are free to leave if you like.”

      Lochlann tried to speak, but Kendall’s control broke, and she rushed at Alexis from behind. Before Alexis could react, her sister had her in a hug, and it didn’t look like she would be letting go anytime soon.

      “I don’t care what you call yourself. I missed you so much,” Kendall told Alexis. “I knew it was you. Your hair and eyes are changed, but I knew the second you walked into the dining hall that it was you. I felt it.”

      Tears rolled down Alexis’s face. Her eyes met his and he lifted his hand in a small wave as he made his way toward the door to leave them alone. He didn’t want to go, but this was a moment for sisters.

      “Lochlann,” she mouthed.

      Lochlann nodded in understanding. He’d been given what he’d thought he wanted—his honor and a place back in dragon society. Now, all he wanted was Alexis. Sadness filled him as he left the room. For so long he’d dreamed of this moment, and somehow it fell flat. Qurilixen was no longer the life he needed. Even with restored honor, this was no longer his home. He belonged in the sky. Yet, he’d stay if Alexis asked him. He’d be her servant, her guard, whatever she needed him to be.

      Or maybe he shouldn’t.

      Alexis was the sister of a noblewoman. That gave her a position of consequence. He was a dragon who had no home to offer. He had no way of knowing how the dragon-shifters would take his return. They might accept him, but they wouldn’t want him connected to the royal family. Kendall would give Alexis everything she desired. She’d be safe and protected. The Pleasure Droid Corporation would never be able to reclaim her. She’d have a family and a home.

      Was it selfish to stay? What was best for her?

      Lochlann stopped walking and grimaced to himself. “I’m a space cadet.”

      He realized he was being an idiot. He was trying to speak for Alexis, and decide on her behalf, without taking her opinion into consideration. He loved her. His self-doubts and fears should not get in the way of that. If he let fear rule him, he would never be worthy of her.

      “Blast it all, Loch, turn your ass around and wait for her,” he ordered.

      Lochlann made his way back down the palace hall to stand guard outside the guest suite door. When he focused his hearing, he detected the rushed words of both sisters as they told their stories.

      “Galaxy Brides Corporation bought me and put me on their bridal ships to fulfill groom orders. That’s how I came to this planet,” Kendall said. “At first, I thought it was horrible that the Draig bought brides, but then I came to realize they only paid for the opportunity to meet women who were willing to settle down and be married. I was a rare case on the bridal ship. The others had signed up willingly. Since the Draig do not use the tempastas time chart, I had no idea how long I had been in stasis. I thought you would still be a young girl when I went back to the fueling dock to find you. Instead, I found it a sad, rusty place under new management. Father was dead. There were rumors that you were sent to a spa planet, and I looked, but you were nowhere to be found.”

      “I was very angry when you left. I started fights with strangers. I stole food when father forgot to feed me, which was almost every day. Looking back, I must have been a burden to him. Father barely knew how to raise a happy kid, let alone an angry teenager. I was repossessed and sold to pirates. They liked pretty, young girls because we looked harmless when they sent us out to pickpocket. I don’t remember a spa planet, though it is one of the places we could have tried to rob.” Alexis’s voice sounded full of emotion. He wanted to go back inside and hold her, but this was not the time. “How did father die?”

      Lochlann placed his hand on the door, willing her to feel his support. Warmth filled his fingers, and he imagined she was returning the sensation through the wood barrier.

      “My understanding is that he continued to drink and did not take care of himself. The gambling and gluttony finally got the best of him, and he threw himself headfirst into the grave. Heart failure,” Kendall answered.

      “Part of me hates him,” Alexis whispered.

      “I know. And part of you loves him,” Kendall said. “It’s the same for me. Complicated.”
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      Alexis had felt Lochlann leave only to return. He now stood behind the door. Knowing he was near gave her comfort, but she wanted to call him back in if only to see his face.

      The joy of being reunited with a sister was only slightly tainted by the long stream of forgotten memories now filling her head. Her life as Margot had started with a happy childhood and ended in a series of grave misfortunes. Not surprising, her psyche had fractured under the strain.

      “Oh, Margot,” Kendall sighed, before correcting, “Alexis.”

      The name Margot felt like a childhood nickname, a neglected word she’d once been called. Her sister’s grip tightened whenever Alexis tried to delicately pull free from her hold. Emotions overwhelmed her, led by confusion.

      Alexis glanced at the door. “Are you happy here? You love your husband? He is good to you?”

      “Oh, he’s very good to me. I never thought I’d feel this way about a man.” Kendall sounded content as if each excited word was on the verge of laughter. “We have a son. You have a nephew. His name is Maxen. He is the most beautiful little boy.”

      “A boy?” Alexis repeated. Kendall looked so hopeful that she couldn’t help but say, “He is very lucky. I know from childhood that you are a great mother.”

      “And you will make a wonderful aunt.” Kendall gave an excited hop. “We are going to be so happy here. I promise nothing will ever hurt—”

      “Lochlann, step aside, this is a family matter.” Lord Alek pushed open the door. He strode to his wife. “We reached out to our contacts, the ones who helped us when Riona was ill, and we found a doctor in the nearby vicinity that can help with Margot’s seizures.”

      “Alexis,” Kendall corrected. “She prefers Alexis.”

      Alek glanced at Alexis and nodded. “Of course. Alexis.”

      Kendall had finally released her, and she automatically moved to be closer to Lochlann who stood in the doorway. She reached her hand out to him, and he instantly came to her side. She took his hand in hers and whispered, “Please, stay with me.”

      Lochlann nodded. “As my lady wishes.”

      “What do you mean by help?” Alexis asked her brother-by-marriage.

      “His ship already lands,” Alek answered. “Mirek will escort him here the moment he arrives.

      “Riona was very sick, and they were able to cure her,” Kendall assured her sister. “It’s a network of the best doctors in the universes. We are lucky that a ship was so near.”

      “Lucky?” Alexis frowned and glanced at Lochlann. His eyes narrowed in concern, and she instantly knew he’d somehow heard her worried thoughts as if they were his own.

      “Who is this doctor?” Lochlann demanded. Alexis’s head began to throb, and she felt the spiral coming before it started.

      “A specialist. I believe he said is name was Dr. Stevens when he made contact with us.” Alek glanced to where Lochlann and Alexis joined hands. “I sense you have concerns, but I assure you, nothing will harm Alexis while she is under our protection. If there is someone who is able to help her than I think we—”

      Alexis heard no more as she felt her body collapsing. “Nettie Stevens. Historical Old Earth genetics. Beetle sperm discovery. XY sex-determination. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine. Stevens Lording. Father of the equality of non-humanoid aliens. Political author pen name for Glogulg. Martyr…”
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      Lochlann eased Alexis to the floor and held her. Without looking up, he said, “She’ll see your doctor.”

      “Assassinated. Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine,” Alexis muttered as she searched for some unknown fact. “Robert Louis Balfour Stevenson. Old Earth author directory listing. Works included tales of piracy, dual personalities—”

      “What is she talking about?” Kendall demanded.

      “Alexis. Stop searching. Do not reexamine,” he stated. To Kendall, he said, “My lady, please, find me a pillow for her.”

      For a second Alexis paused and he held his breath in hopes that she had stopped, but she only began filtering information anew. “Michelle M. Pillow. Old Earth author directory listing. Knew of the true existence of dragon-shifters in a time when people believed them to be fictional characters…”

      “What is she going on about?” Kendall handed Lochlann a pillow.

      To Lochlann, Alexis’s logic trail made sense in an odd way. “She is scared, and so her mind began a search for a doctor named Stevens. It found a historical reference. When that wasn’t helpful, it skipped to the next Stevens on some unknown list in some unknown filing system. Then found an author who wrote of pirates and dual personalities—both things prominent in Alexis’s own life. And on and on it will go until we can make it stop or it finds an answer it likes.”

      “Irrelevant to the situation. Reexamine,” Alexis muttered.

      “Alexis stop. You don’t need to reexamine,” Lochlann stated loudly. She didn’t hear him.

      “You really love my sister, don’t you?” Kendall’s words were more of a statement than a question. “I see it now. I couldn’t before. I was too distracted. But you love her.”

      “With everything I am.” Lochlann tried to make Alexis comfortable as he laid her head against his chest and cradled it against the pillow with the crook of his arm. She jerked violently, and blood streamed down her face from both nostrils.

      “Alek, tell Dr. Stevens to hurry,” Kendall begged. “Please.”

      Alek ran for the door.

      “Alexis find Dr. Stevens,” Lochlann said, hoping to get Alexis where she needed to be quickly. “Search the Medical Alliance for Planetary Health registry for those practicing humanoid medicine. Disregard anyone deceased.”

      “Searching for Dr. Stevens. Medical Alliance for Planetary Health registry. Seventy-two listings. Dr. Stevens-Andall-Smithy. Deceased. Disregarding. Dr. Stevens. Deceased. Disregarding. Dr. Stevens. Deceased. Disregarding. Dr. Stevens. Slime pocket removal specialist. Galaxy Bride Laboratory and Research facility. Continuing. Dr. Stevens. Deceased. Disregarding. Dr. Stevens. Deactivated license. Lounge singer. Continuing. Dr. Stevens...”

      “Is she going to go through all the names?” Kendall pushed back her sister’s hair and tenderly rested her hand on her forehead. She used the edge of her sleeve to clean up Alexis’s face.

      “I don’t know.” Lochlann rocked Alexis in an attempt to calm her. Bloody tears slipped from her eyes and he suspected the sudden wetness on his arm might have been from her ear. He felt her struggle inside of him and knew she was losing control of her mind. Maybe discovering the truth of who she was had been too much for her brain to handle. He should have never brought her here. He should have flown away from this damned planet. Fear gripped him. He was going to lose her. “Lady Kendall, we need that doctor. If there is any way to make them come faster, please…”
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      “You’re very lucky I happened to be flying by,” a man stated. His voice sounded far away as if distorted by a long tunnel. Her mind had stopped filtering information, and she now floated in a peaceful black sleep. The arrogant tone niggled at Alexis’s subconscious as she fought to stay oblivious.

      “Thank you for stopping, Dr. Stevens,” Kendall answered. “Whatever it takes, whatever she needs, please let us know.”

      “I could use some food and privacy to work. If you all wouldn’t mind leaving us, I’ll come find you when I’m done,” Dr. Stevens said.

      “Of course,” Kendall answered. “We’ll have the kitchen prepare a meal for you. Come, Alek, we should let the man work.”

      “I’m staying,” Lochlann stated.

      Lochlann. Alexis wasn’t sure if she was smiling, but she the sound of his voice calmed her and made her happy

      “But—” Kendall began to protest.

      “Let him stay,” Alek said. “No one will guard your sister like this man.”

      “Send for us if…” Kendall’s voice trailed off.

      “Yes, my lady,” Lochlann said. The faint sound of a door opening and closing signified their leaving.

      “You have one very sick lady on your hands,” the doctor observed. “How did she get this way?”

      “What’s wrong with her?” Lochlann asked.

      “She has all the controls for a nanoid army, but very little nanoids. Scans indicated that her liver is designed to be a central hub but without more receivers, the current nanoids are being overburdened with commands. It’s what’s causing the nosebleeds and seizures. They’re trying to keep up with commands, but can’t, so they do them in order. They’re told to help access information, so they access information first.” The doctor cleared his throat. She wanted the man to stop talking. “How did this happen?”

      “I’m not sure,” Lochlann lied. Why was Lochlann lying? He knew who did this to her. And why did he sound defensive? She felt more than heard the hardness in his tone. If she could have opened her eyes, she knew she’d find him standing with his arms crossed and a very serious expression on his face that would give nothing away.

      “I’m also detecting high levels of nanoid waste particles in her blood,” the doctor continued. “Did someone hit the kill switch on the units? That makes no sense. No medical professional with the capability would have authorized such a thing.”

      “The nanoids were killing her,” Lochlann stated. “Something needed to be done. Decisions were made.”

      “Killing her? No, that’s not possible. They’re designed to help her. Any idiot would know that destroying the nanoids would only cause harm. And if they did, they’d know they had to shut down their command center.”

      “We had no choice,” Lochlann stated.

      “You? You did this? But how? The only way you could have destroyed the nanoids was by superseding a medical booth’s built-in safety protocols. How is some dragon-shifter from a primitive planet able to override medical—”

      Lochlann made a low sound of warning to stop the upcoming insult. “She expelled green liquid, and our medical booth sensors detected the nanoids to be the problem,” Lochlann defended. “We had no choice but to act. When we destroyed them, she got better.”

      “Apparently not,” Stevens quipped. “I’m here.”

      “Lochlann,” Alexis tried to speak. She felt something wasn’t right with the situation.

      “Alexis?” Lochlann touched her arm. “I’m here.”

      “I’ll give her something to help her sleep,” Stevens said.

      “No, let her wake up,” Lochlann denied. “Explain what you want to do and let her decide. It’s her body, her decision.”

      “Let her decide? What utter nonsense. She doesn’t have medical training. I know what’s best for her. I’m knocking her back out before she comes to,” Stevens said.

      A firm hand took hold of her arm, and she opened her eyes in panic. Her hand shot out and she wasn’t held down by restraints. She screamed as she made contact with flesh. Instantly, Lochlann was there, shielding her with his body as he faced down the doctor in a full shift. He breathed heavily as he lifted a hand.

      “Alexis?” he growled, his tone impeded by the shift.

      “Not Stevens,” she managed, trying to find her voice. She sat up on the couch, and it was the only thing keeping her somewhat upright. “Murk-Murky.”

      “Doc Murky?” Lochlann took an aggressive step forward. “Tell me I can kill him.”

      Alexis wanted to say yes, but instead answered, “No. Don’t. You can’t.”

      “Please let me kill him,” Lochlann begged. “At least let me maim him.”

      Alexis gave a small laugh, knowing that he was just toying with the man until she let him know what she wanted him to do. He also bought her time to stand and get her bearings.

      “No, you can’t,” Murky said. “Alexis, haven’t I always been good to you? I’ve never hurt you. I never let the clients hurt you. I—”

      “He’ll live if I rip off his legs,” Lochlann interrupted. “Well, he might live if I rip his legs off. I’m willing to risk it.”

      “Easy, big fella,” Alexis soothed, patting his arm. “Let’s see what he has to offer before we pluck limbs from him.”

      “What were you planning to do to her?” Lochlann narrowed his gaze toward Murky.

      “Help her,” Murky said.

      “By lying your way onto the planet?” Lochlann shook his head. “Try again.”

      “I lied so I could help her,” Murky insisted.

      “Ok, Lochlann” Alexis sighed. “I guess you can tear off an arm. I’ll need to access how to stop arterial bleeding.” To Murky she said, “You better hope I can come out of the information search. Otherwise, he’ll let you bleed to—”

      “Fine,” Murky yelled, holding up his hands. “Just call your dragon off.”

      “Why are you here?” Alexis demanded. “Why can’t you just let me go? You have your droid models. You have my actions you can program into them. How much more do you need of me?”

      “I was going to shut down your connection to the Pleasure Droid database.” Doc Murky made a show of brushing off his jacket and standing taller.

      Alexis arched a brow and said nothing, as she tried to determine whether or not to believe him.

      Murky frowned at her continued silence and said, “Fine. I was going to erase sensitive company information from your mind. I know you were in there digging around. I know you accessed security feed for my office.”

      He was worried she’d seen something she wasn’t supposed to. The image of him bending over the pleasure droid model on is desk filtered through her mind, and she gagged a little. It was a picture she wished she’d never witnessed. Lochlann stiffened and glanced back at her in horror as if he’d also seen the memory.

      At Lochlann’s turned attention, Murky tried to dart toward the door. Lochlann reached out and grabbed the man’s arm before turning around to face him. Murky flailed a little as Lochlann shoved him right back into the same spot.

      Murky eyed Lochlann in fascination. “Do all dragons have those kinds of reflexes?”

      “No. Stop,” Alexis stated firmly. “Don’t you dare get any ideas. If I find out the corporation has hurt one dragon-shifter, I’ll blame you, and I’ll tell everyone what I found out from your office. And I’ll make sure they know the security breach came from you. I’ll tell them you talked too much. I was your pet project, after all. Just imagine all the things I’ve overheard, all the things I know.”

      “Alexis,” Murky tried to sound placating.

      Lochlann growled, and the man jumped. She had a small satisfaction in seeing him scared but did not relish the moment as much as she imagined she would.

      “Don’t you mean Margot?” Alexis asked.

      “Margot? That again? I thought I flushed all that nonsense out of your mind,” he frowned. “You must be in worse shape than I thought.”

      “My past is not nonsense. In fact, there is nothing nonsensical about it,” Alexis stated.

      “Your past? No, my girl, those were only nightmares,” Doc Murky said.

      Alexis arched a brow in warning. “I am not your girl, and that was my past.”

      “Your past?” He frowned. “No, we mapped your mind using those nightmare manifestations as one of our baselines. You came to us as Alexis, so…”

      “So you messed up, doc.” Alexis chuckled. “You don’t know what’s in my brain, do you?”

      He studied her and slowly shook his head in denial.

      “Then I have all the power now, and you’re at my mercy.” Alexis shivered. Her muscles were weak from the seizures and information searches.

      “I think we’re at each other’s mercy.” Murky nodded meaningfully at her trembling human hand. “You don’t have much longer without my help. I don’t have to give it.”

      Alexis placed her hand on Lochlann’s arm. “We’ve made assurances that what I know will never be lost.”

      “You’re bluffing,” Murky said.

      “You’re welcome to take that chance,” Lochlann countered. “I’d like nothing more than to take you and Pleasure Droid Corporation down. What do you think they’ll do to you?”

      “I’m done talking to you. Fix me and save yourself,” Alexis said.

      “Harm her again and I get my chance at you.” Lochlann grinned menacingly.

      The man studied both of them before saying, “You need to replace your nanoids.” He gestured toward his medical bag and reached in while keeping his eyes on Lochlann. He dug around slowly before pulling out a vial. “This should be enough.”

      “I don’t trust him,” Lochlann stated.

      “I don’t either.” Alexis pulled Lochlann a few steps away from the doctor. The shift melted off his features, and he was again in human form. “But I’m afraid we don’t have a choice.” She lifted her hands. The human one shook, and the one with the metal skeleton twitched like a malfunctioning robot. “I’m not doing too well. He’s the only one I know who can help me.”

      He cupped her face, and loudly commanded, “Stop moving, doc.”

      “This is my decision. If it goes badly that is not on you,” Alexis stated. She hated the worry on his face and knew if Murky betrayed her Lochlann would carry that guilt with him. “You promised me that no one would command me again, so you have no say in this decision.”

      Lochlann looked like he wanted desperately to protest but finally nodded. “As you wish, Alexis.”

      “Thank you.” She leaned up to kiss him.

      Lochlann paused on his way down to meet her lips. Frustrated, he turned to glare at the doctor. “Blast it, doc. If I have to warn you again, I’m cutting off your hand. Let’s see how you like having a metal skeleton shoved in your arm.”

      Alexis pulled his face to meet hers. She kissed him weakly, trying to let him feel all the passion and love she felt for him. He held her up when her legs weakened.

      “Are we doing this?” Murky asked.

      “Whatever happens, Lochlann, thank you,” she whispered, ignoring the doctor. “I was broken, and you saved me.”

      “And you redeemed me, Alexis,” Lochlann answered just as softly.

      Murky cleared his throat in annoyance.

      Lochlann stiffened. “I really hate that man.”

      Alexis nodded. She did too.

      “Go ahead, doc.” Alexis turned to face him.

      Murky reached into his bag and pulled out a modified hand-held medic unit and pushed the vial into the device. “You will want to sit for this.”

      Alexis squeezed Lochlann’s hand reassuringly before taking a seat on the couch. She lifted her arm to Murky. The doctor ignored her arm and shoved the unit against her upper thigh without warning. The site of the puncture burned and spread over her leg like a million tiny creatures clawing their way into her muscle. She cried out in surprise and held her leg. The pressure only seemed to disperse them faster throughout her body.

      “What did you do?” Lochlann yelled.

      Alexis scratched at her skin, desperate to get the nanoids out. She found it hard to focus on one thing as she fell to the side onto the couch cushion. She had a glimpse of a shifted Lochlann holding Murky in the air with one hand. The doctor kicked and made strange gurgling noises that sounded something like, “it’s normal,” and, “just watch, just watch.”

      Lochlann growled and dropped the man. He turned back to Alexis and held her hand. His words were a jumbled mess in the agony she felt. “It’s all right, sweetheart, I’m here. I’m here. Blast it, Murky, help her. Do something for the pain. Give me that. I’ll do it myself.” His hand slipped from hers, and she heard the sound of a struggle as the tiny creatures made their way up her chest and neck. She tried to be brave, but the pain was too much. She was being attacked from the inside out. They made their way up the side of her face to her brain. Murky had betrayed her. This was how Alexis died.
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      Lochlann growled in torment, torn between making sure Murky didn’t try to escape and being next to Alexis. The dragon inside of him wanted to maim. The man inside him wanted to cry out. Both would sacrifice anything to save her.

      She convulsed on the couch, just as she had that day he’d put her in the medical booth and discovered she was human. Her shirt had twisted up at her waist, and he caught a peek of her naked skin. Her flesh darkened and bruised without being touched, crawling over her skin from the site of the injection. It moved down her arm and up her neck. Her eyes color locked to dark brown. Blood dripped from her eyes and nose. He wanted to lift her into his arms and never let go, but he was too afraid that his touch would cause her more pain.

      “Help her,” he demanded. “Help her or I’ll spend the rest of my life making you wish you had!”

      “I told you. This is normal. Without the inhibitor, the nanoids will run wild until they reset to the control frequency. It takes time and pain reducers won’t help. Unless you want to hook her back up to the machines in the Pleasure Droid laboratory? I have a dose of the inhibitor liquid in my bag and an endless supply at the laboratory. Give her back to me and I’ll make it worth your while. I have space credits. I can pay you well. I’ll make sure she never feels pain again. I’ll take care of her. I’ll give her a life you never could. The corporation has very little use for her now that the machines are on the assembly line. I can—”

      “Offer to buy my wife again,” Lochlann warned. He should have claimed her as his the second he saw her. He should have told her she was his mate when he had the chance. “I dare you.”

      “You’re wife?” Murky appeared shocked. “By what authority? Who would marry a common pirate without first checking criminal records with the Federation database—?”

      “By shifter law,” Lord Alek stood in the doorway. Kendall tried to move past him, but he blocked her with his body. “Alexis is Lochlann’s mate by our laws, given to us by a power much higher than that of the Federation Military. We do not require Federation permission, and are not bound by Federation laws.”

      “What are they doing to her? Marg—Alexis?” Kendall yelled, finally shoving her way past her husband. “I want to see my sister!”

      “Alex…” Kendall’s words trailed off in horror as she looked down at the body of her sister. Alexis looked as if she’d been beaten. “What did you do to her?”

      “You want someone to blame?” Lochlann pointed at Murky. “There is one of your sister’s torturers. Meet Doc Murky.”

      “What? No,” Murky denied. “I never tortured her. I—”

      “Doc? Not Doctor? You’re Medical Mafia?” Kendall asked in shock. “Your ship credentials said your name was Stevens.”

      “Yes, tell her, what you did, Doc,” Lochlann demanded. “Tell her how you made her sister the model for a new pleasure toy. Tell her how you loaded her mind with more information that any one brain should be allowed to process. Tell her how you did this,” he gestured to the couch, “and how you just offered to buy her back from me.”

      Kendall’s breathing deepened and her fists balled. She screeched incoherently like some wild creature and flung herself at the man. The motion took him by surprise as she punched him in the face. His head snapped back, and he fell, striking his head against the stone floor.

      Kendall shook her hand, clearly in pain and not regretting it. She stood over the doctor and kicked him in the side. “How dare you!”

      “I think you got him,” Alek said calmly as he moved to his wife and drew her against his chest. He lifted her hand and studied it. “You broke a finger.”

      “I don’t care,” Kendall pushed away from him to go to Alexis’s side. She stood by Lochlann. “What do we do?”

      “We wait,” he said. “The last time this happened we destroyed all the nanoids in her. It helped for a while, but…”

      “Lochlann, I can’t see you,” Alexis whispered, so soft it could have been a mere exhale of her breath.

      “I’m here, my love,” Lochlann leaned close to her ear, careful not to touch her. “I’m here, and I’m never leaving you.”

      The whites of her eyes were tainted with blood. She blinked and red trails worked their way down her cheeks like tears. “It doesn’t hurt as much as before.”

      He understood she was trying to comfort him. The fact she was still in pain was obvious. “Always worrying about the comfort of others before yourself. What can I do for you? How can I help?”

      “Alexis,” Kendall said. “I’m here, too. And I’m not leaving.”

      Alek joined his wife and lifted her injured hand. He placed the medical unit against it to mend her broken bone.

      “Alexis is dead. Margot is dead,” she mumbled.

      “No, you’re right here with family. You’re safe.” Kendall reached to touch Alexis and instantly pulled back when her sister winced. “I won’t let you die.”

      Lochlann wanted to shield her with his body and protect her from every bad thing in the universes. He wanted to lift her out of the castle and cart her away to some safe corner of some remote planet where trouble would never find them. She deserved an easy life after all she’d gone through.

      “Alexis is dead,” Alexis insisted. Her right hand twitched. “I felt her go. I am all that is left. I do not know what I am if I am not programmed to be it.”

      “You are a loving, caring, wonderful person,” Lochlann answered. “You are my mate. That is who you are. You are my life, my love. You are free.”

      “Love,” she whispered. “Love endorphins and their effect on various humanoid species. Thesis. Cherub. Cupid. Love hearts. Betrothal. Marriage. Mate. Lochlann. Relevant to the situation.” The skin around her eyes began to lighten. She blinked several times before her eyes moved in his direction. “Lochlann. Husband. Dating rituals and the nature of forever mating in the Nagot Tribes of Nahoote. Intergalactic news article. Marriage to a shifter. A manual by Galaxy Brides Corporation. Relevant to the situation.”

      “Alexis stop. You don’t have to search,” Lochlann stated.

      “But it doesn’t hurt,” she said. “Ask me to find something.”

      “No,” Lochlann denied. He would not purposefully send her into a loop. “Just relax.”

      “Relax. Unwind. Tranquilize. Spa treatments in the Glamour District located on the planet Quazar,” she said in excitement. “Menu. New Earth massage. Old Earth massage. The Palpaton water massage. Slime bath using the finest Lophibian bluish-green goo from their native swamplands. Lophibian. Species short list. Slime dwelling species. Lykan. Described as secretive, greedy and not prone to sharing, even with friends.” She smiled at him, an odd expression with her bruised skin. “My brain doesn’t hurt, and I can stop when I want. Ask me something. Anything.”

      Doc Murky moaned and stirred on the floor. Lochlann began to stand. Kendall placed a hand on his arm. “Oh, no. I got this.”

      “But your hand,” Alek protested. He’d just finished repairing it.

      “And you can fix it again, but punching that bastard was highly satisfying,” Kendall stated.

      “What can I do for your skin?” Lochlann asked Alexis.

      “That’s a good one,” Kendall acknowledged from where she stood over Murky with her fist ready. The man wisely did not awaken, and she made her way back to kneel by her sister.

      “I…” Alexis closed her eyes. “I’m not sure. I don’t have a file on this particular problem.”

      “Bruises,” Kendall said. “What can we do for severe bruising?”

      “Bruises on humanoid merchandise. A Kintok medical study. Old Star language translation.” Alexis paused, taking a deep, shaky breath. He wasn’t sure if it was pain or the images from the Kintok manual that caused the reaction. “Healing time two to four weeks. Color diagnosis. Purple-black. Red-blue. Yellow-green. Leg bruising lasts longer than arm bruising. Recommended treatment is a medical booth. If no medical booth is available, the bruise will spread in the direction of gravity so turning off gravity controls in the holding area can help reduce the area of discoloration.”

      “The Kintok have medical recommendations written up for humans?” Kendall frowned. “And that information is stored in my sister’s brain?” She sighed heavily as she marched back over to Doc Murky. “Hey, you, wake up.”

      Murky moaned.

      “Kintok sex slavery files? Really, yorkin bait?” Kendall demanded. Lochlann glanced back in time to see her kick Murky low in the gut. “I really hate you. How do you like it when someone picks on you? You’re lucky I don’t hook your ass up to an uploader and fill your brain full of Galaxy Brides commercials and misinformation. Their uploads aren’t exactly the highest of quality.”

      “We can’t put you in the medical booth,” Lochlann told Alexis, ignoring Kendall’s tirade. If she wanted to yell at Doc Murky, he was the last person who would stop her. “We tried that, and it didn’t work. We had to modify our unit to even destroy the nanoids.”

      “Help me sit up?” Alexis reached a weak hand for him. “My back hurts the worst.”

      He gently lifted her up, hating the pained look on her face as she moved. When she leaned forward on the couch, he lifted her shirt to examine her back. It was darker in color than the rest of her skin.

      “Your face isn’t as purple. It’s more green-yellow,” Kendall observed. “Does it hurt less?”

      Alexis nodded and closed her eyes. She pressed her hands next to her hips and pushed her bottom off of the cushion to relieve the pressure of sitting.

      “If a medical booth won’t help me, then all we can do is wait,” Alexis said.

      “What about this one?” Alek asked. He leaned over the fallen man to check on him. “He’s out cold thanks to my wife. Before he wakes up, I can throw him in the underground prisons for impersonating another doctor and landing on false pretenses.”

      “He’s connected to the Medical Mafia,” Alexis said. “As much as I’d like to see him rot in a cell for the rest of his life, if he goes missing others will look for him.” She glanced at Kendall. “I will not have my past coming here to my family. It ruins whatever it touches.”

      “We can’t let him go until we know for sure he didn’t do any lasting harm to you with these nanoids,” Lochlann said. “We should keep him at least long enough to know you’re truly safe.”

      “Agreed. I’m going to put him in the dungeons for a week or so to scare him until one of his people can confirm who he is, and maybe give him a prison brand to remember his visit here.” Alek frowned. “Trust me, by the time Agro is done scaring him, he won’t be coming back.”

      “I say we load useless, antiquated princess etiquette into his brain, and anything else impractical we can think of,” Kendall suggested.

      “Remind him that I saw into his private office records and know his secrets,” Alexis said, “and that I’m not afraid to tell them.”

      Alek nodded and gave her a small smile of approval.

      “Margot…” Kendall looked as if she would say a great number of things. Instead, she took a deep breath and said, “You are no longer Margot, and you said you are no longer Alexis. What do we call you now?”

      “I did?” She frowned. “I said I’m no longer Alexis?”

      “You said Alexis is dead,” Lochlann confirmed. “But I took it to mean you are no longer bound like she was.”

      “Oh, good, cause I thought maybe I was starting to fracture my personality again,” Alexis admitted.

      “So what do I call you now?” Kendall asked, “Besides my very beloved sister?”

      “Huh, a new name. The first time I changed it, I didn’t realize I was doing it. I don’t mind Alexis, but I wonder…” Alexis tilted her head to the side in thought and looked distracted from her pain. Her skin began to lighten back to its normal hue. “A name...” She looked at Lochlann. “What is your full name?”

      “Lochlann of the Draig.” He chuckled. “When I lived here, I was Lochlann of the Marshland Draig because I lived in the southern marshes, and I think there was a Lochlann of the Northern Draig who lived in the northern mountains who is no relation.”

      “We’re not creative on this planet when it comes to surnames. Not like some alien cultures,” Alek explained.

      “So you’re what? Lochlann of the Spaceship Draig?” Alexis asked.

      “If you like,” Lochlann said. “You may call me whatever you wish, my beautiful.”

      “Then I will be Mrs. Someone of the Spaceship Draig,” Alexis said to Lochlann. “Or did I imagine the part where you called me your wife?”

      “No, if you will have me, I will gladly be your husband.” Lochlann naturally leaned closer to her, wanting to kiss her.

      “You already have me,” he heard her say in his mind. The mating connection between them was complete.

      “I think you’ll have to work on the first part, Someone,” Kendall said.

      “Would you like a wedding?” Lochlann asked.

      “Are you in my head?” her thoughts whispered back.

      He nodded. “Haven’t you felt our connection growing? The moment we both accepted that we were meant for each other, a link formed. It will only grow stronger. Such is the way of the dragon.”

      “Then, no, I don’t need a wedding. If you say we are mated by your people’s traditions, that is good enough for me.” She grinned. “Can the others hear us?”

      He shook his head in denial.

      “What about Margie?” Kendall offered. “Or Maggie?”

      “Good, cause as soon as I heal, I’m going to show you just how in love with you I am. And so help me, I don’t care if the ship is crashing, the sun is exploding, or the universe is about to fold in on itself. I’m locking you in a room, and we’re not coming out for a whole week.”

      “Wait, are you two even paying attention to what I’m…? Are you doing the mind reading thing?” Kendall questioned.

      “How does your mouth feel?” Lochlann glanced meaningfully to her lips. The rising desire inside him tried to push to the surface, but he knew he had to wait a little bit longer before claiming his wife.

      “Kiss me and find out.” Alexis leaned into him for a light, loving kiss.

      “Come on, sun beam, help me secure the prisoner,” Alek said to his wife. He leaned over, hoisting Murky off the floor and over his shoulder. “I promise if he wakes up you can kick him again and yell at him.”

      Lochlann vaguely heard the couple leave the room, as he continued to kiss his wife. For now, the soft contact would be enough. She was alive, and she was safe, and she was his. “I love you, Alexis.”

      “And I you, my Lochlann. You are my forever.”
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      “Check you out my hot lady,” Rick stroked the outside of The Bound Virgin’s hull. The ship was docked on the landing field near the Var palace. “How’ve you been my sweet piece of metal? Did you miss me, star beam?”

      “Is anyone else concerned about this? Did Rick hit his head in the crash?” Alexis asked the other members of the crew. “I’ve heard of slow bleeds causing pressure build up and, well, he’s looking like he’s about to request some alone time with this new metal lady.”

      “No, Rick’s pretty much been delusional since the day we saved his ass from a Medical Mafia hit man,” Dev said.

      “You’re one to call people crazy, Margoxis or Alexot or Malexis or…Alegot?” Rick shot her a playful look. “What was your name again?”

      “I kind of like Marglexis,” Violette said.

      “It sounds like something a Federation soldier would pick up while at a questionable spaceport,” Viktor teased, before throwing his voice with a strange accent to add, “Ole Willy went out on ship leave and got himself a bad case of the marglexis.”

      “Well, that ruined it.” Violette chuckled.

      “So, who’s going to captain my lovely ship?” Samantha glanced at Lochlann to see if he still wanted the job. “It’s been a long time since she’s had a proper adventure.”

      “Captain ‘Big Papa’ Rick reporting for duty!” Rick yelled before anyone else could claim the position.

      “I’m not calling you Big Anything,” Viktor stated.

      “Yeah, any chance I can stay here, too,” Violette asked Samantha. “I suddenly don’t feel like sailing the high skies. Seems a little scary all of a sudden.”

      “Hey, my girl is sky worthy,” Rick pretended to defend the ship as he continued to pet its metal side. “Nothing to be worried about.”

      “It’s not the girl I’m worried about,” Violette teased.

      Rick puffed up his chest. “I am the pirate king, and it will be glorious under my—”

      “I’ll keep my post,” Lochlann interrupted. He gave Alexis a small hug as he said it.

      “Lochlann it is,” Samantha decreed. Rick pouted. The others laughed.

      Violette moved to where Josselyn and Evan stood. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider and come with us?”

      “I think some people are made for the skies, and some are made for the land,” Josselyn answered. “Princess Samantha has graciously invited Evan and I to stay. I’d like to keep my feet on the ground for awhile.”

      “And my life is with her. If she is happy on land, then so am I,” Evan said.

      “Had your fill of air locks and crashes?” Lucien asked.

      “They’ve had enough of Rick’s flying,” Viktor asserted.

      “Nothing wrong with my flying.” Rick quickly kissed the side of the ship and finally stepped away from it. “Can’t help it if my passengers don’t have the stomach for fun.”

      “Something like that,” Evan said.

      “I find I’ve missed the fresh air,” Josselyn explained. “And open fields. The VR booth just isn’t the same.”

      “You are welcome to rejoin us at any time,” Lochlann offered. “Just send out the call and we’ll be on our way back.”

      “And visit anytime,” Josselyn returned, giving a meaningful look to her sister. “Family is always welcome in our home.”

      Lochlann kissed the top of Alexis’s head and turned to her as the others continued their goodbyes. “That goes for you, too, my love. Anytime you want to come back here to see Kendall just say the word, and I’ll make it happen.”

      “Maybe someday, after the adventures are all had, we will settle down here,” she answered. “I think I’d like that. But, for now, there is too much work to be done. I can’t remain on a planet when the Larceny Casino is still out there repossessing people. If I can save even one child from my childhood, I have to try.”

      “We will do more than try, and we will save more than one,” Lochlann swore.

      “Besides, look at me. I am the Alexis companion model nine-point-seven,” she paused, waiting to see if the words would trigger a trip into the Pleasure Droid Corporation mainframe. It didn’t. Ever since Murky replaced her nanoids, her connection to the main computer system had been severed. “I’m only a simple, programmable machine…who is trained as a master thief and a con-woman and a forger and a pirate, and who has a wealth of information in her head. Who’s going to stop me from walking around any facility on an errand for my owner?”

      “You know I respect you, but there is no way in hell I’m letting you walk into danger on your own,” Lochlann stated.

      “And who has a strong, sexy, handsome, dragon-shifter as her personal bodyguard,” she added.

      He nodded in approval. “A bodyguard who will obey your every command and who would gladly die for you.”

      “No, I don’t like that,” she said. “I am no more your master than you are mine.”

      “I appreciate the thought, but I have to inform you, my lovely, that you are my master.” Lochlann cupped her cheek. “From the first moment I saw you, you captured me. I am yours to command and do with as you will. Forever and always. Nothing can break our bond.”

      “And if that is the standard with which we judge, then you are just as much my master as I am yours.” Alexis leaned up to kiss him. They didn’t need words. Their love flowed freely between them through their mated connection, open and honest, purer than anything else in the universe.

      “I love you,” her thoughts whispered through his mind.

      “And I you, my love, and I you,” he answered, not breaking their kiss.
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      Torgan Black Market

      City of Madaga, Planet of Torgan

      There were defining moments in his life when Jackson Burke had known things would never be the same. The day he had been compelled as a young boy living in an orphanage to join the Federation Military—more from a longing for adventure than a sense of galactic duty. The day he was promoted into a secret program to create super soldiers, where he was tested on, trained, and held to the highest of standards. The day he met Captain Jarek and signed on to sail the high skies as a security officer on a pirate ship instead of staying with the Federation, much to the military’s disappointment. The day their pilot, Rick, had insulted a vengeful spirit who put a love curse on the heads of five of the crewmen.

      And today, the day he decided it was a good day to die.

      Death had come calling for him more times than he could count. By all rights, he should have been blown up, or incinerated, or sucked into deep space, or crash landed on some remote planet. Actually, in all those cases, he probably could have blamed Rick. Half the time, the crew couldn’t decide if they wanted to save their pilot from trouble or leave his stupid ass behind.

      Rick was the reason they were currently stranded on Torgan with a broken ship they couldn’t afford to fix.

      Bound Virgin wasn’t technically their ship. It belonged to Princess Samantha of the Var—the former captain who had kidnapped a shifter prince named Falke and ultimately married him. She wouldn’t be happy that her ship was out of commission. Jackson had been sailing the high skies with Falke’s brother Jarek at the time of the kidnapping. When Jarek married and settled down, his crew and Samantha’s crew had merged. Captain Lochlann and Jackson now flew with Rick, brothers Lucien and Viktor, and Dev. Lochlann’s wife, Alexis, and Dev’s wife, Violette, also traveled with them.

      Jackson guessed none of that history mattered anymore, seeing as he faced the end. Because there was no way in all the blasted space novas he was going back into the Federation Military. There had been a time when he believed in greater causes, but he’d been young and impressionable. At that age, all young men had wanted to believe they were part of a solution. But the Federation wasn’t purely good, and their missions were not against evil. Jackson had seen too much corruption in his travels. Yes, the military had its place. The men who served were some of the best he’d ever known. But Jackson felt he’d done his duty. He wasn’t going back.

      Three young soldiers surrounded him, as if to block him from escape. They had the eager expressions of cadets on their first mission. Jackson could evade them and run, but that would mean putting a target on his back. The inability of the Federation to find him is the only thing that kept them from forcing him back into service. He knew how this would go. The Federation didn’t ask. They commanded.

      “Soldier J-67114, upon contact, we have orders to detain—”

      Jackson lifted his eyes from the ground to look at the young recruit talking to him. That one expression was enough to cut off the man’s words. The black uniform was standard issue, without any distinctions of rank or battle. The man looked at his handheld device and swallowed nervously. Jackson crossed his arms over his chest and widened his stance.

      The soldier tried again. “We have orders to inform you that you are to be detained for—”

      “No,” Jackson interrupted.

      “What did you say?” The soldier looked confused.

      “No,” Jackson repeated.

      “What do you mean, no?” He looked to his buddies for help.

      “The Federation really let their standards slip when they enlisted you, didn’t they? No is a word derived from the Old Star language that means you better get out of my way or I’ll launch you into deep space.”

      The soldier glanced up as if Jackson would actually throw him through the glass and metal ceiling of the trading center. It wasn’t unusual to run into Federation soldiers on the planet of Torgan, but Jackson tended to avoid them when he could. It was an unspoken understanding that, unless there was a serious threat, the military left the traders who came to the black-market planet alone. Apparently, this was one overly eager recruit who hadn’t been given the memo.

      The Torgan marketplace kept up the appearance of being a legitimate trading center and made enough space credits to slip money into the hands of all the right officials. Ships from around the galaxies landed on the grayish-brown orb.

      From the sky, the planet didn’t look like much—a desert of dust and sand which was ill-suited to anything but storing space trash, and whose three rings wrapping the planet’s sky were the only hint of natural beauty in the desolate landscape. Despite this, the planet thrived because underneath the adobe-style businesses surrounding the large trading complex, lay a darker purpose. If it was fenced, illegal, tawdry, or sought after, someone on Torgan would have it for sale. If there was a price to be had or a deal to be made, someone would make it and very few questions would be asked. Want someone killed? Ask around the center bar. Need stolen medical supplies? Ask around the docks. Need—

      “You’re J-67114,” the soldier insisted.

      Jackson lied. “No.”

      “But your scan—” The soldier held up his device as if that was infallible evidence.

      Jackson grabbed the handheld and threw it against a wall. “Looks broken. You should ask for a new one.”

      “That’s Federation property. By order of the…the…” The soldier tried to pull his blaster from his waist.

      “Run,” Jackson ordered under his breath. “Or I’ll throw you next. You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”

      Jackson felt a blaster press to the small of his back.

      He hadn’t forgotten the other two. He had just hoped they’d be smart enough to back away from the situation.

      He glanced over the docking platform. Ships were lined up in tight formation along the concrete area. No one landed or took off without permission, so even if their ship wasn’t broken, he wouldn’t be making a fast escape.

      “Why don’t you go see if the Galaxy Playmates show is about to start?” Jackson suggested. He paused as a group of slender Klennup males walked by in shiny gold suits. When they were out of earshot, he continued, “Forget you saw me. Tell them your handheld was broken in a bar fight. They’ll believe it. Bar fights happen about every three minutes—”

      “You don’t look too tough with a blaster in your back,” the soldier behind him jeered.

      Jackson caught Rick leaning against a wall near the main complex’s entrance. The man was as human as they came, with short brown hair, brown eyes, and the same irritatingly amused expression regardless of the situation. The pilot grinned and made no move to help him. Someone caught Rick’s attention, and he motioned them forward.

      Dev appeared in the entryway. People were usually terrified of his red skin and black eyes. If that didn’t scare a person, then his large size would.

      Instead of helping, Dev crossed his arms and nodded once, as if ready for a show. Unless Jackson called out to him, he would not join the fight.

      “Last chance to walk away—” Jackson tried to offer.

      His words were cut off as a sharp blow hit the back of his head.

      Instinct and training kicked in. He swung around, ducking as he maneuvered his elbow into the soldier’s stomach. The blaster went flying, but he didn’t hear it land against the hard floor. He punched back, making contact with the man’s jaw to send him stumbling.

      Every fighting move the Federation had taught these men, Jackson had mastered long ago. Every dirty fighting trick they might have, Jackson had probably faced in his years sailing the high skies. It was over before it had started. As the man with the blaster fell, Jackson punched the second man and swept his leg into the knees of the third.

      A slow clap sounded as the last man fell. Jackson straightened and frowned. He hadn’t wanted this mess. It was random bad luck that these three had been out scanning for trouble.

      Rick clapped, still grinning. Dev held the blaster he’d caught when the first soldier fell.

      “Blasted space cadets,” Jackson swore.

      A large, hairy alien walked past, paused to look at the three fallen men and laughed. The sound rumbled from his chest in low, hard beats. He didn’t stop to help. At least that was one thing in Jackson’s favor. Not too many Torgan visitors would be bothered by what had happened.

      Dev picked up the handheld Jackson had smashed against the wall. He thrust it at Jackson. “Get on the ship and don’t come off. I’ll send Viktor to see what he can salvage from the data.”

      “We need space credits,” Jackson denied. “I’m supposed to be at the Frendle’s Chips table.”

      Gambling was just one of the ways they were able to earn. Lochlann was trying to sell whatever they didn’t need. Rick and Lucien were trying to sell what they’d, um, found abandoned on remote planets. Those items required a special buyer. Viktor sold his services as a mechanic doing repairs on the dock. Though no one told the women, Dev’s role was to keep an eye on them and make sure they didn’t fall into trouble. Alexis and Violette were capable, but their husbands worried. Jackson found it amusing. He felt sorry for any man who tried to cross those two females.

      “Go,” Dev ordered.

      Jackson could have refused. He was the ship’s security officer. But, out of all the crewmen, he’d spent the most time with Dev. They’d fought side by side for hours in the virtual reality training room. He had learned to trust his friend’s judgment.

      Jackson carried the handheld toward the ship. Seeing the hunk of metal resting useless in its space, he frowned. There was nothing worse for a sailor than being landlocked. The fun of visiting planets and fuel docks was knowing they could always take off the second things became too rough.

      It would be a shame if they had to scrap their ship as junk metal. Though it wasn’t much to look at, when it was running it was a fine vessel. Previous owners had installed medical units in all the rooms. He wasn’t one hundred percent sure of the history—the ship’s records were as fake as Rick’s pretend girlfriends—but he deduced the ship had belonged to Kintok sex traders at one point. Secret compartments and manacles over beds kind of gave it away.

      The ship scanner recognized him and opened as he neared the bottom hatch. He jumped up and pulled himself in through the small opening before the ladder could make its way down. He hit a button, closing himself inside.

      The lights running along the walls flickered at half power, but he could find his way around in the dark. An electrical system malfunction had ignited a confined gas pocket, which then destroyed vital parts of the propulsion system. Without it, the ship would chug slowly through the deep black, most likely running out of life support before reaching the next planet. They were lucky to be alive.

      Jackson could handle the dark, but it was the silence that bothered him. With the engines off, there was no vibration against his feet. The lights flickered, giving a small buzz as they tried to light his way as sensors detected his presence. He stepped a little louder than normal just to hear the thud of his feet on the metal. There were no voices in the cockpit or in the dining hall. There was no music from old transmission waves they’d captured.

      He went to the cockpit and sat in the pilot’s chair. The Federation device wouldn’t turn on, so he set it aside. He doubted it would tell them why the military wanted him back, but maybe Viktor could erase it, break it down and sell off the parts.

      Unwilling to sit in the dim light in silence, Jackson pulled up the security feed to watch outside the ship. The lights in the corridor behind him flickered as power was diverted to the screens. He settled back into the pilot’s chair and kicked up his feet. A few aliens walked by, the only entertainment as they briefly sauntered past to leave him staring at an empty concrete walkway.
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