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Chapter one



Bone-deep exhaustion weighed Esa down, landing her on the soft mattress with a bounce. Even after living here for over two years, there were still days when the effort seemed like too much. But she was her own person with a freedom she’d never had before. That was the one thing Esa treasured above all else. 

Who knew that being kidnapped for human trafficking would land her in a place that kept her hidden from the world and gave her more freedom than she ever imagined?  A blessing disguised as a curse.  A horrific and traumatizing curse, but Esa survived and felt strength, like every heartbeat mattered.

Two years of living in a secluded homestead community that the outside world knew nothing about gave a person time to heal and to grow.  She may be the shy and quiet one, but Esa never caved in her independent standards, where everything was her choice and her choice alone.

Today had been full.  Not only had there been the regular daily chores of providing for each other in the community and the chores that maintained her own home, she’d organized a baby shower for Anya.  The mate of their de facto leader.  The clan alpha.  One of the largest cougars Esa had ever seen.

There was a reason they kept this community hidden and secret.  

Esa wanted to do something for Anya.  She carried the first child to be born here, but it was more than that.  Anya looked out for Esa and the other women who lived here after their stint in captivity on their way to human trafficking.  Anya provided for others long before she ever provided for herself, but she had Reign to do that for her.

The firstborn brought hope and the promise of a future for their species.  It was a time when they all needed to celebrate.

Esa took it upon herself to organize a baby shower.  Not the typical women-only affair.  She invited the entire community and planned events and games for everyone.  The shyest and internally focused member of the community turned into a social butterfly long enough to plan and host the biggest baby shower known in the world. 

But it left her exhausted.  Drained in every way possible.  So much so that she put too much effort into sliding herself up onto her bed with her clothes still on and not bothering to get under the covers.  The knitted cardigan twisted around her hips, and her tank top rode up her middle.  It was uncomfortable, but she didn’t care enough to fix it.  

The deep breath filling her lungs carried the faint scent of the mountain air, fortifying her and silencing her mind.  Sleep seized her, and blissfulness tasted sweet, like honey lingering on her tongue.

Until the click of her front door woke her with a start and spread familiar goosebumps over her body.  The kind that forced her core to clench and stir with desire.  She had nothing to fear living here.  No one could get past the cougar shifters living in this community to get to her house.  The fear that hitched her breath was only remnants of a deep exhaustion.

The person coming in the front door hadn’t been unexpected, but with the chaos of the baby shower, Esa lost track of the days.  Saturday.  And every Saturday night for the past two years, he came to her in the middle of the night.  It was the only way for each of them to make it through every day not being together.  That was her fault, but she wouldn’t apologize for it.  

This hadn’t been an arrangement they’d made.  They never talked about it, before or after.  It just happened.

Esa stayed still in the bed and waited for him to step into her bedroom.

Callahan paused at the door, his eyes heating her body.  He hummed, a deep and hollow sound that echoed through the room and could mean many things.  Pleasure, disappointment, or simply thoughtful.  But that sound always started a fire in her belly.  One that gave her confidence.  It didn’t matter what that hum meant; to Esa, it meant she was doing something right. 

Turning her head on the pillow, she met Callahan’s gaze.  He stalked across the room, and she rolled onto her back to keep him in her sight.  And to open herself to him.

Reaching out, he slid his fingers over the exposed portion of her belly.  His tanned skin against hers never ceased to amaze her as she stared at the contrast.  He spent more time exposed to the sun, and even after living here for two years and working outside as much as anyone else in the community, Esa stayed as pale as the moonlight piercing through her window.

A hum vibrated in his chest again, but this time it resembled a growl.  He never seemed to get bored with her, of any part of her, devouring her in every way possible.  To feel this kind of power over someone, to have this effect, was heady.

Callahan dropped to his knees beside the bed and set his lips along the same path as his finger.  Esa gasped, and the air lodged in her throat.  If she had that power over him, then he also had that power over her, although she didn’t like to admit that often.  

His lips, warm and wet, left goosebumps in their trail.  He nipped around her navel, letting his teeth linger beneath it and closer to the apex of her thighs.  

“Breathe, love.  You’ll be no good to me if you pass out before we even get started.”  It wasn’t the first time he’d issued that warning.  Esa held her breath a lot in the beginning.  Tonight, only his touch was enough to send her into a state.

“I fell asleep before I could change or bathe.”

“I see that.”  Callahan peeled the cardigan away from her body and out of the way of his hands, then reached to the waist of her pants.  “I can take care of that for you.”

“But…”

He lifted his head and trapped her with his eyes.  “I’ve never let you argue with me before.  Tonight is no different.”  After a moment, he gripped the waist of her pants and pulled them down.  “Lift your ass, love.” 

Esa pressed her heels into the mattress, giving him room to peel her pants away, but he left them around her ankles as he dipped his head toward her centre and inhaled.  Deep, long, and loud, he pulled in her scent while flames engulfed her cheeks.  Mortified, Esa closed her eyes and speared her fingers into his hair, trying to pull him away with no luck.  But her core dampened despite all that.

“You blush all the way down to this spot right here whenever I do that.”  He tapped his index finger over the hood of her clit before placing a searing kiss to the same spot.

Esa tried to hold back her whimper, turning it into a muffled squeak. 

Callahan chuckled against her.  “I love it when you make that sound, love.”

“I don’t.”

“You do.”  As if he needed to prove it, he slipped a finger between her folds and pulled the moisture up to the sensitive bud, giving himself something to suck off of her.  Her whimpers sounded more like cries, but her legs trembled.

He memorized every inch of her body and what reactions he could force from her.  She may not have revealed her past to him, but he knew everything that mattered.  The style of home she preferred, the spots on her body that were ticklish and the parts that were more sore than others after a long day.  Callahan figured out all the things that turned her on and heated her blood before she had.

There had been a time when the man she’d been with had been the one to tell her what she liked in bed.  Hell, what she liked in every aspect of her life, calling her protests silly or childish.  Not Callahan.  Although he never asked her what she liked, he made it his mission to figure it out on his own.

They’d had two years of exploration, and they had yet to find everything.

He finished pulling her bottoms off and tossed them to the floor.  “Stand up.”  Holding out his hand, he helped her up.  He pulled at the rest of her clothes until she was naked in front of him.  Each inhale through his nose got shorter and louder as he held onto his control.

Before laying her back on the bed, he undressed himself.  It didn’t matter how many times she’d seen his body, Esa was stunned every single time.  The strength in his body was overwhelming. She felt safe and protected, despite never allowing him close enough to protect her.

He took himself in hand, slowing stroking once up and down his length.

“Even looking at you is unbearable.  You ready to take me, love?”

There were some nights when the need to have each other was too frantic to even speak at all, but most nights, Callahan asked that same question.  The same answer always flitted through her mind, but she never let it past her lips.

Always.

Esa nodded.  Callahan ran his knuckles over her cheek and down the side of her neck.  Warmth spread through her as his eyes followed their path.  His hand spread out, and his fingers massaged up her scalp until he had enough of her hair to gather into his fist.

Bending his head, he kissed her, and she melted in his hold.  The tension spiked in an instant, and Esa understood those sensations and emotions were going to control the rest of the night.  All the way until the sun kissed the horizon and Callahan would disappear out her door, putting everything back to normal until the next Saturday night when he’d sneak into her home again.


      [image: ]It hadn’t taken Callahan long to figure out his mate had been starved for touch, and ever since, he kept his hands on her whenever possible. And not only in the dark, this one night a week. She might not realize it, but as time passed, Cal touched her often. A tap to the nose when she was being stubborn, a hold on her elbow to help her hike over obstacles, or a brush of their arms when working close together, something she tried to avoid. 

But she couldn’t hide from him.  Not his mate.  He was aware of her every minute of every day.  Aware of her presence and aware of her emotions.  

And she couldn’t hide the way her body responded to him.

As he did every time he came to her, he kissed her like it was the most important thing in his life.  It was.  She was.  Although he hadn’t been able to convince her of that and not knowing her past, he wouldn’t push.  So this was the arrangement they had and the one that would stick until she was ready for more.  Until she’d let him in.

When she first moved here, he tried to give her time and space, but the mate bond between them wouldn’t allow it.  As soon as they finished building her house, he no longer had a reason to be near her every single day, and the distance became painful.  He didn’t remember stalking through the community in the middle of the night and slipping into her house, finding her nursing a tea next to her fire.  They never spoke a word.

It just happened.

And in those two years, he’d somehow stopped himself from mating her.  His fangs hurt, throbbing until the sun pierced the sky the next morning, but it was worth it to touch her, taste her, hold her.  The rest of the pain caused by a denied mating dulled with this night once a week between them.

All the muscles in Esa’s body loosened, and she leaned against him, needing him to take her weight.  It had been his first clue that she’d been starving for touch, but she leaned on him more when she was tired.

It had surprised Cal when she’d started organizing the baby shower and then surprised him again with the scale of the event.  And pride.  His mate had a kind and appreciative heart.  She may be the introvert in the community, but she belonged here. 

It had been the first time he’d come to her and found her sleeping in her clothes on top of her covers.  She didn’t have the energy for this tonight.  That wouldn’t stop him.

He slid a hand down her side and ass.  Bending, he moved further, hooking his hand behind her knee to lift her off the floor and lay her out on the bed.  Following her down, he let his cock nestle at her hot, damp core.  The way her body readied itself for him every time hardened him to a painful threshold.  Sweet, delectable torture he loved putting himself through.

Cal moved his hand up her side, reveling in how she’d filled out since moving here.  All in a healthy way.  All the women they’d rescued from Alexander Merk two years ago had been too thin and pale, lacking nutrients, but some of them had carried other scars that showed in their features.  Esa included.  Even after she’d gained weight and pink in her cheeks, she had more healing to do, and Cal recognized every stage.  The strength in her shoulders, the sway of her hips.  The way her lips lifted more often to smile at people around her, even when she thought no one was looking.

Her skin grew softer and more supple with time, increasing the sweet taste of cherries and rain.  The same flavour that told him she was his as the breeze carried it to him before they attacked Merk.  She filled with confidence, and the way she arched her back in moments like these made his heart smile and his cock twitch.

Sliding his hand up her arm, he pulled it high while grabbing her other hand.  He pinned them together above her head, then worshipped her with his fingers.  Down her jaw, her neck, each breast and its corresponding tips until she squirmed beneath him.

“Stay still, love.”  He intended for her to do the exact opposite as he rolled one nipple between his thumb and finger.  Cal watched her face until the moment he knew she’d break, then he applied a bit more pressure.  He chuckled as she tried to squirm away from him.

“I can’t stay still when you do that.”

“I know.”  He followed the touch of his fingers with his mouth.  He licked and rolled his tongue over her nipple.  Fuck, she tasted so damn good.  Sucking hard, he devoured her flavour.  All from one little sensitive bud.  Lost in the sounds she made, Cal slid his free arm beneath her bowed back to hold her on his tongue.

“Callahan.”  It took his name crying out in a trembling exhale for him to release her and remember everything else he wanted to do to her.  She was the only person living in the compound who didn’t call him Cal.  Hearing his full name on her lips made him feel ten feet tall.  The way she filled every syllable sent a sensual thrill through him as her voice was music to his ears.  Soft and breathy without being high.  The sound carried a sexy curl that gripped his cock tight every time.  But when she said his name like that, he feared he’d come, spurting over her belly before he ever got inside her.

Releasing her with a pop, he took a taste of her other breast while angling her hips and slipping his hand between them.  He lazily played with her, quickening her pulse and drawing every ounce of moisture from her body.  She was more than ready for him.  Her body did the work for him, but that never stopped him from playing with her.  Finding all the little ways he lit her on fire.  The touches that made her desperate and the ones that tortured her on the edge.  And Esa reveled in all of it.  

The sounds she made drifted between moans and whimpers while he brought her to the edge.  Leaving only one finger working inside her, he added his cock and slid his hand away as she reached her climax, just so the first thing he felt was her orgasm exploding around his length.

Cal gritted his teeth against his growing fangs, and the sounds coming from Esa froze in her throat with her mouth open.

“Good girl, love.  Squeeze tight.”  His voice was no longer his own.  It used to make her nervous when the cougar in him appeared on these dark nights, but now it excited her, sending her into another spiraling climax.

Cal couldn’t stay still any longer.  Pushing deep, he set a harsh pace.  Esa wrapped her legs around him and angled her hips to take more of him.  She pulled at her hand, but he refused to let her go.  And she didn’t ask.  She pulled and struggled, but she never voiced a need to be free.  Even struggling against his hold, her hips still met him thrust for thrust.  Always had.  She loved to give as much as receive.  Two weeks ago, he’d spent most of the night in her mouth while he drove him insane playing, teasing, and tasting.  

Fuck, he had to think of something else if he intended for her to reach another climax before he spilled inside her.

He set his forehead against hers.  “Eyes open.”

Dark lashes fluttered, and her haze-covered eyes locked onto his.  He grinned.

“Give me another one, love,” Cal whispered, but the dark room carried the demand and held it above them.  

She started to close her eyes. 

“Don’t.  Don’t look away.”

Her body shook with emotion, but she didn’t fight him.  Muscles trembled and tightened until her body finally gave her release.  

Cal growled and followed her over, spilling inside her and wishing with every tremble that he could mate her, that she would let him have all of her.

But that wasn’t what they were.

Cal held himself in a frozen state as their climaxes turned to shaky limbs.  When he felt it was safe for him to move without sinking his teeth into her neck, he lifted off of her and set his fingers to her core, playing and moving their mixed juices around while holding her gaze, telling her all he wished for but couldn’t have.

Her breath quickened, and her tongue licked her bottom lip.  Cal pulled his hand away before those same wishes changed into sadness and guilt on her features.  He had to have hope that one day they would get there.  And she would be his.


      [image: ]Esa hated the morning after. Yet, she loved Sunday mornings. Pulling herself out of the bad mood caused by the loss of the only genuine connection she felt with another satisfied her. It filled her with strength to keep going for another week until Callahan darkened her door again. 

Tossing her clothes he’d left on the floor into the hamper, she soaked her body under the hot spray of the shower.  The delicious aches spread and loosened until she sighed with relief.  

Sundays were quiet in the community.  While there were some chores that had to be done daily, everyone valued a day of rest.  And Esa took that seriously.  Dressed in soft sweatpants and a long crocheted cardigan, she lit candles throughout her home as she made her way from the bedroom to the kitchen to make herself some tea.

Before she could turn on the kettle, someone knocked on the door.  Esa paused, frowning until the person knocked again and Anya’s voice called from the other side.  No one visited on Sunday, not since they all first moved here and were adjusting to the alternative lifestyle.  Anya always spent this day with Reign, her mate.

Hugging the cardigan closed over her middle, Esa opened the door with a soft smile for her friend.  Anya held up two travel mugs, allowing the apple and cinnamon scent to drift inside.

“I bring a Thank You in the form of your favourite tea.”

Esa opened the door wider for her adorable twenty-four-week pregnant best friend and held out her hand to take one mug.  The mugs had been a gift from Reign when he discovered Anya’s habit of taking her hot drinks wherever she went.  Esa’s collection consisted entirely of handcrafted mugs from the community, a good number of them her own creations.  She’d started the activity as a hobby, but it turned into an even bigger passion.  She loved creating custom pieces for anyone who wanted something.  

Anya stepped inside and enveloped Esa in a hug while nudging the door shut behind her with a foot.  “Everyone I talked to yesterday pointed at you, saying you’re the one who organized everything.  It was a perfect day.  I can’t thank you enough.”  Anya breathed deep over Esa’s shoulder and froze.  Her body stiffened.  “That’s Cal.  I smell Cal.  Why do I smell Cal?”

She pulled away, and Esa turned, moving into her living space to light more candles.  In the two years that Callahan had been coming to her every Saturday night, Anya—or anyone—had never visited the next morning.

“Esa?”

Esa sighed.  Anya already had heightened senses since mating Reign, but being pregnant has made every single one overpowered.  

“I smell sex.  Good sex.  I mean, I assume good sex and bad sex smell different.”

Esa wouldn’t know, but her friend was right.  It was good sex.  Every damn time, it was world-shattering.

“Talk to me.”  Anya plopped down on the couch, and her free hand went to the underside of her belly for support.  

Esa looked over her shoulder with a match poised midair to light.  “No.”  Silence fell as she continued to light a few more candles. The chilly weather that extended from winter to spring was her favourite.  It was the time for brightness and new beginnings, for cozy clothes, big blankets, candles, and soups with homemade rolls, but with the cold air coming in through open windows.  She filled her home with everything that made her happy, omitting anything that looked modern or stale.  Her home burst with colour.

“Look at you.”  Anya’s tone was hushed with awe.  “Did you know you even smile when you say that?”

“What?”  Esa lit the last candle on the mantle and tossed a piece of wood into the stove.  “I do?”

“Yes.  The word flows easily off your tongue, your lips lift, and a light fills your eyes.  The word suits you.”  Anya knew little about her past, but reading between the lines of many conversations, she understood enough.

“It does.”  It took time for her to say it.  And sometimes it still took effort, but she told herself she had to say it when it mattered to her.  This thing with Callahan mattered.

“But seriously?”  You won’t tell me why I smell Cal and sex in here?”

“No.”  Esa embraced the smile as she looked at her friend.

“Okay.  I won’t push.”  Her nostrils flared.

“Stop smelling my house!”  Esa dropped on the other side of the couch.

“I can’t help it.  That was fantastic sex.”  She closed her eyes, savouring whatever her imagination conjured, as if she were starving for sexual contact of her own.  She wasn’t.  Reign couldn’t keep his hands off her.  And vice versa.

A laugh burst from Esa.  “It always is,” she muttered over the rim of her tea, then sent Anya a pointed glare to stop whatever comment she was about to make after hearing Esa’s personal comments.  It was all she intended to say on the topic.  It was an unspoken rule of their arrangement.  Neither said anything outside of that night about that night.  Even Anya asking–and smelling–grated against her psyche.  Butterflies beat themselves against her belly with the need to be free from bringing life to what has been the best long-running dream of her life.  A man who knew what she wanted, took the time to figure out what she wanted, and gave it to her.  Not a man who told her what she liked and gave her nothing.  Missionary in the dark lasting for precisely eight minutes and twenty-four seconds.  Yeah, babe.  I’m so sore.  You were amazing.  She’d had enough of stroking egos.

Callahan didn’t need his ego stroked.  He understood his strengths and his shortcomings, and he played to both.

Esa shook her head of the thoughts of her nighttime visitor and focused on Anya, who looked ready to burst with questions.  But true to her word, she changed the subject. 

“Back to the reason I came.  Thank you.”  Sincerity bled from her as she angrily swiped away a persistent tear.  “You did too much.”

“I didn’t do enough.  You deserved it.  The first baby in the community is a big deal.  And you’re the heart of the community.”

Anya wagged her finger.  “I want to say something like, ‘Just wait until it’s your turn,’ but that would bring up a topic I just promised you I’d drop, so I won’t say it.”  Then she pinched her lips together between her teeth.

Esa narrowed her eyes and told the butterflies in her belly to calm down.  They weren’t talking about it.  Everything was fine.  Nothing was going to change.








  
  
Chapter two



Part of Cal’s job in the community was ensuring everyone had what they needed and reporting issues to Reign. Cal was the one people went to if they needed materials, tools, help, or extra hands. Everyone did, except one person. His mate. This wasn’t the first time he’d stalked toward her home and waited for her to notice him. 

Brixton, who worked in the kitchens that morning, informed him twenty minutes ago that Esa had come to him asking for supplies to replace a window pane.  No one turned her down or sent her his way when she needed something, but they always told Cal what she was up to.

Leaning against the corner of her home, he watched her examine each of the tools and the window itself.  Her lips moved, but she whispered to herself.  Even his shifter ears couldn’t decipher what she said.

With a deep breath, Esa picked up a blade and started prying at the outside of the window.

Cal shook his head.  She’d do anything except ask for help.  It was clear she didn’t know how to replace a window pane, yet determination forced her to do it anyway.  Cal didn’t know everything his mate had been through before coming to live here.  She refused to speak of it, but whatever it was, it gave her a need to be independent.  A powerful urge coursed through her from day one.  She was the first of the group of women they rescued to ask for her own home.  Forcefully ask for her own home.  That didn’t stop Cal from putting his own design spin on the building, knowing that someday he’d be living here with her.

He let his foot hit a twig on the ground to alert her to his presence.  If she didn’t have broken glass an inch from her face, he might have enjoyed startling her.

Esa’s hands froze, and she whipped her head over her shoulder.  “How long have you been there?”

“Not long.”

She narrowed her eyes.

“Would you like some help, love?”

“No, thank you.”  Her face softened for a moment, and she took another fortifying breath.  As she turned her attention back to the glass, confidence filled her determination.

Before she loosened the rest of the glass, he had to help without stepping in and taking over.  “What’s the tape for?”

Esa looked down at her feet, where she had all the materials piled together.  “I’m not sure.”

Brixton would have given her everything she needed, but not the explanation to go with it.

His mate glanced between him, the tape, and the window where her hands still held the blade against the edge.

Cal raised his brow and waited for her to figure it out on her own.  That was what she wanted, and as much as he needed to step in and do it for her, that wasn’t what she needed.  Cal had to let her do this.  Just as he did every time she tried to do something herself.

He’d had two years to guess what her past had been like, and he imagined a dictator telling her what she could and couldn’t do, what she was capable of and what she wasn’t, what she liked and didn’t like.  He didn’t think he was far off the mark.

She continued to stare between the tape and the glass, knowing that his asking was a hint.  Cal pushed off the house and picked up the tape.  Standing behind her, he let his chest brush her back.  The contact was enough to make his cock jump.  Brief moments like this throughout the week were enough torture to build until the next time he slipped into her room.

Cal reached around her and held the tape in front of her and bent his head to her ear.  “Asking how to do something isn’t the same as asking someone to do it for you.”

Her breath hitched, but she stopped herself from leaning against him.  In the dark and in the night, she responded to his every touch, welcoming everything between them, but the moment the sun brightened the sky, she kept her distance.

“Go ahead, love.  Ask me.”

“What is the tape for?” she asked through her teeth.

“To tape the broken glass so that when you pry it out, it doesn’t come apart in pieces.”  He ran his other hand up her arm to press his thumb into her palm.  “So you don’t cut yourself.”

“Thank you.”  She took the tape from him.

“Esa, you don’t have to know how to do everything.”

“I do.”

“How do you expect to learn?”

“Trial and error.”

Cal sighed and let his lips brush a kiss behind her ear.  The moment stretched, charged with the power of crossing a boundary.  This was the first time he’d kissed her outside of her bedroom.  They both froze, but Cal wouldn’t apologize for it.  She was his mate, and eventually, this arrangement would have to come to completion.  He needed to push against the unwritten rules they’d created.

“Callahan.”  Warning and confusion mixed through her tone.

He ignored it.  “I want to help you.  I want to teach you, love.”  He waited. She hesitated, her lips opening and closing, and with every breath, her head tilted a little further to the side, leaving more space for him to kiss.  But he didn’t.  The action was subconscious.

“Okay,” Esa whispered.  Her shoulders tightened, and her jaw clenched.  She hated agreeing to this, and it drove him insane with anger.  Who beat her down so hard that she felt the only way she needed to survive was on her own?  It wasn’t only Cal she pushed away.  Anyone who offered her help, she gently turned down.  It had been difficult for her to do when she first arrived in the community, but she forced herself to do it.  And ever since, telling others no had become as easy as breathing for her.  
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