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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to my daddy. We had our ups and downs and never quite saw eye-to-eye but I loved him and I knew that he loved me. RIP.
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MELISIZWE IS THE KGOSI and sole ruler of the bu Kumkani Kingdom. He needs a powerful queen with alliances, wealth and connections at his side. To find his perfect mate, he invites nine dignitaries from across the galaxy for a meet and greet. Instead of focusing on a fitting match, he’s plagued with assassination attempts, civil unrest, and meeting his true lifemate—a human. For the good of his race, he must pledge himself to a female of status, so there’s no room in his life for a lowly security guard.

Atlanta Georgia Moore has never visited Earth or her namesake. Born and raised on a distant alien planet, she has worked hard to fit into a world with people who view human emotion as a weakness. She has trained hard to suppress all human traits until she meets the Kgosi. The effect he has on her body and heart frightens her but, for the first time in her life, she wants to embrace who she really is.

Atlanta can fight and protect others, but defending herself against love just may be the battle of her life.
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BU KUMKANI – BOO-COME-con-e

Ionwabo – I-on-wab-oo

Ipakethe – Ip-a-keth-i

Kazi (Queen) – Kah-zi

Kgosi (King) – Ko-zi

Melisizwe – Mel-iz-we

Mxolisi – Ko-li-ze

Ndebele – De-belle-e

Ngonyama – Non-ya-ma

Ngumniki – Num-niki

Nkosana (Prince) – No-sa-na

Nkosazana (Princess) – No-saz-a-na

Nonhle (Beautiful) – Non-heal

Okuthyu – O-ky-thy-u

Themba – Them-ba
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“LANTA?” A FIT OF COUGHING overtook Atlanta’s mother’s body. The sound was more wet than hoarse. Her mother’s old bed creaked and rocked as one cough came after another.

Atlanta paused at the entrance to her mother’s bedroom, clutching the curtain that separated her room from her mother’s tightly in her hand, afraid to enter and afraid not to. The coughing stopped and her mother’s breaths came out as labored wheezes.

In Atlanta’s other hand she held a small glass of recycled water. It was only enough for three sips. After she’d woken up that morning to the first sounds of her mother’s screams, Atlanta had saved her morning’s water rations. Now she was glad she did. Her mother needed it. Atlanta pressed forward through the narrow room, keeping her gaze on where she knew the cot should be.

If it were earlier in the day, the slit of a window would’ve allowed some of the sun’s light inside and Atlanta could’ve easily found her way to her mother’s bed. But with the sun long gone, Atlanta moved slowly, shuffling her feet along the floor so she wouldn’t injure herself on the tiny desk and chair that her mother felt compelled to stuff into the too-small space. The rasp of her mother’s labored breathing guided her way. It was times like this she wished there were extra credits to purchase candles.

“I’m almost there, Momma,” Atlanta said, but not too loud. She didn’t exactly know why, but she felt the need to whisper. Maybe it was the still of the night and the hushed voices coming from the communal room, but Atlanta thought quiet was better. Living amongst the Oncuns, quiet was always better.

Another cough wracked her mom, followed by another, more violent cough. Her mother would need medicine to clear up all the wetness in her lungs. They’d used all their credits to call for the medic to help with the birth. There wasn’t enough for the cough. Atlanta could skip breakfast for the next month to help save. She didn’t mind. Her mother liked to say breakfast was the most important meal of the day, but she herself never had it.

Atlanta finally made it to the bedside and placed the cup on the table. Her mother’s tiny form was covered by a sheet and, even without light, Atlanta could tell her mom’s pregnancy bump was noticeably smaller. Atlanta flicked her gaze to the bundle cradled in the crook of her mother’s left arm. Her new baby brother was in there. Samuel. Her mom said they would call him Sam for short. After her mother’s father.

Atlanta let out a sigh of relief. Her baby brother was finally here. It had felt like he would never come. Now that he was here, all their troubles would go away.

The source of their troubles? Atlanta and her mom were human, and although Atlanta was born on Luur, her mother still chose to raise her the human way. The Oncuns didn’t understand that, and what they didn’t understand they shunned. But things would be different for her brother. He was half-Oncun. Her mother would raise him right. The elders had already demanded it.

Atlanta didn’t want to be raised as a human. It only made her stand out on Luur. The elders had even tried to intervene regarding her upbringing. They’d told her mom that if she could embrace the Oncun way of life, the community would accept her and Atlanta. Her mother usually left those meetings with her nose in the air, telling Atlanta they were special because they were different. It didn’t matter to her mom that different wasn’t such a good thing on a planet where being the same was expected.

But now that her mother had a half-Oncun child, she wouldn’t have any choice but to leave her human ways behind and raise the baby right. They would finally be accepted. Atlanta was sure of it. She’d spent the last four months praying to her mom’s God about it. In secret of course. The Oncuns didn’t believe in a higher power. To them, they just were, until they weren’t anymore.

“Hi, Momma.” Although Atlanta wanted to see her new brother, he didn’t hold her attention. Her eyes had finally adjusted to the darkness. Her mother’s face was twisted in misery. Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes, and the stains from the one she’d already shed were on her cheeks. Her lips were dry and cracked. All her prettiness was stripped away. She looked...frail...broken.

“Humans are weak beings.”

Aunt Varlah told the other children that whenever one of them accidently hurt Atlanta during training. She would then caution them not to hit her as hard.

It wasn’t Atlanta’s fault, Aunt Varlah often told her. But, as a species, humans were easily maimed, hurt, and injured. Aunt Varlah was teaching her how to be strong. Atlanta trained with Aunt Varlah’s daughter Elkah every day. Momma never trained.

“There’s my baby,” her mom said, with a sigh.

“I’m not a baby anymore,” Atlanta grumbled. “I’m eight, practically grown.”

She dropped to her butt, sitting on the floor beside her mom’s bed. It had been a long day. Her mother had been in labor since the early morning and it was well past Atlanta’s bedtime. Maybe her mother would let her new brother sleep with her? That would be nice. Atlanta yawned.

“Why are you way down there?” Her mother’s hand hung limply over the side of the bed. Instead of her normally vibrant brown skin tone, her hand looked dusky and pale.

“I don’t know.” Atlanta slipped her hand into her mother’s, something she wouldn’t do if an Oncun were around.

Her mom’s hand didn’t feel right. Instead of being warm and soft it was cold and lifeless. Her mother curled her fingers around Atlanta’s hand. If Aunt Varlah was around, they would’ve gotten verbally reprimanded. But since they were alone, it was okay. She would remind her mom later they shouldn’t hold hands. Holding hands is what humans do, not Oncuns, and since they were going to raise an Oncun boy they had to work harder at behaving like them.

“I love you so much, baby girl.” Her mom’s voice hitched with a sob.

“You shouldn’t tell me that where Oncuns can hear, Momma,” Atlanta whispered. Although they lived apart from the villagers, Aunt Varlah and a few of the elders were in the other room. They’d come to assist in the birth.

Oncuns loved each other but they didn’t show it, and most certainly didn’t say that to each other. Aunt Varlah said expressing emotions was a human flaw. One that Atlanta would one day learn to overcome. Atlanta could become stronger, but keeping her emotions from showing? That was difficult. Humans had so many emotions that it was hard to keep them all contained inside. To Atlanta, human emotions grew and grew, until they spilled to the outside and couldn’t be hidden anymore.

Aunt Varlah and Momma both agreed it was too late for Momma to overcome her human flaws. She was older and her flaws were firmly set.

But Atlanta worked on controlling her emotions every day.

“I’ll tell you that I love you anytime I want.”

Although her mom couldn’t change her human ways, and often made life for them on Luur harder than it should be, Atlanta loved her. Even if she didn’t say it when other people were around.

Atlanta glanced toward the bedroom entrance. Aunt Varlah wasn’t in sight and she wasn’t prone to eavesdropping, but Atlanta braced just the same. If she heard them, she might leave, uncomfortable with the show of affection, and Atlanta wanted her to stay around for a little while longer. The medic had gotten so uncomfortable by Atlanta’s mom’s yelling and crying that she’d left. Aunt Varlah had to show them how to care for an Oncun baby so they got it right. “But Aunt Varlah—”

“Varlah doesn’t know anything about being human. She saved us and took us in. I’ll be in her debt forever. But she needs to keep her nose out of our business. She thinks she’s doing right by telling you to behave more like an Oncun, but she’s not. She’s trying to strip you of your humanity.” Her mother coughed and wheezed as she spoke, but there was determination in her voice.

“That’s a good thing. I need to fit in. If the other kids stop seeing me as different then they’ll talk to me. I don’t like being shunned.” And lonely.

“I know it’s hard, baby. The Oncuns aren’t bad people. They’re just...” She let out a long breath. “Back on Earth we would call them socially awkward. They don’t really like to talk. They don’t make eye contact. They don’t like expressing or showing emotion and, because of that, they can’t handle it. They can’t process it correctly and it makes them uncomfortable. They would rather shun you than deal with your regular everyday emotions.”

“But I can change. I can become like them.”

“You can’t. You’re human. You’re meant to express joy, pain, love, hate. You can be sad one minute and happy the next. And it’s wonderful. It’s okay to be unique...different...you. Embrace it.”

If Atlanta took her mother’s advice, she would never talk to anyone on Luur but her mother again. Even Aunt Varlah and Elkah would eventually stop talking to her.

Atlanta shook her head. “Momma, I can’t. I have to fit in.”

“I thought... I wanted to give you a good life and shield you from the dangers that are out here in this brand-new world. But I messed it up. I think I should’ve gone to the Okuthyu and asked for help instead of following Varlah to Luur. She was my savior. I was terrified. And I just needed a friend.”

Atlanta had heard the story of how Aunt Varlah had saved her mother—at the time pregnant with Atlanta—a million times. Aunt Varlah had stumbled across Atlanta’s mom while working as a personal guard for one of the scientists who had abducted her from Earth. Aunt Varlah didn’t think what they were doing to her mother was right and, when the assignment ended, she’d freed her.

“The Okuthyu wouldn’t have returned me to Earth, and I’d heard stories about how they kept humans in colonies, shielded from the rest of the galaxy, and I didn’t want that for you or us. I thought that with Varlah we could have a normal life. A good life.”

“I have a good life, Momma.” Despite all the shunning, she liked her life. The other children didn’t care for her, but Elkah was her true friend. She never shunned Atlanta. And once she showed the other children her new baby brother, she would have more friends.

Another sigh broke from her mother. “You say that because you don’t know any other life, Lanta. Do you know what I was doing when I was eight?”

Atlanta nodded, then, realizing her mother couldn’t see her, she said, “Playing with your brothers and sisters?”

Her mom spent hours telling Atlanta about all the fun she and her siblings had in her hometown, Atlanta, Georgia. When her mother spoke of her memories of Earth, Atlanta would try to imagine what it was like to live in a place full of trees and grass. She tried to picture buildings so tall they touched the sky. She sometimes drew what she thought cars and airplanes looked like. And she dreamed of water flowing freely from a faucet, just by a turn of a knob.

She would also try to imagine an entire planet with people who looked just like her. That was the hardest of her mother’s memories to believe. In none of her mother’s stories had her mom talked about people pointing at her and whispering as she walked by.

Her mother chuckled, then sniffled. “Yes, of course that. And playing on a playground too.”

Like all the other times her mom talked about playgrounds, Atlanta closed her eyes and imagined what one looked like. She conjured up images of concrete, wood, and metal and how those materials would be used for children to slide down and swing on.

“Ah, the playground,” her mother said, in the voice she used when she was about to cry about missing Earth. “What I wouldn’t give to take you to a playground. Just once.”

“I wish I could go too.” A place where children played, carefree? Atlanta dreamt of going to such a place. There wasn’t anything like that on Luur. The Oncuns didn’t play. Not even the children. And according to her mother, it was plain wrong.

“But, most importantly, I wasn’t worried about my mother dying and leaving me all alone on an alien planet.”

Dying? Aunt Varlah hadn’t said anything about her mom dying. Atlanta pushed herself to stand on shaking legs. She smoothed a lock of tightly curled hair from her mother’s damp forehead. “Momma?”

Her mom blinked hard, and tears squeezed from the corners of her eyes. “I tried so hard to fit in here. I took a lover in hopes of making a match. That didn’t work. I was much too human for him. I even thought having a baby would—” Her mother’s words broke off into a fit of sobs.

“We’ll be okay now that we have Sam. You’ll see, Momma. They’ll accept us now.”

Her mom cried harder. “Oh, Lanta. I’m so sorry. The baby...”

Atlanta looked toward the bundle in her mom’s arm. The baby was still. “What about the baby?”

Atlanta’s hands shook as she unfolded the sheet covering Sam’s face. Her mother made an attempt to swat her hand away but, as weak as she was, she was no match for Atlanta’s determination.

When she freed the baby’s face, she saw it wasn’t a human or Oncun face, but an odd mixture of both. Three eyes, two noses, two mouths and four ears weren’t in the right places and some appendages weren’t firmly attached at all. The baby—her brother—was lifeless. Atlanta dropped the piece of cloth and backed away. Vomit rose to the back her throat. “No. No. No.”

Aunt Varlah appeared at the door. Her short and square frame blocked most of it. Like other Oncuns, she wore her dark brown hair cut close to her head. She wore a full-length robe that covered most of her body, but what flesh was visible was green. In the shadows, she could resemble a human, having the same facial features, but Atlanta’s and her mom’s were more pronounced than the flatness of Aunt Varlah’s. “Lanta. Come with me. Let your mother rest. She needs it.”

“My brother. He...he’s dead?” She stared at the unmoving bundle, waiting for a squirm, eye blink. Anything.

Aunt Varlah tugged her toward the exit. “Control your emotions. Your mother doesn’t need you crying over her. It will do no good. Crying and being emotional won’t change the situation. The sooner you realize that, the better.” She pulled Atlanta from the room and closed the curtain. “Your mother will call for you when she’s ready for another visit.”

Only her mother never woke up.
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MELISIZWE BU KUMKANI opened his heavy eyelids. The room was dark, except for the flicker of the hologram projected over his desk. He couldn’t remember at what hour he’d fallen asleep and didn’t know what time it was now. It was late enough for the lights in the garden, outside the picturesque window at his back, to have gone dark. They’d been on before he’d fallen asleep though, otherwise he would’ve turned on his office lights.

The last thing he’d remembered was researching the Laheath Kingdom. Their princess, Lu, was one of the nine off-world dignitaries arriving in the morning. He’d spent the past month learning each of his guests’ customs, down to the smallest detail. He wanted to make a good impression.

No. He had to make a good impression.

One of the nine would rule by his side as his bonded mate. Those he didn’t choose would hopefully become allies in his attempt to unify his homeworld, Ipakethe, once and for all.

Finally.

Melis wanted to stretch, yawn, work out the kinks in his neck and shoulders. He’d fallen asleep at an awkward angle again. His forehead teetered on the edge of his desk, one arm splayed across its surface, and the other hanging loosely at his side. Now he was awake, he felt the pain radiating across his forehead. The edge of the metal desk bit into his skin, down to his skull. He’d no doubt have to spend the morning trying to massage the indentation from his skin.

But even with the pain in his head and confusion about his sudden alertness, Melis remained still. His intuition was strong that he must.

He wasn’t sure what had awakened him, but it had been something unusual.

What?

It could be tension. He’d been on edge ever since coming up with the plan to ally his kingdom with an off-worlder months ago, and his nervousness had only grown when he’d invited the guests to his planet. Now that the day was almost here, and the staff scurried about preparing rooms, reviewed diets, and planned events, it was expected the increased anxiety of it all would have an adverse effect on him.

As the Kgosi, King, and sole Ruler of the bu Kumkani Kingdom since his father’s death five years ago, Melis was used to working himself to exhaustion. There was always so much to do, problems to solve, a kingdom to fix. Granted, this new endeavor was a huge undertaking, bigger than anything he’d ever done before, but it was a challenge he was up to.

He was one of five Kgosis on Ipakethe. Each kingdom separated by boundary lines held in place by threads of contention and shaky alliances. It was understood that each kingdom operated under their own rules, but the planet was governed by them all. Melis wanted something more for Ipakethe. Better. While the other Kgosis focused on their lands, Melis had his sights set on the galaxy.

A creak sounded from the right, by the door.

Was that what had woken him?

It wasn’t uncommon for his assistant, Huson, to come into his personal quarters to check in on him. Huson was one of his closest confidants, and would often wake Melis and insist he get into bed. Huson wouldn’t fuss over him—Melis wouldn’t appreciate that—but he was insistent at times, as a good assistant was supposed to be.

But no, the light whisper of footsteps entering his office wasn’t Huson. Huson would’ve entered making more noise than that. He wouldn’t want to surprise Melis. Huson was well aware of Melis’s prowess and training. Besides, Huson would’ve been tsk-ing and talking to himself under his breath, about how he wished he could get a good night’s sleep, just once, without worrying about Melis falling asleep awkwardly on his desk.

The creeper also wasn’t either of his heirs, his brothers, Themba and Mxolisi. They’d each found their true lifemates, and their nights didn’t consist of checking on Melis. Theirs were spent in bed, wrapped in the arms of the females they loved, and who loved them. A slight pang of jealousy stung his heart. He was happy for his brothers, but knew his fate was much different. As Kgosi he didn’t have the luxury of leaving such an important position to fate.

His future mate would arrive in the morning.

Well, he didn’t know which of the nine would end up with that honor. But, at the end of the visit, one would become his new queen and rule the bu Kumkani Kingdom at his side, as well as help him on his quest to lead Ipakethe in becoming a Class 5-ii planet. A designation given to planets with strong interplanetary alliances and open trade, that were also technologically advanced and had a unified governing system.

Creak.

Melis pushed the never-ending thoughts of alliances and mates aside. He would worry about that later. Right now, it seemed there was an intruder in his room.

How had they gotten past the palace guards or high-tech security system?

As Melis’s mind worked to figure out the answer, he clenched and unclenched his fist on the arm that hung, pumping the pooled blood to circulate again, preparing to fight and defend himself. Whoever crept through his room wouldn’t be able to see the movement. The oversized desk blocked his arm from view.

Creak.

Closer this time.

Almost close enough.

Creak.

The air above his head shifted. Melis rolled to the left. Something smacked the surface of his desk. Hard. The sound reverberated through the part of his body touching the desk. Melis slid off his chair and slammed it into the shadowy figure who stood inches from him, pinning the intruder against the desk.

His assailant tried to push away. Unable to get free, he slammed an object against Melis’s side. The crack hitting Melis’s ears was the sound of his ribs shattering. Pain radiated throughout his body. Melis fell to the floor, dragging the intruder with him. The attacker tried to stop his descent by grabbing Melis’s desk. Items came crashing down on them both.

A ceremonial dagger that had been passed down from his father, and his father’s father, fell with a thump, landing next to Melis’s shoulder. He grabbed it with one hand and wrapped his other arm about his struggling opponent’s neck, pinning the weapon he wielded between their bodies. The assailant kicked and punched anywhere on Melis’s body that he could reach with his free hand.

Melis wrapped his legs around the intruder’s body, further restricting his movements. “Who are you?”

“Your killer,” the assailant spat out, his voice full of venom.

“Lights!” The lights instantly illuminated his office, blinding Melis. He blinked until his eyes adjusted.

He didn’t recognize the person in his grasp. He was a Ngonyama who looked to be from one of the two larger kingdoms. They were known for their petite frames and agility. The Kgosis who ruled those regions weren’t happy Melis looked for an off-world mate. None of the other Kgosis were happy about the fact either, if Melis was being honest about it.

But would the other Kgosis really attempt to assassinate Melis, in order to stop him from going through with his plan?

His opponent wiggled his arm free and brought up the weapon again. A skull crusher. The sight of it sent coldness rushing through Melis’s veins. One blow to the head with the weapon made from bone and Melis’s brain would be splattered all over his carpet.

The intruder sneered and narrowed his eyes. He raised the skull crusher in the air, just as Melis rammed his dagger between his assailant’s ribs and twisted. A sickening cry left the intruder’s mouth, as the light flickered from his eyes. Hot blood pumped from the wound to cover Melis’s hand.

He didn’t know who’d sent the assassin, but one thing he knew for sure. Someone was willing to kill him to keep an off-worlder from being part-ruler of Ipakethe.

The stakes were now higher than Melis had ever imagined.
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“THIS IS WHERE I’M EXPECTED to stay during my visit?” Princess Una of Pheilit stopped dead center in the communal area and refused to take another step. Her personal secretary Aiko, who had her head down and was typing furiously on her tablet, ran into Una’s back with an oof.

Una flailed her arms, wobbling on shoes too high and narrow. She reached to steady herself on Aiko, but came up with empty air. Aiko had bent to retrieve her tablet from the floor where she’d dropped it. Before Una could fall flat on her face, Elkah, one of her guards, grabbed Una’s arm and righted her.

“Ancients! You’re too strong to hold me like that. You’ll leave marks on my skin!” Una tried to pull away. “Let go of me before you break my bo—”

Before Una could get the last word out of her mouth, Elkah released her, leaving Una teetering on unsteady feet again.

“Oh! Wait.” Una reached to steady herself on Elkah again.

Elkah took a healthy step away. The Oncun didn’t like uninvited touches. Elkah had explained this during their first meeting.

“Whoa! Whoa!” Una said as she wobbled from side to side.

The only reason Atlanta Georgia Moore wasn’t laughing—loudly—at the comical scene was because the sensitive skin on the inside of her cheek was mashed between her teeth. It was a habit she’d gotten into years prior. It was meant to provide a little pain as a reminder to keep her facial expressions neutral. That didn’t stop her from chuckling on the inside though.

Una was a spoiled brat. Atlanta had learned that two days prior when they’d first met, and the assumption had been confirmed every waking minute since.

This suite was exquisite, yet the princess had somehow found fault in it. Yes, Una’s family palace was bigger than the bu Kumkani palace, but if Una wasn’t such an impudent child, she would admit this suite rivaled her personal one on Pheilit. It was jaw droppingly beautiful.

Once Una was steady, she crossed her thin arms and huffed out a breath. “The first thing I’ll do when I become his queen is upgrade all the furnishings, including this uneven carpet.”

It’s not the carpet, Princess. It’s the shoes.

The Ngonyama attendant who’d met them in the docking bay sputtered. Her red skin flushed a shade darker. Her whiskers twitched and her tail swished violently behind her.

Atlanta was surprised the attendant had been able to keep her anger in check for as long as she had. From the moment Una stepped foot off her transporter, it seemed she’d been trying to prove she was better than everyone else, and deserved to be given preferential treatment.

Una had told the attendant within minutes of meeting her, “My mother has the credits and connections to buy this dry rock of yours. Be lucky that I only came here to rule a small section of it.”

Atlanta had learned rather quickly that Una spoke without grasping the consequences of her words. Una had been invited to Ipakethe as a possible mate for Kgosi Melisizwe bu Kumkani, the ruler of the bu Kumkani Kingdom. Since she was one of nine invited, Atlanta would’ve guessed Una would be on her best behavior in order to secure the pairing her mother sought.

Instead, Una had complained about everything from the temperature in the docking bay to the décor and lack of staff roaming the halls, all while looking down on their attendant and any other Ngonyama they passed as they were led to their suite.

The attendant, still bristling with anger, swung her gaze from Una to Atlanta, then to Elkah, waiting for one of them to reprimand Una for her behavior. Both Atlanta’s and her partner’s mouths remained shut. Keeping Una’s temper in check wasn’t their responsibility. Atlanta and Elkah were hired as personal security only. Any coddling needed was done by Aiko, who, at seeing the look from the attendant, sprang into action.

“Princess, I was assured we would be given the finest guest suite available.” Aiko, cradling her tablet in her arms like a precious babe, turned toward the attendant. “Was there a problem with my request?”

The attendant’s lips thinned, revealing her pointy teeth.

Atlanta wanted to laugh again. Neither Aiko nor Una seemed phased by the show of aggression. Una knew her mother would level Ipakethe if anything happened to her fifth daughter. Unless the Ngonyama wanted a multi-planet incident, she would calm down. And if she didn’t...that’s where Elkah and Atlanta would step in.

“The guest suites approved by my Kgosi, my King, are exactly the same.” 

It didn’t escape Atlanta’s notice which words the attendant put emphasis on. Atlanta guessed it was to remind Una who the attendant took her orders from. 

“He did not want to give the impression that one guest had higher standing than the others,” the attendant continued.

Una was considered pretty on her homeworld. Her eyes were deep set and wide. The outside tips angled upward toward her hairline and the inside corners angled down to meet the bridge of her nose. Her eyes were large and expressive. The sclera shone like diamonds and the irises were soft blue, which complemented the pink hue of her skin. But when she got angry, Una’s eyes narrowed into slits and her skin turned purple. Just like now.

Atlanta had only seen Una’s transformation once. After arriving on Pheilit for their assignment, Una’s mother, Queen Anaiel, the only ruler on Pheilit, had introduced Atlanta and Elkah as Una’s personal security for the journey to Ipakethe. Una’s good looks had turned monstrous, as she’d proceeded to wreak havoc on her mother’s throne room. Anything breakable had been smashed across the floor.

Her mother, seemingly used to Una’s antics, hadn’t batted an eye. She’d explained that leaving for Ipakethe without personal security wasn’t an option. When Una then refused to go, her mother calmly reminded her that if she didn’t match with the Kgosi, the bonding contract to a faraway dignitary would be signed posthaste.

“What you’re telling me is that this...” Una’s voice trailed off as she swept her arm out and turned in a tight circle. “Is the best your King has put forth for his future mate?”

Atlanta took a step toward the attendant and sized her up. She was taller and skinnier than Atlanta and had pronounced muscles under the pantsuit she wore. She would be a formidable opponent but it was doubtful it would come to a fight. Atlanta wouldn’t hurt the attendant if she decided to launch herself and strangle Una, but she would restrain her. To be honest, Una had a good strangling coming to her.

“I’m sure the future mate of my Kgosi, whoever that may be, would appreciate his decision and wouldn’t work to undermine his authority or his directives to his staff,” the attendant said through gritted teeth.

If Una was smart, she would back down. The attendant might inform her Kgosi of Una’s behavior. While she’d introduced herself as an attendant, she could very well be related to the Kgosi or have his ear. From what Atlanta had read about the Ngonyamas during the long journey, their kingdoms were made up of close-knit communities.

Una stabbed a finger toward the attendant. “Now you listen here—”

No. Una wasn’t smart at all.

At this rate, Atlanta and Elkah would be back home, job completed, before the day was over. While Atlanta wasn’t on Ipakethe for a pleasure visit, she had wanted to sample the luxuries the palace had to offer. Usually her and Elkah’s jobs were middle-tiered. This was their first high-profile assignment and the first job that came with perks they would also get to enjoy.

For starters, they’d been given free upgrades to their universal translators. Una’s mom had paid for it without hesitation once Elkah had informed her it was needed. Their previous translators weren’t base model, but they didn’t have the Ngonyama language pre-programed. Without the upgrade, they wouldn’t have been able to understand the Ngonyama.

Not all translators came pre-programed with every language, especially those only spoken on select planets. The Ngonyama language wasn’t spoken anywhere else but Ipakethe.

She was happy for the free translator upgrade, but what Atlanta really hoped to experience was the communal bath. While each suite had a private sonic shower, the bu Kumkani palace also had a bathing chamber that staff and guests were given access to. Atlanta had gotten giddy just reading about it. She planned to make use of it during her very first break. She’d never immersed her body in water before.

She also wanted to make use of the food processor. They would actually get to eat food Atlanta had only heard of and could never afford on her salary. It was stocked with all the ingredients to make every dish available in the pre-programmable features. Even Elkah had been excited when she’d learned their suite would not only have one, but all guests could use it. 

The status of her clients had never concerned her before, as long as they were able to meet Aunt Varlah’s price for their services. But now, seeing all the luxury displayed around her, Atlanta wanted to experience what she could. If only for a little while. When the job was completed and she returned home, it would be to a one room apartment, without running water or indoor plumbing.

Aiko moved swiftly in front of the princess, angling her slight frame to block part of Una’s body. Normally, the move was one of protection. While the attendant was growing irritated by the minute, Atlanta didn’t sense a threat. Neither had Elkah, because she hadn’t changed her position by Una’s side.

“You are correct. We wouldn’t dare to undermine the Kgosi’s directives,” Aiko said in a soft tone. “If you say everyone has the same accommodations that the Kgosi himself has approved, then we are most satisfied.”

“But—”

Aiko placed a hand gently on Una’s arm. “Princess, this might be a better discussion for private, no?”

Una opened her mouth then, after a hesitation, snapped it shut. “Very well,” she forced out through tight lips.

Atlanta had to give it to Aiko, she was quite the idiot whisperer. In the short time Atlanta had been in the princess’s presence she hadn’t seen many people who could handle Una as Aiko had just done.

Satisfied with Una’s reaction, Aiko turned back to the attendant. “I’ve received the itinerary and downloaded it to my tablet. Are there any changes I should be made aware of?”

The tone Aiko used and the subject change seemed to work, because the attendant relaxed her shoulders. The deep breaths that had made her three sets of breasts heave up and down calmed. “We remain on schedule. Any changes will be sent via comlink and can be downloaded remotely to your tablet. Your luggage will arrive soon. If you have any further questions or need assistance, please call me. I’ve programed my contact information into the main communication console by the door. It also connects to a private system available in each room.”

Their comlinks were the other upgrade they’d received from this job. Thanks to Queen Anaiel, the bulky wristbands that Atlanta and Elkah used to have were now replaced with thinner, sleeker, and newer models. Before she’d only had two icon screens, now she had five, with updated holo-graphics and four slots.

They weren’t given the gadgets that could go into the slots, but when she saved enough credits she was buying a tablet. Outside of the slot, the tablet would be as big as both of her hands put together but, at a touch of a button, it would fold down to the size of a small disk, known as a file, that was then stored in one of the comlink slots.

Aiko gave the attendant a deep nod. “Thank you for your assistance. We will settle in and await your return to escort Princess Una to dinner.”

At Una’s name a flash of anger crossed the attendant’s face again. Her features were sharp and her thin lips pursed into a tight line. Her eyes, fierce and glowing, narrowed on the princess.

Una, who Atlanta was sure was not used to having someone challenge her overtly, twitched her nose.

“Rest well.” The attendant turned, and then left, her long legs quickly carrying her away.

After the sliding door clicked closed, Una turned her irritation on Aiko. “Am I allowed to speak now?”

“Princess, you are free to speak your mind, however, your mother did ask me to attend to you this trip instead of your personal secretary. She entrusted on me the responsibility of helping you navigate this meet and greet successfully. Remember, your mother approves of this possible match and she only has your best interest at heart.”

Una humphed, turning her head slightly. “I don’t need your help or hers. I know how to navigate royalty. I’ve been doing it my entire life.”

“No one is questioning your ability. We want you to succeed and well, sometimes you can be...”

A pain. Difficult. Stupid. Pompous. Conceited. Overbearing, Grandiose. Pretentious. Vain. Arrogant. Patronizing. Pontifical.

Una thrummed her manicured fingers across her arms, waiting for Aiko to finish. Atlanta bit the inside of her mouth again. She badly wanted to complete Aiko’s sentence. There were so many possibilities.

A chime sounded and relief flashed over Aiko’s face. “That must be our luggage!” She rushed toward the door and opened it. “Yes, yes, please come inside,” she said to the staff, who had the mountain of luggage on a hover-dolly. Aiko stepped aside, giving the staff ample room to steer the machine through the door. “I’ll show you which luggage should go into each room.”

The suite was comprised of a master bedroom and two additional rooms. Una and Aiko had their own rooms and Atlanta and Elkah would share, which was fine by them. They would alternate security duty, leaving one person to occupy the room at a time anyway.

As Aiko led the staff down the hallway and to the room assigned to Atlanta and Elkah, Elkah turned toward Una. “Atlanta and I will perform a security sweep of the suite while you rest.”

Aiko led the staff farther down the hall and out of sight. There hadn’t been much to drop off at Elkah and Atlanta’s room. They had one small bag each, enough for three changes of clothing. Their attire consisted of black microfiber bodysuits, impenetrable to most blast guns and sharp weaponry.

Aiko had two bags. As Princess Una’s secretary, she would be expected to attend some of the events planned and had to dress accordingly. The other ten large bags belonged to Una. They’d planned for a short visit, but the princess had packed enough for months.

Una flicked a hand in the air. “How can I rest with all this noise going on?” Besides the whisper of sound from the luggage being stacked in Una’s bedroom, the suite was quiet. “Whatever, go ahead. You’re dismissed.”

Elkah’s eyes stayed focused on Una. Elkah had been working on making eye-contact with clients. The problem was it usually made them uncomfortable, especially when her face was flat and she didn’t blink.

Una grimaced. “You’re so weird sometimes.”

Even though other species found them off-putting, Atlanta envied how easy it was for Elkah to make her face a perfect mask, devoid of emotion. It was a skill that eluded Atlanta even though she’d spent countless hours in the mirror practicing.

“It’s a human flaw. Your emotions are displayed on your face for all to see,” her Aunt Varlah had told her many times.

“We can’t be ‘dismissed.’ As explained to you previously,” Elkah said calmly. “One of us will remain on duty at all times and, when the situation warrants, we will both be on duty. The only person who can dismiss us is your mother, Queen Anaiel.”

“One call from me and you will both be gone like that.” Una leaned forward and snapped two of her fingers for emphasis.

“That may be true, but, as of right now, we are tasked with ensuring no harm befalls you, intentionally or by accident. Your mother spent many credits in providing you the best security team available. We plan to do our job. Thoroughly.”

“Best security team?” Una’s gaze slid to Atlanta.

Atlanta found herself standing a little taller and lifting her chin.

Although she had the Oncun tribal rite of passage jewels on her face and lining the sides of her head, the same as Elkah, their similarities ended there.

Atlanta’s thick hair was pulled into a bun while Elkah wore her dark-brown, stringy hair short and close to her head. Elkah was shaped squarely and Atlanta had curves. Atlanta’s complexion was much darker than Elkah’s greenish skin.

Their facial features were the same; two eyes, one nose, a mouth and a pair of ears, but Atlanta’s were more pronounced, rather than flat, like the Oncuns.

While it was easy to guess Atlanta wasn’t an Oncun, most species didn’t know what she was. Many incorrectly labeled her as a Sket. Which was fine by Atlanta.

The Skets were formidable and fierce. Everything humans were not. But Atlanta wasn’t so lucky to think that Una thought she was a Sket. Her mother had deduced Atlanta was human from the very first meeting.

“Humph. I doubt that,” Una said.

Atlanta was well aware how other species viewed humans. She also knew she’d proven those views wrong over and over again. If she wasn’t qualified for the job, Aunt Varlah wouldn’t have given her this assignment, no matter how close the relationship between them was. The security firm was Aunt Varlah’s pride, her livelihood. She wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize her name or the reputation of the company. Not for Atlanta and not for her only daughter either.
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