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DAREX

THE STORM BREWING IN the skies was nothing compared to the one inside him.

The human female was within reach, and soon, he’d have her in his arms. She only had to stay exactly where she was. If she backed up, he’d lose her. 

Darex measured his breathing. Clamping on his warrior’s instinct to take what he wanted was difficult, but he had to obey the rules, or he’d be removed from the ceremony. At any moment, the skies might open and unleash its threat of icy rain. He had to be ready for anything.

The human shifted her stance. His heart jammed in his throat. 

Her foot remained inside the ceremonial area marked with red lines on the ground. The space was filled with women participating in the Yarta, a Majaki tradition in which males selected a female to cohabitate with for ten days as a compatibility test before committing to life pairing.

The rules of the Yarta were firm. If a female had any part of her body over the line, she was fair game to be chosen.

He’d been watching her for a long time. Since her arrival on Asemsa, really. One look at her flaming red hair and pale skin and he’d been intrigued. Observing her in the village and the friendly, helpful way she interacted with his people, the refugees building new lives here, and her own kind from the human colony led him to infatuation. 

When he’d watched her practice her fighting skills and take down men twice her size in the exercise center, he’d become obsessed.

Her laugh did something to his insides. Her smile made his heart ache. The perfection of her body drove his mating instincts wild.

Eliza Toth, human, cultural researcher, was his. She just didn’t know it yet.

Consumed by whatever she was writing on her tablet, Eliza seemed to have no idea where she was standing. She’d arrived at the ceremony wide-eyed and fresh faced as she moved to the viewing area next to the ceremonial space. She and members of her team weren’t participating since their work would soon take them off-planet and it was unlikely any of them had the desire to become mated to a Majaki and remain on Asemsa. But then something on her ecomm tablet had drawn her attention and wrapped her up completely. So completely, she put herself in a vulnerable position. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to participate, but... rules were rules, after all. 

Darex ran a hand down the thick band of braids behind his head and glanced at the males around him. Most were other Majaki, all older and mature like him, but a few younger males of other species were mixed in. Soon, the horn would sound. Males would race to claim the female of their choosing. She could struggle to get free, run, and be chased. If she was caught; she would resign to the Yarta, and it would begin. If she got away, she was free. Or she could happily go with her chosen, no struggle or chase required.

A part of him hoped Eliza went willingly, but if she struggled, he’d enjoy that, too.

She glanced up from her tablet and stared blankly into the distance, tapping her writing stylus against her chin angrily. Would she realize her position and back away? 

Flexing his fingers, Darex held his breath for a beat as she touched the communicator device in her ear. Her full, pink lips flattened into a line and her brow furrowed as she began to speak. Whoever had hailed her was not being well received. The skin on his neck heated as her face skewed in irritation, her tone sharp and angry. 

Who was causing her such displeasure? 

Heat spread up his neck. He would find the offender and...

She stepped away from the line and walked away.

No!

Frowning, she looked up at the swirling gray sky and took a breath, as if trying to get her emotions in check. His heart thrummed as he willed her to move back where she was. Eliza rocked her weight from one foot to the other as she spoke into her comm. She practically buzzed with irritation, her focus completely on the call as she meandered closer to the line. Then stopped. 

Swirled a foot in the dirt. 

Moved toward the line again, her eyes clenched in anger as she argued with her caller. 

His breath caught. 

Her left foot slid forward. 

He moved stealthily through the crowd, matching her movements to align himself with her. He wasn’t letting her out of reach for a moment. She hadn’t yet seen him, but he no longer cared if she knew he was coming for her. Eliza glanced at him, did a double take, then turned her focus on him as he moved like the predator he was through the crowd of males and stopped directly in front of her.

Her eyes tracked him from his feet, up, up, to his face. His heart flipped as their gazes tangled and the tablet faltered in her grip. 

“I have to go.” She tapped the communicator in her ear and hung up on her caller, wet her lips with the tip of her tongue and started to back away. He didn’t dare look down and draw her attention to the placement of her foot.

Darex trapped his lower lip between his teeth and crouched, arms in a ready position, eyes locked on hers as if he were staking his claim already. Look at me, see me. I am to be your mate, human. 

Her face morphed into sudden realization of where she was standing. She was so close to the line. So very, very close. 

Move, human. Come to me!

The horn blew.

A slight smile tugged her lips as she moved farther from the line. Her eyes sparkled. Was it challenge he saw within them? She was taunting him!

“Sorry, big guy,” she said cheekily. “Can’t get me.”

Just then, a woman got bumped by the crowd and slammed into Eliza. 

Eliza lurched forward, stumbling across the line and into the cage of Darex’s arms. Victory surged through his blood.

The tablet dropped from her hands as she slapped her palms against his chest. 

“Wait, no. No! No, no, no.”

He grinned. “You wish to struggle.”

“I’m not part of the Yarta!”

“You are.”

“No.”

“Your foot was across the line.”

She shook her head. The soft ends of her flame-red hair tickled his bare chest and shoulders, drumming up pleasant tickles.

“I was pushed!”

“It’s of no consequence.”

She went suddenly still in his embrace, her fingers digging painlessly into his forearms as she looked up at him. Her chest rose and fell hard, the pulse point at her throat bounding softly. 

“This can’t be legal.”

“You are mine for ten rotations.”

“I’m not yours for ten seconds. Let. Go!”

Never. The word flashed in his mind, but he didn’t say it. He didn’t need ten days to know she was the one he’d fought countless battles for. Something inside him knew. When the Yarta was complete, she’d willingly stay by his side. And if she decided to be stubborn, well, he would convince her in the best possible way.

He crossed his arms and scowled. “I am ready for you to begin commanding me.”

Darex lifted his chin and stared down his nose at her, exposing his throat as a sign of his willingness to allow her to take charge. For the first five days, he must follow her orders and fulfil her desires as a display of his willingness to make her happy as a mate. After that, it was his turn to command.

Something flashed across her attractive face. Her fingers relaxed against his arms, making him very aware of her hands pressed against his forearms. Warm, small. 

Tantalizing. 

“I’m not eligible for the Yarta because my team and I are leaving Asemsa in four days.”

“We will see.”

She huffed. “No, we will not see... is your translator working? I don’t think you’re understanding me.”

Darex grunted and reluctantly released her from his embrace. Would she run so he could pursue? A flicker of excitement lit him inside. But instead of running, she lugged the strap of her oversized bag up her shoulder and crossed her arms. 

They didn’t have time to stand here. Around them, the air pressurized. Initial reports suggested the ice storm would go around Asemsa, but he was skeptical.

“This way, human. I have prepared my bed for you.”

She shook her head. “You’re unbelievable.”

He grunted and motioned to the sky before taking her wrist. “I don’t believe you would enjoy being covered in ice.”

“I would enjoy seeing you covered in ice!”

Darex growled low in his throat. 

Eliza gasped in frustration. “See? We’re obviously not compatible.”

He raked his eyes over her small, shapely body. She noticed. Her cheeks flamed pink.

“There are many ways to be compatible that don’t require insulting each other,” he growled low. “We will explore them all.”

In one fluid motion, he grabbed her around the hips and hauled her over his shoulder. “I have limited time to enjoy you, female, so I will begin now.”
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ELIZA

​

DAMN IT! 

She’d come to watch the Yarta today out of curiosity and nothing more. How had this happened? One minute she was arguing with her asshole ex-boyfriend and newly minted team superior, Mack, and the next she was being manhandled by an alien. 

A strangely sexy alien, but that wasn’t the point. 

Gasping as his hard shoulder pressed into her ribs, she raked her fingers over his back as he bounced her along, looking for something to hold onto. Naked, warm flesh met her touch, the skin slightly textured from close-knit scales. The bulge and curve of muscle flexed under her hands as he walked easily, as if she weighed nothing. Despite the crisp air and cold wind, he wore only a pair of black pants and heavy boots. Metal bands enclosed both wrists and an embossed leather choker hugged his throat. She’d tried not to appreciate the view when she was standing on both feet. He was sexy. Fine, she’d admitted it. 

Being flung over his shoulder provided an entirely different, completely smoking hot view.

Blood rushed to her head, heating her face. Scrambling with one hand, she brushed her mass of curly red hair away from her eyes, getting a solid view of a very round ass clad in black leather. Yeah, he was built alright.

Not having time to dig into the cultural background and significance of the Yarta, she didn’t know a lot about it. She recalled something about
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