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      Saige

      

      It had been almost a week since Lexi vanished, and there was still no sign of her.

      Harley strolled into our room without so much as a knock and flopped down at the end of my bed. “Lexi still hasn’t come home.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine,” I said, even though the words felt flat in my mouth. “Is there any way to know if she’s run into a hunter?” I glanced between her and Blair.

      Blair rolled her eyes. “If she has, then she’s definitely not fine. Even Lexi isn’t resourceful enough to claw her way out of that one. And let’s be real—Lucifer’s not sending telegrams every time his foot soldiers snatch or spot a witch.”

      The more she spoke, the more I regretted my question. Obviously there wouldn’t be a neat little update when hell broke loose. It wasn’t like we had some witchy tracking app.

      “Can’t say I feel reassured after that,” Harley muttered, leaning back against the wall. It surprised me, honestly, that she wasn’t venting to Libby or Amara. She’d never been the type to hang with us.

      “Sorry, but… why do you care?” I asked, eyes locked on the lint I was obsessively picking from my doona cover. “After the way she treated you, I half expected you'd be first in line to throw her at Lucifer with a red bow on.”

      Her gaze snapped to mine, and when she spoke, her voice had an edge sharp enough to cut steel. “The way she treated me is exactly why I care. The Elders will handle Oaklyn—punish her for what she did, not just to me, but to all of us. I doubt she’ll be pulling a stunt like that again anytime soon… although let’s not kid ourselves—evil runs in her blood. But Lexi? She’s worse. She’s sneaky where Oaklyn is obvious. You never see her coming. And you never know who she’ll twist into helping her.”

      I looked at Blair, who gave me a knowing glance. After what she saw during Samhain—the professor chanting to summon the fire demon—I didn’t blame her for being uneasy. Lexi was dangerous. In a different way. A more terrifying way.

      “And why should she get off easy?” Harley went on. “They fed me to the vampires, Saige. Let them—” her voice cracked, “—have sex with me in front of everyone. How messed up is that?”

      “Totally messed up,” I whispered, stomach twisting. The night at Vampire Manor was a foggy blur in my mind, but the horror on Blair’s face after witnessing it said everything. I hadn't even considered how Harley must’ve felt. That wasn’t okay. None of it was.

      “You’re right,” Blair said, her voice quieter than usual. “She needs to answer for what she’s done.”

      “And how exactly do we do that?” Harley asked, though I could see she was ready to burn down the world to find out.

      “I don’t have all the answers,” Blair said. “At least not yet.”

      “Surely the Elders will have to step in,” Harley said, glancing at both of us. “Even if it means sending the Guardians to deal with the vamps for keeping a witch from her own kind.”

      “Unless Lexi causes a real problem, I doubt they’ll lift a finger.” I shook my head. “She’s more demon spawn than actual threat. And without a pack, her best shot at surviving is probably by staying tucked up with her fanged friends.”

      “Well, who needs the Elders, anyway?” Harley said. “We’re witches, aren’t we?”

      “I guess so,” I said, glancing at her.

      “Yeah,” she said, though her shrug didn’t exactly scream confidence.

      “Wow. That was inspiring,” Blair deadpanned, rolling her eyes.

      “What does that even have to do with finding her?” I asked.

      “It means,” Blair said, a smirk forming, “we’ve got ways even a sniffer dog would envy.”

      I snorted. No matter how bleak things got, Blair could always make me laugh. It was her strange optimism that constantly one-upped my skepticism—and honestly, I was glad for it. When we bent the rules, the universe usually gave us a little leeway. Probably because we were doing what no one else dared.

      “You thinking séance?” I asked, scrunching my nose. I wasn’t sure I was up for conjuring spirits.

      “Only if she’s dead.” Blair rolled her eyes—again. I was starting to wonder if that was just her resting expression.

      Harley laughed. “Would make our job easier if she was.”

      “You’re both terrible,” I muttered, shaking my head—but even Blair was laughing now. “Have you even started your divination notes?” Her tone went full disapproving-parent. Honestly, it gave me flashbacks to Mum the day Gary came to take me to Selvatico Valley. Her reaction had never made sense to me. She raised me to be normal, to ignore my nature—but did she really believe that would be enough to keep me safe?

      Blair sighed, loud enough that I could feel the weight behind it.

      “Sorry,” I said, even though I didn’t really owe her one. It had to be hard rooming with the most clueless witch in the house. “It’s on my to-do list for the weekend.”

      Since coming of age—and everything that had gone down on Samhain—studying had been the last thing on my mind. I’d spent most of my time trying to summon literally anything. A spark, a flame, a flicker of power. So far, I’d managed a strong sense of self-doubt and not much else.

      “We could try scrying for her,” Blair offered, like it was the obvious next step.

      She didn’t explain what that meant—and I didn’t ask. One more thing for the weekend reading pile. Right after not completely falling apart before my date with Gray.

      “Or we could just go over to Vampire Manor and pull her out by the hair.”

      Harley’s suggestion was violent, impulsive, and way too appealing.

      I had to admit—it sounded faster, and a hell of a lot more exciting than the traditional, ‘witch-approved’ methods.

      “It’d probably save us a heap of time,” I said, tilting my head slightly as I watched their reactions. They were weighing our options, and I was definitely leaning toward the hair-pulling route.

      “Ok-ay.” Blair’s tone was cautious, like she was testing the air before jumping in. “We’d need a solid plan, though. I really don’t fancy calling on our packs to dig us out of another mess.”

      “I agree,” Harley said, surprisingly quick to get on board. I knew I was probably overthinking it, but I couldn’t help wondering why she suddenly wanted to hang out with us. Her track record wasn’t exactly filled with stellar choices, and the last thing I wanted was to be branded the new house delinquents just because Oaklyn and Lexi had left the role wide open.

      “We should go in daylight,” I offered. “They can’t do much to us if the sun’s a problem for them. Might even screw with the hunters too, if we’re lucky.”

      “I’ve never dealt with the hunters,” Harley said, “but the vamps—even if they’re up and about in daylight—they’re sluggish as hell.”

      Her experience with them might actually work in our favor.

      “Do you remember much from when you were under their control?” I didn’t want to push, but it’d be helpful to know how clear her memory of the manor really was.

      “Unfortunately, yes.” Harley’s eyes filled with tears, and she looked away, twisting a chunk of her long, dark hair around her finger. “I didn’t before Samhain… but since then, it’s like a filter’s been lifted. Every day the visions get clearer than they were the day before—I wish they wouldn’t. The things they did to me…” Her voice broke, and the tears fell, quiet and steady down her cheeks.

      I didn’t know what to say. Words wouldn’t fix this. So I reached out and took her hand. A gentle squeeze. Not as intrusive as a hug, but something.

      “I wish there was a way to make them pay for what they did to you.” Blair swung her legs over the edge of her bed and crossed the room to sit beside us, taking Harley’s other hand.

      “The Elders won’t let them off lightly,” she said. “I doubt we’ll ever see Oaklyn again, if they can help it.”

      “Really? What will they do with her?” What she did was twisted, sure—but still, it felt harsh to just cast her out, leave her vulnerable to Lucifer’s grip.

      “Not sure,” Blair said. “But she’s not the first witch they’ve had to take action against.”

      I wondered how many years Harley had actually been in the house, but now didn’t feel like the time to ask.

      “So… when are we doing this?” I asked. No use sitting in the past—we couldn’t change what happened. But the future? That we could influence. And I wanted to help Harley move forward, even if just a little.

      “The sooner we come up with a plan, the quicker we can move.” Blair stood, walked to her desk, and pulled a notebook and pen from the drawer. “Tomorrow works for me—thoughts?” She returned to my bed and sat down, pen already poised to take notes.

      “Suits me,” I said. “The only thing I had planned was some pre-reading for our new classes, but I can cram that in before I go out with Gray this afternoon.”

      “Fine with me,” Harley said. “I’m still not ready to face my pack anyway. Can’t even imagine what they must think of me.” Her voice cracked, and she shook her head, pain etched all over her expression.

      “Why’d you go there in the first place?” Blair asked, her head tilted slightly. She wasn’t accusing, just curious.

      “Go where? To Vampire Manor?” Harley’s tone was defensive. “I didn’t know. Oaklyn cast some spell—zombie voodoo magic I’ve never even heard of. I had no idea what I was doing. I wasn’t in control.”

      “Exactly,” Blair said, leaning forward, her voice firm. “You had no control over it. No one’s blaming you. Tetrodotoxin is a poison. You’re lucky she didn’t kill you with that crap.”

      “I don’t even know what that is, to be honest.” Harley admitted.

      Neither did I, but I was grateful she asked first.

      “It’s a toxin from pufferfish,” Blair explained. “Paralyzes the muscles. Combine that with the potion Oaklyn brewed and the ceremonial burial? She turned you into her puppet. Literally. She was the puppeteer—you were the zombie.”

      Blair didn’t sugarcoat things, but at least she explained them. Libby and Amara hadn’t given us half this much insight.

      “Oh.” Harley’s voice was small. “What about the charcoal tablets? I still have them on my bedside table. I remember taking them every morning and night.” She frowned.

      “They counteract the poison,” Blair said. “Help dilute the Tetrodotoxin. Lessen its grip.”

      “How do you even know all this stuff?” I asked, trying to keep up with the information overload. My brain was spinning.

      “I studied a lot back home,” Blair said. “Not much else to do.”

      “Well, I’m glad you did.” Harley’s voice was quiet but sincere. “Otherwise, I’d still be in the dark about what they actually did to me.”

      “With a bit of luck, knowing the truth might give you some closure,” I said. I was grateful for Blair too—since she’d come to the Valley, she’d made my life easier in more ways than I could count. Helping me with lessons, guiding me through things I didn’t even know I needed to learn. Teaching me what it meant to be a witch, when everyone else just expected me to know.

      “I hope so.” Harley exhaled like she was carrying the weight of a hundred years. Maybe she was.

      “Not to be dismissive, but we really need to focus on this plan,” Blair said as she started scribbling into her notebook, jotting down ideas as they came to her.

      “We should head into town after breakfast,” I offered, “then go to the manor from there. It’ll look less sus if anyone sees us leave.”

      “Good idea.” Her pen kept moving across the page, not missing a beat as we bounced ideas around.

      “How’s this—breakfast, The Bubbling Cauldron for takeaway, the library, and then vamp city? With a bit of luck, we’ll be home in time for Saige to finish her pre-reading,” Blair teased.

      “I’ll have you know, I’ve been working on other things—important witchy ones.” I wasn’t about to admit I’d been trying to conjure something useful in the middle of a hypothetical battle and mostly failing. No sparks, no shields, just disappointment.

      Blair narrowed her eyes and looked back at her notes.

      “Sorry, focus—I know. Sounds good to me.” I glanced over at Harley, who nodded.

      “I really appreciate you guys going out on a limb to help me,” she said, looking between us and offering a small smile.

      “That’s what sisters are for.” I smiled back, and for the first time since arriving at the valley, I truly felt like I belonged.

      “On that note, I guess I should leave you guys to do what you have to do.” Harley stood and lingered for a moment by the door. “Do you really think my guys will forgive me?”

      “To be honest, I think they’re probably wondering the same.”

      “What do you mean?” Her brows pulled together.

      “Their job is to protect you. I know my guys would feel like they’d failed if I’d been taken by Oaklyn and Lexi and they hadn’t stopped it. I’m not saying it’s their fault—but I’d bet anything they’re carrying guilt.”

      “Makes sense.” Harley exhaled, her shoulders dropping. “Thanks for making me feel better about everything.” She slipped out of the room before I could respond.

      “I hope the Elders—or Libby—are planning to keep an eye on her,” I said, the door clicking shut behind her. “She’s suffering more than I ever imagined. It wasn’t until she opened up that I even thought about how she might be coping. What they did to her was criminal. I just hope the Elders see it that way too.”

      “I had the same thought,” Blair admitted.

      “If we can find Lexi and they deal with her like they are with Oaklyn, then maybe Harley can finally start to heal.”

      “Honestly, I don’t think the Elders are the ones we need to worry about.”

      “You’re referring to the professor, aren’t you?” I wrinkled my nose. It figured—of all the people who could’ve been involved, it had to be someone with a damn title.

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “I never said that.” I pulled my knees up to my chest, wrapped my arms around them. “I just think you should be careful who you tell.”

      “That’s just the thing. Who can I tell?” Blair’s voice cracked with frustration. “She’s a professor, Saige. No one’s going to take my word over hers.”

      “Well, we definitely have a dilemma on our hands.” I sighed and tried to think through it logically, but there was no easy answer.

      “Maybe Lexi will out her,” Blair said. “Try to save her own ass by pointing the finger at someone higher up. What better way to play the victim?”

      She had a point, but something about it didn’t sit right with me. “I don’t know… Lexi doesn’t seem the type to let someone else take credit for her twisted schemes—even when they fail.”

      “Time will tell.”

      I released my grip on my knees and rolled off the bed. “Speaking of time, the guys will be here soon. We best not keep them waiting or—”

      “Or what?” Blair grinned. “They’ll put you over their knee and spank you?” She tipped her head back and laughed as she stood to get ready.

      I smirked, shaking my head. “What are you wearing?”

      I pulled open the wardrobe and slid hangers across the rail, hoping something halfway decent would jump out at me. One drab dress after another. What had I even been thinking when I packed? I had so many cute outfits back home—most of which Mum had insisted I wouldn’t need. Typical. Her truths were always slightly skewed when it came to what was in my best interest.

      “You can borrow something of mine, if you want,” Blair offered, picking up on my silent wardrobe despair.

      “Really? You wouldn’t mind?” She had the best clothes—feminine, flirty, the kind that would have Gray doing a double take.

      “Go for your life. I can’t wear them all at once.” She opened the wardrobe wider so I could browse.

      “I’m going for a shower,” she added, disappearing through the door.

      “Okay—and thanks.”

      “Anytime,” she called over her shoulder with a flick of her wrist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Saige

      

      “Okay, so how do I look?” I spun in a slow circle, the hem of Blair’s dress flaring just the way I’d imagined it would. Fitted bodice, cinched waist, and a floaty skirt that would catch the breeze with barely any effort. I’d seen her wear it before—always loved it.

      “Stunning.” Blair smiled at me over the pillow she hugged to her chest, lounging back on her bed while she waited for Pax to pick her up.

      “If alone time wasn’t such a rare commodity, I would’ve suggested a double date.”

      Blair narrowed her eyes and frowned. Loudly.

      “Or not,” I added quickly, shrugging. “Just a passing thought.” I held up my hands, surrendering. No need to get hissy over something that clearly wasn’t happening.

      “No offense—I don’t mean to sound bitchy—but I’m not sure I could sit through an entire afternoon in Gray’s company. If Samhain’s any indicator of how he speaks to you, it wouldn’t take long before I’d tell him exactly what I think.”

      Amara popped her head around the corner, already halfway through her sentence. “Your guys are here.” Then her gaze landed on me and widened. “Oh, don’t you look a bit too gorgeous.” She grinned and disappeared before I could respond.

      “About Gray…” I picked the thread back up. “He’s just misunderstood.” He wasn’t always this abrupt. At least, he hadn’t used to be.

      “Oh, I understand,” Blair said, dry as ever. “The guy’s an asshole.”

      I didn’t argue. I’d only come off looking pathetic if I kept defending the indefensible. The truth was, yeah, Gray could be an asshole—but he could also be the sweetest of my pack when he let his guard down. It was just… rare.

      “There’s so much more to him than what you saw,” I offered instead. “He’s just not easy to get to know.”

      “I hope so.” Blair puffed out her cheeks and blew the air out hard, pushing off the bed to grab her purse.

      Blair wasn’t usually so judgy. I hoped this wasn’t something triggered by her transition, or things might start getting tense.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, softening. “I’ll mind my own business. It’s just… you’re awesome, and I don’t want anyone making you feel less than you deserve.” She reached out, took my hand, and gave it a squeeze. “He clearly doesn’t know how lucky he is.”

      “I don’t know about that.” I squeezed back but kept it vague, hoping she’d take the hint and let it drop. “Where are you guys heading?” Easiest way to shift the topic—redirect.

      “Probably Pax’s house—honestly, it’s amazing.” She grinned, lighting up like a kid at Christmas.

      “Isn’t it outside the barrier?”

      “Yeah, but Pax doesn’t think it’ll be a problem during the day. Something about demons being sensitive to sunlight. And like Vampire Manor, I guess they’re hesitant to attack on enemy turf.”

      “I wonder if the professors were ever planning to tell us about that. They’ve been keeping that little gem to themselves.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe now that the demons are an actual threat to us, we’ll start learning what we should’ve known from the beginning. Weaknesses, strengths—whatever gives us a fighting chance. What about you guys? Going anywhere special?”

      “No idea. If Gray has a house of his own, he’s never taken me there.” I winced as the words left my mouth—doing nothing to disprove Blair’s opinion of him. “He’ll come up with something, I’m sure.” I didn’t add that it’d likely be somewhere public. It’d been a while since Gray and I had been… close. Not exactly something I wanted to highlight—even to Blair.

      “There’s my girl.” Pax’s voice lit up the room the second Blair stepped into view.

      Gray smiled, but his was a different kind of smile. Not quite as enthusiastic. Arms around Blair, Pax lifted her clean off the ground and spun her into a hug that made me feel like I was intruding.

      “Have fun, you guys,” I said, cheeks heating as Pax kissed Blair like no one else was in the room.

      “You too,” Blair called back, arm looped casually around Pax’s waist.

      “You ready to go?” Gray asked, pressing a kiss to my lips. I couldn’t help but wonder—was it for my benefit, or theirs?

      “Sure am. Where are we going?”

      “What does it matter? I’m taking the time to get you out of this place, aren’t I?”

      “Obviously,” I muttered.

      “What? Not good enough for you?” He already sounded defensive, like he was looking for a reason to argue.

      “I never said anything of the sort. But if it’s such a hassle and you’ve got better things to do, don’t feel obligated.” What I wanted to say was: if this is going to be another round of ‘make Saige feel like crap,’ then he could stick this date where the sun didn’t shine.

      “I never said anything of the sort,” he mimicked, smug.

      Normally that kind of bitchy comeback would leave me stinging, tongue-tied. But not today. Blair was right—he didn’t get to treat me like shit. I was done handing over my power like it was candy.

      “Well, glad we got that cleared up.” I flashed him a smile and opened the car door, sliding into the passenger seat like I wasn’t the least bit rattled.

      I couldn’t tell if his expression was shock or disgust—but honestly, I didn’t care. It felt good not letting him get under my skin. One of these days, I was going to ask him outright what I’d done to offend him. Not that it would change anything. His lack of desire had already become a problem I wasn’t sure we’d overcome.

      “So, how was your week?”

      Making small talk with Gray was almost as excruciating as the silence that stretched between us when I didn’t. Usually, I’d stay quiet—less chance of setting him off—but maybe that was part of the problem. I wasn’t trying, so why would he?

      “How do you think my week was?” he snapped. “That bullshit festival you hosted last weekend did nothing but add to our workload.”

      He shot me a sideways glance as he pulled onto the road, accelerating too fast, the tires spinning before they caught traction.

      “Tell me about it,” I muttered. “We didn’t have classes all week, just clean-up duty.” I ignored the tantrum brewing behind his scowl and pushed on. “At least they’ve got Oaklyn contained now… though no one knows what the hell happened to Lexi.”

      I could already tell I was poking the bear, but maybe he needed to hear it.

      “Lexi,” he scoffed, “the filthy witch playing hostess to the vamps the night you dragged us into their lair?”

      I shook my head. “No, that was Oaklyn. And the other one—Harley—wasn’t exactly there by choice. Some kind of voodoo magic. Oaklyn and Lexi were controlling her like a marionette.”

      Gray’s jaw clenched, his fingers tightening on the wheel. “You’ve got no idea how much that messed up her pack. Watching their own stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the enemy?” He still didn’t look at me. “If it were me... I’d have walked away. Even if it meant being branded a traitor.”

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you had.” I kept my gaze on him, watching the war play out across his features. The way his jaw tightened, then relaxed, like he was biting back a response too sharp to say aloud.

      The rest of the drive passed in silence.

      Still clueless about where we were heading, I turned my attention to the window and watched the forest blur by. He was driving fast. We were well beyond the barrier now, but I didn’t question him.

      For all his moods, Gray was still my Alpha. My safety was as tied to his survival as his was to mine—two halves of the same soulbound coin.

      When he finally turned off the main road onto a narrow dirt track, I shifted in my seat, subtly trying to catch his expression. My heart kicked up. The trees thickened, swallowing the path behind us, no markers in sight to show where we’d come from. We were completely isolated.

      “So... do we know where we’re headed now?” I asked carefully. There was something about his energy—edgy, unreadable. I didn’t think he’d hurt me, but it was getting harder to believe he had any of my best interests at heart when he always looked one second away from pissed.

      “I do,” he said, smug. “You? Still in the dark.” He tipped his head back and laughed like he actually enjoyed keeping me guessing.

      Maybe he wasn’t here to brood after all.

      We rounded a bend and the canopy opened to reveal the sacred lake, tucked beneath the jagged cliffs, a veil of water cascading down like liquid silk. I’d only heard about it until now—never actually seen it.

      Professor Hendrix once mentioned the lake’s water as an alternative to moon water, said it could strengthen potions beyond what most witches were capable of. I’d thought it was just a tale. Water was meant to dilute, not enhance.

      Apparently, I still had a lot to learn.

      I didn’t say a word. I didn’t want to ruin the surprise he clearly thought he was springing on me. Gray was hard enough to read on a good day, and I didn’t feel like stepping in it again by talking when I should’ve shut up.

      My tendency to tread lightly? A side effect of too much second-guessing and not enough self-worth.

      With three others happy to dote on me, you’d think I’d make better choices. But no matter how far I leaned into logic, something about Gray always pulled me back in. He was gravity I didn’t know how to resist.

      Maybe it was because he held back—because his touch, when it finally came, was rare enough to brand itself into my bones. There’d only been one time where he initiated anything, and I was still recovering from how deeply it’d burned. Sex with Gray had been the best I’d ever had—and yet, ever since, he’d barely laid a hand on me.

      Sometimes I wondered if I was just his duty. An assignment. Someone to guard, not someone to want.

      I just hoped today would be different.

      He didn’t speak again until the car eased to a stop, the lake shimmering just beyond the trees, the cliffside rising behind it.

      “This is us.” He shifted in his seat to look at me. “You look beautiful, by the way.”

      His voice was like warm chocolate—thick, smooth, and entirely unexpected.

      Before I could respond, he leaned in, covering my mouth with his.

      It caught me off guard. For a split second, I froze, but then instinct kicked in. His hand rose to cup my cheek, and I leaned into him, tracing his bottom lip with my tongue, threading my fingers through his hair. My other hand found the back of his neck, grounding us both as the kiss deepened.

      Without breaking away, he unbuckled my seatbelt and pulled me closer, his arm sliding around my waist. His breathing thickened, his tongue teasing against mine.

      Then—just like that—it was over.

      “Plenty of time for that later,” he murmured, voice low, before he popped his door open and stepped out.

      I followed, not bothering to hide how much I wanted the “later” part of his promise. Every nerve ending buzzed, hypersensitive and hungry for more. His touch. His kiss. Even the smallest gesture from him had me coiled tight with anticipation.

      As I rounded the car, I watched him reach into the backseat and pull out a blanket and a picnic basket.

      So that’s what he’d been hiding back there.

      I really needed to be more observant. Might’ve saved myself the emotional whiplash during the ride over.

      But a picnic? Out here, near the sacred lake? That beat any carefully curated date he could’ve taken me on. It was unexpected. Thoughtful.

      And for once, it felt like maybe he actually wanted to be here with me.

      “I have a confession to make.” Gray shut the car door behind him, careful not to slam it for once. “Mel packed the lunch.”

      He grinned, already knowing that no sane person would be disappointed by that news. A meal made by Mel was practically divine intervention.

      “She’s amazing, isn’t she?” I shook my head in awe. “She keeps the café running, manages takeaway orders, and now she’s out here curating picnics? Honestly, she makes superwoman look like a slacker.”

      “That she does,” he agreed. “And if it weren’t for forbidden love, she’d have left this place a long time ago.”

      I stopped. “Wait—who’d she fall for?”

      “Not my story to tell,” he said, shrugging like the answer should have been obvious.

      “Let me guess… someone in her pack?”

      Gray didn’t answer, but I didn’t really expect him to.

      “What I don’t get,” I continued, frowning, “is why anyone thinks they have the right to stand in the way of what the heart wants. Like, how many times do we have to live out the Amara drama before someone learns? It’s ridiculous.”

      “I won’t argue with you there,” he said, then took my hand. With his other arm cradling the basket, he led us down a narrow path that skirted along the cliffside.

      “Are there actual laws against it? Or is this one of those archaic ‘we all just know better’ situations?”

      “Unwritten,” he replied. “But known.”

      Of course. The worst kind of law. I opened my mouth to speak but caught myself. He didn’t seem in the mood to keep digging into it, and I didn’t want to ruin whatever spark of warmth had started to form between us.

      Still, I couldn’t help myself. “Well, I think it’s a shitty law. One worth challenging.”

      “Do you just?” His tone was amused, a trace of laughter behind it.

      “I do,” I said, jutting out my chin with mock defiance and letting a pout settle in.

      The path was steep but manageable. I knew the climb back up would be another story, but judging by the glint in Gray’s eye, the view at the bottom was going to be worth every aching step.

      “Is it true what they say about the water here?” I asked as the trees thickened, the lake below just out of sight. “About its healing powers?”

      He nodded. “So they say.”

      “Another unwritten rule?” I teased, watching the way his eyes flickered down to me.

      “You’re sassy today,” he said, amused. “I like you like this.”

      A backhanded compliment—classic Gray—but still a compliment. I smiled.

      “I kinda like you like this too,” I replied, grinning and silently praying his mood held for the rest of the day.

      We continued in silence until the trees finally parted—and my breath caught audibly. I stopped in my tracks.

      The lake wasn’t massive, but it was nothing short of spectacular. The water shimmered in hues of jade and emerald, edged by quartz boulders that sparkled in the dappling sunlight. Yellow and white wildflowers blanketed the shore like confetti, framed by ferns so delicate they looked almost translucent from a distance. A silver waterfall spilled from the rock shelf above, crashing into the lake below in a roar that was somehow both powerful and calming.

      Gray paused beside me. “Hungry?”

      Not even a little. But I wasn’t about to ignore the effort he’d made, especially not when he was making an attempt at something... real.

      “Starving,” I lied softly. “But this place? It’s… breathtaking.”

      “So are you,” he said.

      He stepped in closer, releasing my hand so he could cup the back of my neck and draw me into him. His kiss was sudden, hungry, crushing my lips with urgency he hadn’t shown before.

      I melted into it, sliding my arms around him and pressing against his body. Hungry didn’t even begin to cover it. I didn’t want food. I wanted him. All of him.

      “You’re quite the distraction today, young lady.”

      “Oh really?” I smirked. “I’d apologize, but I’m not at all sorry.”

      I slipped my hand up under his shirt, fingertips grazing warm skin.

      He let out a low breath and pulled back. “We should eat.”

      He stepped away with a smile and nodded toward the lake. “Come on.”

      Gray insisted on doing everything himself. When I offered to help, he waved me off with mock sternness.

      “Shoes off. Relax. You’ll be surprised how warm it is this close to the water.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The closer we got, the more the heat settled around us, soft and thick, like the air itself was alive with magic.

      “Are we going swimming?” I asked.

      “If you’re keen, I’m in.” Mischief sparked behind his eyes.

      Oh, I was more than keen.

      I didn’t have a swimsuit, but nude suited me just fine. Exactly the vibe I’d been hoping for, and Gray had just served me the perfect excuse.

      Mel’s picnic didn’t disappoint. Fluffy rolls stuffed with our favorite fillings—mine overloaded with salad, his piled high with enough meat to satisfy any carnivore. Chocolate-coated berries for dessert. A touch of indulgence in every bite.

      It felt almost rude to eat it all so fast, but judging by Gray’s fidgeting, his mind was clearly on dessert of a different kind.

      By the time I wiped my mouth with the napkin tucked beneath my plate, it was clear lunch was over.

      “Great dress,” he said, rising to his feet. “But where we’re going, you won’t be needing it.”

      He held out a hand to help me up.

      “In that case…”

      I didn’t wait for him to undress me. I hooked my thumbs under the hem and slowly dragged the fabric down my body, letting it pool at my feet. I wasn’t wearing anything beneath, and I didn’t break eye contact as I stepped out of it.

      Gray’s lips twitched, eyebrows threatening to lift, but he kept his cool. Barely.

      In two steps, he closed the space between us, arms circling my waist and pulling me hard against him.

      “Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he growled before his mouth claimed mine again.

      Impatient, I reached for the button of his jeans, popped it open and dragged down the zipper. My hands slid under his shirt, fingers skating across his back, then up and over his shoulders as I yanked the fabric over his head.

      “I’ll leave you to finish up while I get wet,” I teased, stepping back with a grin.

      “Not a chance in hell,” he said, pulling me right back. “I’d rather be the one responsible for that.”

      His hand raked through my hair, the other gripping my ass. His kiss this time was softer, more deliberate. But even that tenderness couldn’t mask the hunger behind it—or the way his fingers worked between my thighs from behind, exploring, teasing, claiming.

      I was already slick, my body aching for him, and he wasted no time. His fingers circled my entrance, teasing, testing, before plunging inside me.

      Not slow. Not gentle.

      He moved with purpose, setting a rhythm that made it hard for me to stay still. My hips twitched, wanting to move with him, but I held my ground and let him lead, let him take.

      Because in that moment, I wasn’t just his packmate or obligation.

      I was his.

      And damn, did it feel good to be wanted.

      I’d argue with anyone who claimed the Wolf Riders had no gifts beyond shifting—because there was no other explanation for the way Gray made me feel.

      His mouth trailed fire along my jaw, his kisses melting down the curve of my neck. He nipped, then sucked gently at my flesh, and heat spiraled through me, tight and pulsing. My breath turned ragged, each exhale punctuated with a moan as my orgasm coiled closer. Tilting my pelvis back, I ground myself into his hand, aching to draw him in deeper.

      My hand slipped down the front of his chest, fingers skating across warm skin and taut muscle, until I reached the front of his jeans and wrapped my hand around what I craved most.

      Just as I made contact, Gray stilled. Then, with infuriating calm, he slipped his fingers out of me and gave my ass a sharp smack.

      “I’ll join you when I’m ready,” he said, voice clipped, cool.

      The heat that had been building inside me snapped like a brittle twig. I inhaled deeply, held it, then slowly exhaled, blinking through the sting behind my eyes. Was he punishing me for touching him? For wanting him the way he so clearly wanted me?

      Hot one moment. Cold the next.

      He was whiplash wrapped in muscle and mood swings, and I was the idiot who kept climbing into the car without a seatbelt.

      Still, I didn’t flinch. I didn’t pout. I stretched up, pressed a soft kiss to his lips, and smiled as I pulled back—sweet, measured. He frowned, like he couldn’t figure out who I was or what the hell had just happened. Good. Let him wonder. I wasn’t going to let him ruin the rest of this day, even if he was hellbent on emotionally sucker-punching me every five minutes.

      The water was warmer than I expected. Whether it was healing or not, I didn’t care—it felt glorious on my bare skin.

      I didn’t wait for him. Didn’t look back. I dove forward, letting the lake swallow me whole as I swam toward the waterfall. It spilled like silver from the cliff’s edge, a serene curtain instead of the usual crashing roar. Peaceful, not punishing.

      Beyond the veil of water, I caught a glimpse of the void behind it—hidden, secret, like something out of a dream. I glanced back over my shoulder, but the spray blurred everything, and Gray was nowhere in sight.

      Good. I didn’t need his eyes on me. Didn’t need him making me feel like a backup plan with a pulse. The chance to explore this space alone? I wasn’t wasting it.

      Diving under, I swam through the silken rush, bursting out on the other side. A natural rock shelf curved behind the falls like a secret hideaway. The ledge served as rough steps, and I climbed up carefully, grateful I didn’t have an audience for the less-than-graceful exit. Dripping and flushed, I tossed my head back, using the weight of the water to smooth my hair from my face.

      The air here was cooler, crisp. Goosebumps prickled across my skin as my nipples hardened from the sudden shift in temperature. I instinctively wrapped my arms around myself, chasing a bit of warmth.

      “Don’t cover yourself.”

      Gray’s voice startled me, echoing through the stillness like a spell. I jumped, whipping around to see him standing there in nothing but his jeans, undone just as I’d left them. His eyes raked over me, dark and hungry.

      “I knew you wouldn’t resist.” His tone was laced with amusement, but there was something deeper beneath it. Something more.

      “I’ve dreamed of places like this,” I said, relaxing my arms and letting them fall to my sides. “Though I imagined wearing more than my birthday suit.” I laughed, light and easy.

      “You’re perfect,” he said, and there wasn’t a hint of teasing in it.

      In two strides he was on me, arms winding around my waist, body heat seeping into my chilled skin. His hands were everywhere—my back, my ass, the curve of my waist—then sliding up, cupping my breasts with a reverence that made my knees threaten to give.

      He dipped his head, mouth closing around one nipple, tongue circling the stiff peak while his hand kneaded the other. Then he slid one hand down, slow and deliberate, tracing my curves like a map he’d long forgotten how to read.

      His fingers found their destination, plunging inside with a fluid motion that stole my breath. His mouth switched sides, grazing me with his teeth just as he set a relentless rhythm below.

      I moaned, body arching, hips fighting the instinct to move with him. I didn’t want to disrupt the spell he was casting with his hands and mouth and heat. I tipped my head back, exposing my neck just as he slid his lips there, and I felt the sudden withdrawal of his fingers.

      A protest formed on my lips, but it died the second his hands gripped the backs of my thighs and lifted me like I weighed nothing.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist, my arms around his neck, heart thudding with anticipation.

      He kissed me—long, deep, drugging—while his hands worked his jeans the rest of the way down.

      With one sure movement, he thrust inside.

      I broke the kiss, gasping at the overwhelming rush of pleasure. The stretch. The depth. The fullness.

      He drew back, then drove in again. Hard. Deep. Over and over until my hands fisted in his hair and my cries echoed beneath the falls.

      His arms stayed locked around me, strong and solid. I couldn’t have fallen even if I’d wanted to.

      “You feel so good,” I whispered, clinging to him. “I’ve wanted you for so long.”

      And then he froze.

      Every muscle in his body went still. The rhythm vanished. The heat shattered.

      “I can’t do this,” he said suddenly, like the words had been forced from his throat.

      Before I could respond, he pulled back and gripped my waist, lowering me to the ground like I was fragile crystal. The moment I stood on trembling legs, he turned away from me, dragging his jeans up and fastening them with the kind of finality that slammed the door before I even knew it was closing.

      He turned back around slowly, eyes raking over my naked body, jaw tight.

      I crossed my arms over my chest—not out of shame, but instinct. I was exposed in more ways than one, and not just because I wasn’t dressed.

      “What are you waiting for?” he asked, his voice hollow. “Go. Get dressed.” He paused. “I’m taking you home.”
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