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      A fun-loving cyborg gets serious about love.
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      Truth lives each moment as though it were his last. The cyborg warrior rushes into danger, teases beings he shouldn’t provoke, accepts every call of adventure he encounters.

      When a prissy little human princess floats into the Rebel structure Truth is occupying, seeking a mercenary to assist her and her unusual entourage, he volunteers to be her warrior. She claims their assignment is dangerous, warns him he might not survive the task.

      That is exactly the type of fun he has been seeking.

      Princess Nanette of the planet Royaume must rescue her estranged brother from an enemy prison ship. That is her duty, and she has been trained to always place the needs of her planet and her subjects before her own. Nancy doesn’t have the freedom to indulge her passions for a certain dark-haired, gray-skinned cyborg. Not permanently and not publicly.

      But she is unable to resist the warrior. Truth, with his laughing eyes, smiling lips, and rough hands, tempts her as no one else ever has. He could be her one fleeting act of rebellion before she’s matched with the powerful ruler her planet requires.

      If they survive their current mission.

      Their love is doomed. Their lifespans are at risk. This cyborg and his princess will need the help of every ally they have if they wish to see another sunrise.
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      Testing Truth is a STANDALONE Cyborg SciFi Romance set in a dark, gritty, sometimes-violent universe.

      It is the last of six core stories in the Cyborg Space Exploration Series.
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      Book 3:  Dominance And Dissent
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      Truth lived every planet rotation as though it were his last.

      He squeezed as much joy out of the moments as he possibly could, threw himself into each battle he faced, strove to find humor in the darkest situations.

      If there wasn’t enough excitement, if the planet rotations started to blur together and there was no action to be found, he considered it to be his self-appointed duty to create some for himself and for his brethren.

      This planet rotation, he might have manufactured a few too many thrills for the beings on board the Reckless. The tension in the air was palpable…and extremely noisy.

      “Release me.” North’s image appeared on the main viewscreen. His bellows could be heard throughout the ship. Captain’s second-in-command struggled against his restraints.

      The D Model had been secured against a wall in the medic bay of the Reckless. The contraption had been designed to hold all model types of cyborgs.

      It had taken the combined efforts of Captain, Captain’s offspring Future, Dissent, Chuckles, and Doc to restrict North’s movements. The warrior hadn’t wanted to leave his offspring-manufacturing female’s side, had been determined to protect her from the perils of that process.

      Truth hadn’t participated in the battle. Captain had unfortunately processed it prudent to exclude him. He’d missed that entertainment.

      “Doc will release you when this last stage of offspring manufacturing has been completed.” Captain’s voice was flat. He sat on the bridge with his female and his offspring, plus Truth, Dissent, and Chuckles.

      The other females and Doc tended to the soon-to-be new mother.

      “Release me now.” The terror for his female was causing North to malfunction. No one, not even Truth, fought Captain’s orders. Not unless the warrior wanted to be jettisoned into space.

      “You won’t assist with the process, warrior.” Captain’s gaze shifted to his female and his offspring and his countenance softened. “None of us have the programming to assist with it.”

      Truth had been part of the great effort to subdue Captain when Captain’s female had been in the late stages of manufacturing Future. Captain had ripped Truth’s right arm completely off and Doc had to tend to him after he tended to Captain’s female.

      That was when Doc had proposed crafting the restraints.

      Cyborgs wouldn’t allow their females to be damaged, would battle the universe to prevent that from happening, and females had to be damaged temporarily during offspring manufacturing. The little cyborgs’ skulls, crafted from metal, had no bend to them.

      “If you could have persuaded your offspring to delay his appearance for one more planet rotation, you wouldn’t be alone during the process. We would have rendezvoused with the fleet. They would have safeguarded the Reckless while we waited with you.” Captain’s gaze moved to Truth. “But Victorious the Vanquisher is determined to operate on his own schedule.”

      Ayeeee. North’s offspring released a battle cry through the transmission lines. The little cyborg shared footage of himself smacking face-first against the wall of his mother’s womb.

      Truth winced. That must have hurt both the offspring and the offspring’s humanoid mother.

      “Truth.” North bellowed his name, shaking the restraints.

      Captain’s Second is going to tear your limbs off once he’s freed, D Model. Dissent, Truth’s closest friend, warned him through a private transmission line. I’ve never seen him this upset. Ever.

      “None of us influenced the timing of his appearance.” Truth said that in his own defense. “Victorious the Vanquisher determined that for himself.”

      “Yes, but one of us didn’t have to teach North’s offspring the Myrina the Magnificent body slam.” Captain’s tone was dry. “We didn’t have to give him sufficient tools to decide the timing.”

      Everyone on the bridge turned their heads and stared at Truth.

      It could have been someone else. Those flippant words dangled on the tip of his tongue.

      But he couldn’t voice that reply because cyborgs were programmed to always tell the truth and that statement would be a lie.

      It also couldn’t have been someone else on the Reckless.

      Only he was that bold.

      “I was regaling the offspring with tales of his mother’s daring.” The little cyborg had been bored…as Truth had been. He hadn’t projected it would cause anyone damage.

      Ayeeee. The offspring slammed his small body harder against his mother’s womb.

      Guilt jabbed at Truth. Although he hadn’t projected the damage, he was responsible for it. “North, you can pull my limbs off once you’re free.”

      The pain would be excruciating, but it would appease the male, lessen Truth’s misgivings, and it might be entertaining for everyone on the ship, himself included.

      “There will be no pulling off of limbs.” Captain denied them that possible fun. “And there will be no training offspring to fight while they’re being manufactured.”

      North’s offspring continued his efforts to free himself. The frustration on the little cyborg’s face mirrored the irritation on his father’s countenance.

      Truth shouldn’t find that amusing.

      Yet he did.

      Perhaps his brethren were correct. Perhaps he was malfunctioning.

      He shrugged. That didn’t concern him. Much.

      “The next planet we’re exploring is Nereid Negative One.” Captain relayed a fact Truth already processed. “Truth, optimize our route.”

      “Optimizing our route to Nereid Negative One, Captain.” He acknowledged the order.

      It wasn’t a challenging task to complete. The planet was small, was the size of a moon the Humanoid Alliance had assigned him and his D Model brethren to defend 3.2798 human lifespans ago, but its orbit around its distant sun was constant and surprisingly well tracked.

      He located Nereid Negative One’s current coordinates easily and crafted the fastest and safest path to that point. “We’ll arrive at our destination in two planet rotations and 1.3659 shifts.”

      The manufacturing of the offspring should alleviate his boredom until then.

      Especially if North, that offspring’s father, wanted to release some of his frustrations in the fighting chambers. Truth grinned.

      “Should the Reckless arrive at Nereid Negative One?” Captain’s female surprised everyone present with that seemingly random question.

      It distracted Truth from North’s shouted threats and the offspring’s battle cries. He studied Captain’s female. The human had uncovered a detail they hadn’t yet processed. He was 89.2563 certain of that.

      Captain must have reached the same conclusion. He frowned at his female. “We’ll send a shuttle craft to the surface.”

      That was the standard operating procedure they’d utilized for the previous exploration missions. A small team was sent to the planet they were tasked by Power and the cyborg council to explore and document. The Reckless with its remaining crew stayed in open space, out of danger.

      “That shuttle craft once belonged to the Humanoid Alliance.” Captain’s female lifted her eyebrows. “I’ve been monitoring a channel originating from Nereid Negative One and—”

      “Why are we monitoring a channel originating from Nereid Negative One?” Captain issued a query he should already process the results for.

      Captain’s female was a skilled hacker. She monitored all channels.

      “The channel broadcasts to beings who don’t follow rules, to those who fight larger entities.” Captain’s female didn’t acknowledge his response. “They claim Nereid Negative One is a haven for outlaws and rebels.” She glanced at her warrior. “Those are their words. One of their often-cited actions is shooting down a Humanoid Alliance Freighter.”

      “I love this planet already.” Truth would soon have the adventure he constantly sought.

      Captain cast him a hard glance. “Dissent, relay all the information we have on Nereid Negative One.”

      “The planet is named Nereid Negative One because the first being who stepped upon its surface claimed zero was too generous a designation for it.” Dissent’s flat tone was belied by the gleam in his eye. Truth’s friend enjoyed relaying that detail. “It hosts one small settlement that serves as a supply and repair stop for passing ships. Nourishment, beverage, and parts are delivered from off-planet. One traveler called Nereid Negative One the place dreams go to die.”

      Truth laughed through the transmission lines. He added that colorful phrase to his databases, would utilize it in the future.

      Captain’s lips twitched. “We’ll send a two-warrior exploration team to Nereid Negative One.”

      He looked around the bridge.

      There weren’t many warriors to choose from. Truth bounced in his chair.

      North wouldn’t be assigned to the team. Captain wouldn’t part him from his female and soon-to-be manufactured offspring. Doc had to tend to his patients. Chuckles was actively avoiding Captain’s gaze, had no interest in leaving the ship.

      That left Dissent and himself.

      “Dissent and Truth will catalog the planet.” Captain announced that foregone conclusion.

      “Yes.” Truth pumped the air with his fists. “We’ll increase our kill rates.”

      “There will be no killing…unless those beings attempt to kill you.” Captain endeavored to steal his joy.

      That wasn’t possible. “They will attempt to kill us.” His grin widened. “They’ll see our shuttle craft, assume we continue to fight for the Humanoid Alliance, and seek to end our lifespans.”

      Better warriors than the beings on Nereid Negative One had tried to do that. And he remained alive. Truth flexed his biceps, eager for the chaos of battle.

      “You’ll take a fighter ship, not a shuttle craft.” Captain deviated from their previous plans. “And you’ll modify it, removing all indications it was a Humanoid Alliance vessel.”

      “Yes.” The mission got better and better. A fighter ship would fly faster than a shuttle craft and was equipped with a superior weapons system. Both appealed to Truth.

      “If the ship appears damaged, the locals will assume it’s landing on Nereid Negative One for repairs.” Dissent’s voice warmed with approval. “And a fighter ship, unlike a shuttle craft, is designed for long voyages. They’ll assume it’s a solitary vessel, won’t extend their scans to look for the Reckless.”

      “We’ll position the Reckless outside of their monitoring ranges.” Captain nodded.

      The two of them chattered about strategies. Truth listened, didn’t contribute.

      Planning didn’t hold any interest for him. He preferred to take action, adjusting to conditions as they changed. That was much more fun.

      “Freed.” North bellowed, shifting the attention on the bridge back to him. The D Model’s restraints retracted. He ran into the next chamber, relaying the footage as he moved.

      North’s female lay on a sleeping support. A covering cloth was draped over her form. Her normally spiked black hair had collapsed. Her red eyes glowed.

      She cradled a tiny D Model in her arms. The little cyborg thrashed his limbs and wailed at the top of his vocal range, his tiny gray face dark with outrage.

      “He’s powerful.” Captain murmured that observation as though speaking to himself.

      “My female.” North rushed to his female’s side, scattered kisses all over her pale face. “You aren’t damaged?”

      “I’m feeling no pain, my male.” Her voice was soft, which was unusual for North’s warrior female. Doc must have given her excess pain inhibitors. “We have an extremely active and healthy gray-skinned, black-haired, blue-eyed baby boy.” She held up the offspring. “He looks just like his father, but he’s strong like his mother.”

      Truth grinned. The female often claimed she was the strongest being on the ship.

      That wasn’t the truth, of course. Many of the other beings, himself included, were cyborgs.

      But that she processed she was superior in that way entertained him greatly.

      “Offspring.” North didn’t respond to his female’s teasing. He dropped with a loud thump to his knees beside her sleeping support. “We have offspring.” He took the little cyborg from her.

      The offspring stopped his struggles, gazed up at his father.

      “I love you, Victorious.” North pressed his lips to the little cyborg’s forehead. “And I love you, Myrina.” He met his female’s gaze. “That you have given me this happiness, this—” His voice broke.

      Envy poked at Truth’s heart. He wanted a female, longed for offspring, desired love, the intense type of love, the kind a warrior felt for a being he would kill for, die for.

      But he also felt a deep sense of sadness, of loss, as he watched North with his family. The male’s planet rotations of excitement were over.

      Captain hadn’t left the ship and his female’s side since their offspring was manufactured. Truth stifled a sigh. There was a 93.2569 probability North wouldn’t leave the ship now that he was a father.

      Warriors met the females genetically destined to be theirs. If they were fortunate. Not every warrior would have that opportunity. They claimed those females, bred with them, manufactured offspring.

      And their adventures ended.

      Truth would find his female. Not finding her, spending his lifespan alone, wasn’t a fate any warrior desired. But he wasn’t in a rush to locate her.

      He craved more thrills, more exploration, more battles, before that happened. His lifespan would be lived to its fullest. Boredom would be banished.

      Once he’d sucked every bit of excitement out of the universe, he would search for his female.

      Until then, he was free.
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      A planet rotation later, Truth escaped the oohing and aahing over the newly manufactured offspring and focused, with Dissent, on the mission assigned to them.

      They perused the available fighter ships, had additional company during that task. Dissent’s female held her warrior’s hand and chattered about offspring, about vessels, about how females could add value to exploration assignments and a certain Captain should realize that fact.

      Future, Captain’s fully mature offspring, trailed behind them with a sullen expression.

      “This fighter ship has the earliest date of fabrication.” Dissent patted one of its panels.

      They gazed up at the vessel. It was in pristine condition, as all the cyborg ships were, was fully functional and much too shiny for their requirements.

      “Fighters ships are designed to accommodate more than a crew of two.” Future scowled. “I should have spoken up, not merely sent Father a private transmission. Then you would have supported my request to join the exploration team and he would have relented.”

      There was only a 10.2593 percent probability Dissent would have supported that request. Every warrior on the Reckless processed how protective Captain was of his offspring. A prudent warrior wouldn’t interfere in that relationship.

      Truth wasn’t a prudent warrior. There was a 79.2584 percent probability he would have spoken on Future’s behalf. The warrior had been training for missions since he was manufactured, was eager to prove himself to his father…and to himself.

      And Truth projected he would have found Captain’s reaction entertaining…if he had survived it.

      “Dissent supported my request, and it made no difference.” His friend’s female glowered at Future. “Captain, your father, said the mission was too dangerous for human females.”

      “I’m a cyborg.” The male stuck out his chest. “We’re built for dangerous missions. The knowledge of millions of warriors resides in my databases.” He tapped his forehead.

      “I’ve stunned a being in battle.” Dissent’s female lifted her chin. She was clearly proud of that limited experience.

      “You’re fraggin’ fortunate.” Future shook his head. “I would do anything to take part in a battle.”

      Captain would sever their skulls from their frames if they allowed his offspring to fight in a battle without his authorization. And Truth hoped there would be plenty of violent clashes on Nereid Negative One. His form vibrated with excitement.

      “I would do anything to be part of this mission.” Dissent’s female frowned.

      Dissent looked at Truth. The warrior didn’t want to quash his female’s ambitions.

      And they had to be quashed, unfortunately.

      “You can’t explore Nereid Negative One with us.” Truth extracted a straightening tool from a pack placed near the fighter ship. “But you can be part of the mission.” He held the tool out to Dissent’s female. “This is for you, Great Stunner of Beings.”

      She clasped it. “Do you want me to hit you with this?”

      “That’s tempting, but no, don’t hit me with it.” He grinned and handed Future a similar-shaped tool. “If we are to land on the planet without arousing suspicion, we should modify the fighter ship to look like it is in need of repairs.”

      “You want us to rough up the fighter ship.”  Dissent’s female gazed at the vessel. “That feels wrong. It’s in perfect condition.”

      “Cyborgs optimize functionality. They don’t reduce it.” Future was as hesitant to damage the fighter ship as Dissent’s female was.

      “Being blown up reduces my functionality.” Truth grabbed a tool for himself.

      He wasn’t hesitant…about anything.

      The fighter ship had to be damaged. He wouldn’t pass up this rare opportunity to do so.

      “Ayeeee.” He mimicked Victorious the Vanquisher’s battle cry and ran toward the vessel. Using a fraction of his strength, he whacked a side panel.

      Metal rang against metal. A dent appeared in the previously smooth surface. Some of its shine dimmed.

      He looked behind him, seeking his audience’s reaction.

      Dissent’s female and Future gaped at him.

      Dissent’s expression was blank.

      A second demonstration was required. Truth clobbered a different part of the fighter ship and then another and another, transferring some of his frustration at planet rotations of inactivity onto the panels.

      Dissent’s female was wrong. It didn’t feel wrong. It felt great.

      She was the first being to join him. The little human tapped at a side panel tentatively and then glanced at him.

      “If you don’t have the strength to damage the fighter ship, that’s regrettable, but I understand.” He teased her. “You’re a human.”

      “Fuck that.” She beat the fighter ship with the straightening tool. “And fuck anyone who thinks I’m inferior.” The metal rang with the ferocity of her strikes. “Fuck those who question my strength.” Sweat beaded on her forehead. “Fuck beings who tell me what to do.”

      “Yes. Fuck them.” Future didn’t moderate the power of his first blow. It would take a team of cyborgs to smooth out the dent he made. “Fuck those who don’t give me a chance.” The tool he wielded swung dangerously close to Truth’s head. “Fuck being stuck on this ship.”

      Truth backed away from the fighter ship, watching Future and Dissent’s female as they beat the nuts and bolts out of the vessel. His frustration had been at minimal levels compared to theirs.

      “I had a systematic plan for damaging the fighter ship, D Model.” Dissent crossed his arms in front of his chest. “This was not it.”

      “This is a better plan, J Model.” Truth grinned at him. “Look at how happy they are.”

      “Happy isn’t the word I’d use to describe them.” His friend’s tone was dry.

      His female was pounding the shine off a side panel, cursing at it as though it were responsible for all the emotional damage in the universe.

      One of Future’s strikes went wild, connecting with the landing gear. A piece of it fell off.

      “We need that part if we hope to land the fighter ship.” Dissent glanced at Truth.

      “We’ll repair it before we leave.” He was 89.5698 percent certain that was possible. “They’re a human and a cyborg offspring. How much damage can they do?”

      The side panel Dissent’s female had been pummeling dropped to the floor.

      Her warrior grunted.

      Truth laughed, greatly entertained. “This is so much fun.”
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      Nancy, Princess Nanette of the planet Royaume, had been conceived for one primary purpose—she was the spare to the heir. If the queen died and then something happened to Nancy’s older brother, the crown prince, she would rule the planet, would sit on the throne.

      That double tragedy was unlikely to occur.

      The queen might take risks with her own lifespan, but she protected the crown prince with every bit of power she wielded. When the Humanoid Alliance had approached Royaume, he had been sent to safety, as had the other prince, the youngest of the three royal siblings.

      Nancy had stayed in the palace with the queen and the king. Nancy had been placed in danger. Nancy had waged a stealthy war against their oppressors, collecting information from the invading humans, feeding those findings to the resistance, doing what she could do to protect her subjects.

      That war was now over. The Humanoid Alliance’s cyborg warriors had rebelled en masse. Deprived of their much-feared enforcers, the enemy had retreated also.

      The planet was peaceful, was safe once more.

      The crown prince was returning.

      Nancy would be sent from the palace. As a precaution, she rarely occupied the same structure as her brothers.

      Before she left, she would appear at one last grand ball, this one thrown in her older brother’s honor. The attendees would all be Royaumes.

      There would be no spying on the guests, no maneuvering them into revealing their plans, no tricking them into saying something they believed she was too flighty, too female, to fully comprehend.

      Her sole private goal was to see her brothers. If she was fortunate, she might have the rare opportunity to speak to them.

      She would be with her family and, perhaps for a moment, she wouldn’t feel so desperately alone.

      “The crown prince and the prince must have held roles in the resistance.” She wasn’t aware of the parts her brothers had been assigned to play, hadn’t heard anything about them since they left the royal grounds.

      And she hadn’t asked. The less she knew, the less information she could tell the enemy if her own role was uncovered, if she was tortured for information.

      She’d been acutely aware of the peril she’d been in. It had terrified her, but she kept her fears to herself.

      A princess owed a duty to her subjects. She had been born to her role, wouldn’t complain about that reality.

      “One can speak to them about that, one supposes.” Her spying no longer had to be kept a secret. The enemy had been defeated.

      “The princess will wish to get the queen’s permission before doing that.” Marthe, the female who had cared for her since she was a baby, sprayed another layer of sparkling blue pigment over Nancy’s upswept hair. The hue matched her gown. “And there is unlikely to be an opportunity for such a serious discussion. The two princes’ return will cause much excitement, and the princess always attracts attention.”

      “In this gown—” Nancy touched the wide skirts. “—any female would attract attention.”

      Marthe beamed. As the dresser to the princess, she’d chosen and helped craft the garment. “The princess isn’t any female. Her Royal Highness stayed in the palace during the occupation. Royaumes look to her for reassurance.”

      That was the past. Her circumstances had changed.

      “The crown prince has finally returned.” Nancy served no leadership purpose now. She was the spare. “They’ll look to His Royal Highness for reassurance.”

      Marthe’s huff communicated she didn’t believe that.

      Nancy, however, was certain that transfer of affection would occur.

      Her elder brother was brave and strong and worthy. He must have fought for Royaume in some capacity during the occupation. Once the stories of those feats circulated, beings would give him the respect he deserved.

      They would forget all about her.

      And she would relish that. The crown prince would attend the seemingly endless ceremonies and other public events. She wouldn’t have to don the serene princess mask as often, wouldn’t have to worry about breaking protocol, making mistakes.

      Being uncovered and killed.

      “Bring one’s daggers.” Nancy swept her hands over her full skirts. They were flirty and light, too light. She had grown accustomed to the weight of her blades.

      “Wearing daggers to a ball is not done, Princess.” Marthe clucked her tongue yet did as requested, retrieving Nancy’s arsenal. “The princess is no longer in danger. The enemy is gone.” She unrolled the black fabric, revealing an assortment of blades. “The princess is attending the crown prince’s homecoming ball. There will be drinking and dancing. Valentin mentioned quite a few young males of high-ranking families have placed their names on the guest list.”

      “And where were these young males when one needed them, when the enemy sought to control us?” Nancy slipped the daggers into the hidden pockets on her skirts. All her garments had been designed to hold weapons.

      “Very few Royaumes knew we fought that control, Princess.” Marthe rolled the fabric once more, placed it back in its hiding place. The female remained cautious.

      Nancy would maintain her guard also. “They didn’t question Royaume’s agreement with the Humanoid Alliance.” That agreement had been extremely one-sided. Royaumes gave the Humanoid Alliance everything they desired, and the Humanoid Alliance didn’t blow up their planet. “If the young males had strength, courage, conviction, they would have approached the queen in private and—”

      “And her Majesty the Queen would have kept that meeting secret from the princess.” Marthe held out a tiara set with blue stones. “As she kept the princess’ involvement secret from others.”

      The queen had done that for Nancy’s safety. And because she’d be ineffective as a spy if everyone realized that was her role.

      “It doesn’t matter who one dances with.” She had danced with the Humanoid Alliance Officers and they had been horrid beings. “One won’t be matched with a male from Royaume.”

      Her destiny was to be paired with a ruler of another planet, someone she barely knew, felt no affection for. A strong alliance for Royaume was more important than compatibility.

      The queen and king’s relationship was proof of that.

      “A match for the princess would be lovely.” Marthe had a different view of relationships, was in a happy, extremely passionate one with Claude, Nancy’s royal guard, and Valentin, her private secretary. “Valentin will know if there are any eligible males from off-planet attending the ball.”

      As though summoned, the doors to the chambers opened and Valentin strolled into the space, swinging the elaborately decorated cane he carried like a scepter. “Did I hear my name?”

      “You hear everything.” Nancy smiled at the male she secretly viewed as one of her two fathers. “What should one know about this ball?”

      Valentin grasped the tiara. “If the princess would indulge us...”

      She sank to the floor in a deep curtsey and he placed the decoration on her head. The stones in the tiara reflected the light, made her gown sparkle.

      “Oh my.” Marthe clasped her hands together. “The princess is perfect.”

      “One is perfect because of one’s royal dresser.” And she was alive due to the efforts of Valentin, Marthe, and the not-yet-present Claude.

      The three of them had protected her well during the occupation, assisting her in her mission to obtain enemy intel, eliminating threats, killing beings when that was necessary.

      Nancy pushed those memories from her mind. “Have the crown prince and the prince arrived?”

      “Rumors say the crown prince is en route.” Valentin walked around her. The male viewed it as his duty to record everything. He had tiny devices built into many of his garments. “The crown prince will be delayed as His Royal Highness is picking up a package.”

      “Is the crown prince’s package the prince?” The three of them would finally be together.

      They would be a family, the family Nancy had always wanted.

      “The prince could be the package, Princess.” Her private secretary stood back and gazed at her. “The princess’ appearance is acceptable.” He nodded, granting her his approval.

      “The princess’ appearance will have to be acceptable.” Claude swaggered into the chambers.

      His stout form was squeezed into his dress uniform. The fabric over his shoulders and stomach was pulled dangerously tight.

      The male, the being she viewed as her other father, insisted on wearing the same-sized garments he had favored when he was a young guard.

      He boasted about that achievement often, claimed he remained in the prime of his lifespan, had the strength and shape equal to any Royaume.

      Nancy said nothing because she loved him.

      “Her Majesty the Queen has requested an audience with the princess.” Claude tugged on his beard. “Immediately.”

      Nancy’s stomach fluttered. Audiences with the queen were rare and always made her nervous. Her regal parent never requested them for trivial matters.

      “Valentin?” She looked to that male for guidance.

      “I have no knowledge of this meeting, Princess.” And he appeared unsettled by that.

      His frown added to her trepidation.

      Her gaze drifted over Valentin, Claude, and Marthe. Part of her wanted to be comforted by them, wanted to sink into their arms, be held for a moment.

      But that wasn’t done. And it would likely shock them.

      She was their Princess. They were her entourage, weren’t truly her parents.

      Nancy fixed a serene smile to her face, hiding her emotions under that royal mask. “One will meet with her Majesty the Queen and debrief you upon one’s return.”

      “The princess will be fine.” Marthe’s attempt at reassurance was destroyed by the trembling in the older female’s hands.

      “One is always fine.” Nancy picked up a sparkling blue scarf, wrapped it casually around her neck.

      “The princess decided upon wearing the jewels, not the scarf.” Marthe expressed her unhappiness with the revised look.

      “The princess won’t wear the scarf for long.” Nancy had another purpose for it. She looked at her guard. “Claude?”

      “Follow me, Princess.” The older male led her out of the chambers.

      The two palace guards positioned at the doors straightened.

      Nancy stopped in front of one of them. “One understands there is a birthday this planet rotation.” She removed her scarf. “One wishes the birthday girl to have this.” She held it out to the male.

      The guard, Leonce, took it from her. “Her Royal Highness the Princess does us a great honor. My little Lina will be over the moons about this. She adores Her Royal Highness.”

      Her Royal Highness craved love, not adoration. “There are two containers of sweets in the kitchen.” She glanced first at Leonce and then at Louis, the other guard. “Ensure they are brought home.”

      “Thank you, Princess.” The two guards said that in unison, smiling at her.

      She nodded curtly and rejoined Claude. The older male had waited for her.

      “That wasn’t seen.” She lifted her chin.

      “I didn’t see anything, Princess.” His eyes twinkled.

      She suspected that story would be shared with Valentin and Marthe, would be recorded in her private secretary’s files. Those documents were unlikely to ever be viewed by anyone. The queen would never give her permission for them to be shared.

      Claude stopped in front of the gilded doors to the queen’s private working chambers. “Her Royal Highness Princess Nanette to see her Majesty the Queen.”

      The guards snapped their boot heels together, turned as one and opened the double doors.

      Nancy nodded to Claude as she passed him. He would wait in the hallway. She should be safe.

      Should be.

      She slipped one hand into a hidden pocket, clasped the hilt of a dagger.

      The queen stood by a window, looking out at the Royal Gardens. Her private secretary shuffled documents nearby. The king sprawled in a chair situated on the
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