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Prologue
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“It’s a boy!”

The midwife’s announcement caught everyone in the room off guard. The new mother pushed up to her elbows in bed and stared at the woman in shock. The birth had been hurried, labor forced on by her efforts to save visitors who’d crashed their transport. Stress and strain had moved her expected delivery up by three weeks.

This news, however, was totally unexpected. “Are you sure?”

“As sure as any one could be,” the midwife said with a chuckle and held up the squalling infant.

He was bare and still wet with the fluids of birth. Definitely a boy. Aesha gaped then chuckled. The chuckle turned into an outright laugh shared by the man at her side. He leaned down and nuzzled her cheek, the warm affection genuine and familiar. “The first boy to enter our family Claw.”

Aesha nodded while scooting back on the bed to brace against the pillows and held up her hands in a grabbing motion. The pain from her delivery was already a distant memory. “Give him to me.”

Not offended in the least, the midwife came around to the side of the bed, smiling broadly and lowered the young kit into his mother’s waiting arms. Aesha immediately pressed her face to her son’s wrinkly neck and inhaled deeply, memorizing his scent. It still held hints of hers but already the robust notes of musk seeped through. A son.

Perhaps this was the will of the Goddess returning the good energy for Aesha saving a small girl child and taking her to the proper authorities. She hadn’t been able to save the parents from the accident. They were already dead at the scene but she’d managed to get the baby out, while heavy in her own pregnancy.

Easing back, she studied her son’s flush pink features, the tiny wisps of blond hair on his head. “He’s blond like you.”

Her mate smiled. Their other kits had dark hair like her.

“Is it over?!”

“Can we come in?”

“How long does this take?”

The questions rattled one after the other. Aesha, her mate, Nio, and the midwife all turned toward the open door. Three young faces peered inside, two of which were identical down to the small black mole at the right of their mouths.

“Come on in, you little terrors,” Aesha said with a welcoming smile.

They raced inside and clambered up on the bed like the excited kits they were. Kyo and Kharon, her twins, kneeled on her left and tiny Aria huddled under her dad’s arm on the right where he sat on the edge of the bed. Warmth filled Aesha’s heart. This was her family.

She was a part of a larger circle of course. Her Claw boasted one hundred strong. Women of proud lineage but no males had been born to them directly in three generations. The men she called kin were all through matings and welcomed into the bloodline once they disavowed their own to be with their mate’s families.

But this small grouping, these loved ones were her family.

“What’s our sister’s name?” Kyo asked, peering down at the kit curved in a tight ball against Aesha’s chest now that he’d ceased crying.

Aesha laid him on his back over her sheet covered thighs. “She is a he. This is your new brother.”

Kharon’s mouth formed a perfect O. Aria, the youngest, and the usually timid one of her daughters declared loudly, “We have a brother?!”

Nio laughed and kissed the top of Aria’s dark head. “That we do.”

“But how?” Kyo asked, her brows scrunched together.

Aesha caressed the black curls flowing over Kyo’s shoulders. “This is a gift from the Goddess, so we must promise to protect him.”

The very thought of anything happening to her son had the cat inside Aesha snarling in fierce defense. Her girls shot startled looks in her direction then settled. They were used to their mother’s protective nature.

Kharon trailed a tentative finger over his baby soft cheek. “I won’t let anyone hurt him, mother.”

“Me too. Even if he leaves our Claw, I’ll protect him and whoever he mates.” Aria flicked her hands to display her translucent claws which had just come in a few days ago.

Pride at the attitude they displayed toward their new sibling settled in Aesha’s gut. No jealousy or sense of rivalry, though their entire Claw would spoil this male kit something terrible once they announced his gender to the others.

“So, does he have a name?” Kyo continued, leaning closer and sniffing at the sleeping kit’s head.

Nio glanced at Aesha. Neither of them had picked a boy’s name. They hadn’t thought there was a need yet they were in sync when they both murmured, “Amar.”

Kyo kissed the damp curls on his head. “I promise to protect you forever, Amar.”

“I wanna promise,” Kharon crawled over Aesha’s legs and kissed him next. “I’ll protect you forever.”

“Me too!” Aria said, managing to squeeze around the twins to kiss the newborn’s head.

He didn’t wake but his small lips curled in a smile.
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Rosie gazed down at the baby girl in her arms and jostled her to stifle the small cries. She faced the man who’d arrived on her doorstep in his formal uniform late at night and delivered this baby to her. “What does this mean?”

He sighed and stood up from her sofa. “We’ve gone over this for the last thirty minutes. It means what I said it means. Your sister and her husband died in a transport accident while vacationing. This is their baby. She was the only one to survive the crash. You were listed as a person to contact and the only family member we could trace.”

Her heart pounded in her chest and her throat grew tight. She’d never had a baby. Didn’t really want one either. “I’m too old.”

Rosie was twelve year older than her sister Tara.

Darden, as he’d introduced himself, snorted. “We can take the baby with us but can’t promise it won’t end up somewhere terrible or die. There aren’t really a lot of people here open to taking in a stranger’s child.”

Because those on their farming colony were poor or struggling and barely getting by. Rosie was in that group as well but it seemed like that didn’t matter to good old Darden. “So I’m to just...keep her?”

“Yes,” he said brusquely as he made his way toward her door to leave.

Rosie jumped to her feet then adjusted her grip to keep the baby from dropping to the floor in her haste. She hurried after him in her slippered feet and night robe. “Wait. Does she...does she even have a name or am I supposed to make something up?”

This was not in her life’s plan. What was she supposes to do with a baby?!

“Scarlett. Her parents, your sister, named her Scarlett Tun.” The look he tossed in Rosie’s direction for having to share that was derisive as he left and slammed the door behind him.

Shame swelled in her dormant heart. Rosie hadn’t spoken to Tara since she’d left their farming colony years ago to take up with some man. Look at how that turned out. Both of them dead and Rosie forced to take on their burden.

The baby, Scarlett, hiccupped, stretched her tiny balled fists and settled down in Rosie’s arms. “Well, I guess I have a baby now.”

She waited for anger to rise. Waited to see if she’d do what her mind urged and drop the baby at the nearest center for abandoned children.

Instead, she could only stare at this unsuspecting baby. Both parents gone and no idea or awareness of the line she rode. A potential orphan if the authorities had been unable to find Rosie.

Her grip tightened at the thought and the baby squawked but didn’t open her eyes.

It would be hard going. She hadn’t planned on having a baby, let alone raising one. 

The baby cooed in her sleep. Rosie stroked the fat blonde curls on her head. Maybe it wouldn’t be that bad. She’d have company. Someone to help when the farm became hard.

Rosie stared at the baby that couldn’t be more than a few weeks old. “I guess we’ll see how this turns out, Scarlett.”
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“Delicious,” Scarlett muttered as she munched on a cracker and watched the handsome blond with the hot, smoking body bend over to reach for a tool. The material of his pants stretched taut over a firm and plump ass made for squeezing. Her fingers clenched uselessly in her lap.

“What’s that?” her best friend, Amelie, asked after wiping the cheese sauce stains from her daughter’s mouth.

“Thanks, mommy,” Fleur chirped then darted away toward a dark-haired man who caught her mid-run and tossed her in the air to a shower of giggles.

It was a cute sight Scarlett would never tire of. Fleur deserved all the daddy daughter love she could suck up. But...her gaze zoomed back to the object of her obsession. Tall, sharp eyed, and dressed in a tight black shirt that allowed the flex and play of his muscles to be visible through the thin cloth, Amar Faason should come with a warning label.

Amelie drew near and collapsed in the chair next to Scarlett. “Now what were you over here mumbling about?”

In lieu of an answer, Scarlett tipped her head in the direction she stared. Two men argued in low tones as they worked to assemble an outdoor play center that came in one of those all in one kits.

One with dark hair, silver gray eyes that could cause nightmares and...him. The blond.

“I can’t believe you’re ogling Amar. Again. Why don’t you go over there and invite him to dinner? You know—something normal instead of drooling all over your lap.” Amelie swiped imaginary drool from Scarlett’s mouth.

Laughing, Scarlett shoved her hand aside, unable to tear her gaze away. “I did. He declined. Said he wasn’t sure he’d be here long enough to enjoy a good meal let alone the attention of a strong woman. Said he could get called away with little notice and ruin my efforts.”

“Aww, how thoughtful,” Amelie said.

It was thoughtful but thoughtful didn’t warm Scarlett’s sheets at night. Pretending to pout, Scarlett leaned her elbow on the table between them with its array of snacks and drinks then propped her chin on her palm. “Bah! I just want a little taste.”

“Taste of what?” a new voice asked.

The woman who plopped down in the seat across the table from them had warm brown eyes and dark hair pulled up into a sleek pony tail. 

“Hi, Saedra. Just Scarlett wanting to rip Amar’s clothes off and ravage his body again.” Amelie made cooing noises at the tiny baby wrapped in a thick pink blanket in Saedra’s arms as she made that pronouncement. 

The sight managed to pull Scarlett’s attention from the play of muscles and tanned skin. She’d had the pleasure of delivering this little bundle. The medic in her took precedence over the horny lady inside. “How is Kalia?”

Love gleamed in Saedra’s eyes and spread outward, taking her looks from average to striking. “Wonderful. I didn’t know what to expect as a new mom really but I’m loving every cry, every poop and every snuggle.”

Amelie laughed. “Enjoy it.”

“Don’t know about the poop, but I’m all about the snuggles. Hand her over.” Scarlett held out her arms and Saedra set the baby in them with a rueful chuckle.

The warm bundle touched a soft spot in Scarlett as always. She’d never tire of holding a new baby. Leaning back in her chair, she tickled Kalia’s chin and was rewarded with a gummy smile. Probably gas as she was only three weeks old, but Scarlett would take it.

“Oh, oh. Don’t look now, but you’re getting the death glare,” Amelie warned in a light tone.

Scarlett didn’t need to glance up to know Garik was probably watching her with searing intensity. She peeked up and muffled a laugh. Yep. Saedra’s bond mate and Kalia’s father had stopped what he was doing to stare.

Garik, former assassin of some repute from what she gathered, took the protective daddy role to a level Scarlett had never seen before. Gerelins tended to naturally be protective of their women and children, but she had the feeling his guarded behavior had more to do with his past then a genetic drive.

After one last snuggle and a smacking kiss, she passed the little girl back to her mother and waved her empty hands in the air at Garik.

Her actions drew a snort of laughter from Amar. His amber gold eyes flashed and his mouth curled up in the corner, rending his trademark devastating grin in her direction. Her heart thumped and Scarlett pressed a hand to her chest to still the motion.

“Daammmn,” Saedra and Amelie whispered in unison.

Damn was right. He’d removed his shirt and sweat trails did their best to caress and touch every dip and valley on his torso as it beaded over his bare flesh.

“No man should look that good,” Scarlett said in an undertone.

Amelie hummed under her breath in agreement, causing Amar’s lips to twitch. Scarlett flushed to the roots of her blonde hair, wondering if he’d heard despite her attempts to speak quietly. More than likely his shifter abilities came with enhanced senses.

He turned his back on them and bent to pick up the next piece of brightly colored equipment and affixed it to the structure they’d assembled so far.

The reverse view was as good as the full frontal. Scarlett licked her lips in admiration and let her gaze travel over terrain she wanted to touch, stroke and rub while shivering in delight.

***
[image: image]


Her stare burned hot enough to set him on fire. Amar assembled the pieces of the children’s play center in an absent minded manner while he worked to resist the allure of the woman seated mere feet away. With her blonde hair and blue eyes, she glowed like a bright jewel beside her dark-haired friends. 

Legs that stretched forever were crossed at the ankle and the miniscule shorts she wore displayed shapely thighs and calves. The short sleeve top in a violent shade of purple hugged the mounds of the finest round breasts he’d had the pleasure of ogling discretely in years.

If he fitted his hands to them, her generous curves would overflow his palms. Amar didn’t have a problem with that. Not at all.

“Almost done,” Garik stated as he kneeled across from Amar and the structure between them. His hands made quick work of the last bolts, cementing the toy in place.

Amar grunted in agreement and switched out tools to finish his side. He glanced down to see he’d already done his part. The four foot climbing dome and accompanying attachments should delight any child. “All good on my end.”

He stood on a stretch, lips quirking at the gasps he heard from behind him. It was the dragged out moan though that had him adjusting his erection beneath his pants. Scarlett Tun. Talented medic here on Covard and his private temptation.

Amar tipped his head to the side to catch another glimpse of her under the pretense of reaching for his shirt as he slid it over his head and tugged it down. More breathy sighs and this time he couldn’t help shaking his head. When he turned, Garik stood in front of him, his gray eyes reflecting humor as well.

“You might want to escape while you can before she decides to make her move.”

Covering his mouth with a fist, Amar masked his chuckle with a fake cough. Scarlett made no secret of her interest in him. It humbled and aroused him in equal measure. As a Mirupir, he was accustomed to women making the first move to show their interest in a man so that didn’t bother him in the least.

At any other time, he would take the sexy medic up on her very appealing offers. She’d cornered him three times in the past, winked, smiled and stated her interest bluntly.

Each time, Amar had to decline gracefully and with much regret. Scarlett had long term written all over her despite the lighthearted way she approached him. 

She was a fully mature woman capable of making her own decision, but her best friend was bond mated to his friend, Sulen, and he didn’t want things to get messy over a quick, sexy romp.

Since Amar had no intentions of settling down yet, it was best not to mix pleasure with those he came in contact with from his professional life.

“Daddy, lift me up again!” Fleur’s screech sent Amar’s ears ringing.

Sulen stopped what he was doing and squatted for the dynamo hurdling her way toward him. Upon impact, Sulen fell onto his back in the grass, his rough chuckles clashing with girlish
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