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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.
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