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“Last time I checked, I’m not a babysitter.” Sway scowled at her commander and wondered what bug had crawled up his ass. Only explanation for the utter bullshit spewing from his lips. His bushy black eyebrows drew together as he continued to stare at her. There were countless jokes about those eyebrows, and she tried to think of them to ease her anger.

“Then I suggest you start acting like one.” His stern tone shattered her focus.

“This isn’t in my job description.” Tired of being forced into situations simply so she could atone for her past, she wondered why everyone couldn’t just get over it by now. She certainly had. 

Major Connor MacGrady shifted forward, folding his large hands together as he leaned on his elbows. “Lieutenant Commander Waybourne, you are a highly decorated covert operative. Your title alone makes you more than qualified for this job.”

“Which is babysitting.”

“You’re playing escort to Emperor Dason Cavaletti.” His finger tapped against the laser blue holographic inlay on his desk. “There have been five assassination attempts on his life in the past three days and we’ve been asked to help because our resources are the best. Since you’re on administrative leave, you’re the best selection for the job.”

“You know that leave assignment is a complete fabrication.”

“And you know I have to follow procedures.”

More than annoyed now, she closed the space between them. “Screw the procedures, Mac. Put me back out on an op. You and I both know I belong there instead of a fluffy assignment more suited for a cadet in the academy.”

“As much as I would like to do just that, I can’t. You violated ten direct orders because you thought you knew better.”

“I do.”

“Three men died because of your ego. Don’t screw up your career and let your talents go to waste because you let your mouth think for you. Get out of my sight before I’m forced to sign your discharge papers.” When Sway continued to stand there glaring, Mac sighed heavily. “Look, just do whatever you have to do to keep him alive, safe, and happy.”

Sway lifted an eyebrow in surprise. “Anything?”

Mac lowered his voice. “As long as he stays in one piece once he’s handed over to us, I don’t care. Dismissed.”

Sway stared at her commanding officer for a full minute before conceding defeat and turning away. It took all the willpower she possessed not to punch him out of sheer stubbornness. But the black marks she’d already earned kept her from doing so. She knew full well what she’d done. Yes, men had died, but thousands had also been saved.

Kill a few, save a million.

Those numbers were the cold, callous reality of war.

The voluptuous secretary seated at the receptionist’s desk gave her a sheepish grin as Sway stormed past. She’d obviously heard the dressing down, since the major hadn’t lowered his voice. But Sway wasn’t in the mood to be nice to the woman. 

Sway wanted to be assigned an operation, doing what she did best, just as she’d done from the very beginning. That was the reason she’d joined the military. Instead, she found herself assigned the task of guarding some foreign dignitary whose homeworld had been attacked. Correction, not just some foreign dignitary. The emperor was in charge of all the various royals throughout the galaxy. 

For him, assassination attempts must have been old hat. 

And because she’d taken her time to arrive at her commander’s office to get informed of her assignment, she was already late for meeting the transport ship. Cursing under her breath, she pushed past the friendly guard holding the door open and out into the bright light of the Aigean’s two suns. The noises of the capital city didn’t bring the usual comforts she found whenever she returned to the beautiful planet she thought of as her second home.

Right now, every nuance she normally loved here irritated her.

Her communicator beeped, a signal of an incoming data packet transmission. After she dug her com out of her pocket, she scowled at the data flowing in a steady stream on the screen. She watched for a few moments before deleting the transmission without reading it in its entirety. The basics were enough to tell her what she needed to know. 

Ducking between two towering buildings, she headed for the landing dock on the outskirts of Achnecary. Because of the strict rules to maintain a sense of calm, transports weren’t allowed within the city limits. It meant the skies over the main part of the city were pristine and utterly quiet. It also meant the overcrowded dock—with the melting pot of travelers anxious to get to their next destination—was a constant nightmare for Aigean’s security forces.

As she weaved through the growing crowd, she thought about how those space tourists weren’t her problem. She’d been asked to join the elite security force in order to keep the peace in and around the space port. An honor considering the fact she was Rynaryk. Normally only homeworlders were recruited, but her talents had proven invaluable. She’d even considered the assignment for a time, but her heart had been set on being in the front lines. The desire to be in the thick of things had been too great and instead, and she’d submitted a formal request to become a Ridirah.

“First in class, and babysitting a helpless royal pain in my ass,” she muttered under her breath as she reached the dock the transport carrying the Emperor had been assigned to and discovered her late arrival didn’t matter. The slip sat empty. Lucky for her. A bench across the walkway seemed like the perfect spot to wait and, as she sat, she heard the muted rumble of an arriving vessel. She stood just as the ship’s thrusters engaged, and the blast of hot air from the exhaust made her wince.

Her communicator beeped again. A quick glance at the screen showed an incoming message. The head of the port’s security had washed his hands of the emperor’s arrival, giving her full autonomy with the mission. Which meant she was on her own.

Figures.

She shoved her com into her pocket as stood as she noticed the sleek lines of the spacecraft had been marred by burn patterns indicative of heavy artillery fire. She thought Mac had exaggerated the severity of the situation, but gauging by the numerous hits to the hull, he’d actually downplayed what happened.

No doubt, a lot of questions she had would remain unanswered for some time. Anyone who’d been through something so violent would not be very forthcoming with details. Her job had just gotten a bit more complicated, and she smiled as she smoothed her hands over her bright red uniform. Doing a job without knowing everything wasn’t new—in fact, that was how she operated most of the time.

The familiarity felt comfortable.

The elongated hatch opened and a few members of the crew appeared. Even across the distance, she read the tension in their bodies. She noted their hands rested lightly on the grips of their weapons. Those weapons signaled diplomatic immunity, a privilege they must have been granted because of the seriousness of the situation. They appeared to know it too, visibly ready to fire at a moment’s notice. The dark blue uniforms they wore appeared wrinkled and even bloody in a few places.

They’d made a hasty exit.

A figure appeared, taller than the two bulky men flanking him. He frowned as he looked over the spaceport and turned to speak with what appeared to be the captain of the vessel. She took a few steps forward, cautious. The man nodded at something the captain said, then turned around again to face the spaceport. As his gaze swept the area and landed upon her, she noted a peculiar feeling deep inside her. The sensation started as a tingle at first, then ignited to flashpoint. It caught her off guard and stole her breath with its intensity. Reaching out to steady herself, she managed a weak grin at the few odd stares aimed in her direction.

She inhaled a few times, turning her focus elsewhere in order to clear her mind and shut away the fire consuming her body. She’d heard about the sodales bond but this was the first time she’d experienced it firsthand.

As an older member of her race, well past her prime, she’d figured herself to be some kind of anomaly who wouldn’t experience one of her peoples’ rites of passage. Leave it to her to find her match in the man she’d been assigned to protect.

Not just her match, either—her mate.

This day just gets better and better.

Dason Cavaletti eyed the busy port. He wondered what idiot had chosen this ingenious location as a rendezvous point. Surely there had to be a locality better suited for a secure exchange. He’d spent most of the trip annoyed he’d been forced to leave in the first place. This whole situation, being guarded by someone else, irritated him even more. He was perfectly capable of taking care of himself despite what most people in his employ seemed to think.

The scent of burnt metal and fire caused him to wrinkle his nose as he stood between the two members of his security forces—the ones who’d shoved him into the spaceship without his consent. They’d been silent as he’d inquired about their intent, giving him no more information than what he already knew.

A bothersome tingle at the base of his spine caught his attention. He focused on it, curious, as the sensation spread and warmed him through and through. The awareness snaked through his body, traveling through his veins with swift efficiency.

The captain of the ship tapped him on the shoulder. “Your Highness?”

“Yes?” The warmth in his gut deepened and pulled at him. He folded his hands in front of him in an effort to hide the growing swell at the front of his pants. A hard-on? Now? As if I don’t have enough to deal with. The particular part of his body had acted with a mind of its own before, but he’d always had better control of it. Swallowing, he forced the distraction away. “What happens now?”

“We received notice as we were landing that the Aigean military has assigned someone to your case. They’ll handle your security from now on.”

Offended, he scowled. He didn’t need protection, much less need to use a stranger to defend him. How did not knowing whom to expect fall in line with security and protection? He already didn’t know whom to trust, and this just added to his wariness. He knew asking would just prove more frustrating and pushed his questions aside. He’d rather commend the pilot for his abilities during their frantic escape. The Pretorian rebels, determined to see him dead, had been hard to shake. There had been more than a few close calls. 

“Ace flying skills, Captain Dryssus. Once this all gets worked out, I’d love for you to come work for my military. We could use someone with your capabilities.”

The tall, slender man bent slightly at his waist as he smiled at the compliment. “Though it’s been a pleasure transporting you, my place is back home.”

“Yes, of course. Can’t blame me for trying.” Dason’s life had taken a dramatic turn in the last twelve hours, and he’d known he would need highly skilled—and valuable—people by his side. Speaking of people.... “Who am I to meet?”

“Sway Waybourne.” The captain dipped his head and vanished back into the vessel, no doubt to take stock of the damage to his ship and get repairs underway.

What kind of name is Sway?

As Dason started to descend the gangway, the warm feeling inside him flourished again. He nearly stumbled at the bottom step as his entire focus drew to one singular desire. He desperately wanted to find relief for the overwhelming sense of arousal biting at him. He’d never been this overcome with need before and wondered if the response had been a reaction to the rush of adrenaline he’d been experiencing since the most recent attempt  on his life. Surely that had to be the answer, because any other explanation simply wasn’t acceptable. He’d never been someone who’d given himself over to need just for the sake of getting off. There’d always been a purpose—a reason for those emotions—but right now all he seemed to care about was simply finding somewhere to stick his dick because he knew it would be the only means to end this feeling.

“Emperor Cavaletti?”

His focus snapped crystal-clear at the sound of the luscious feminine voice. He blinked a few times to shake off lurid thoughts of taking anything walking around on two legs. “Yes?” Before his heart took its next beat, he found himself staring down the barrel of her weapon. His training kicked in, and he reached up
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