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To Meaghan, for loving these characters the way you do.
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I move through the forest as nothing more than a blur against the landscape of trees. My skin blends in with the night, feet barely making a sound as I run through the fallen leaves covering the ground. I know every inch of this forest, have hunted it since I was old enough to understand why we hunted. To feed our people. To nourish them. That the chosen hunters came above ground, into the human domain, so that the rest of the Grounders could remain safe below. I hunt now just as I did then, to keep my people safe. Except this time, I'm not hunting any animal, but a man.

The President.

The moment the Vice President, Judith, came below and spoke of an alliance, a Grounder killing their President in exchange for peace, in exchange for avoiding what seemed like an inevitable war, various plans began to form in my mind. All of them ending with the President's blood spilling until the last pathetic drop left his body. As I listened to her talk of the tactics their leader had used to stay in and maintain power, and of the devious plans he'd clearly been putting together for years to destroy monsters, of the many lies he'd told, about my son's mate, and to his people, my mind conjured up more and more images. The President's body mangled and distorted. His howls of pain as I brought him closer to his end. His pleas for mercy that I would not give him an inch of.

I'd barely slept as I thought of the best way to make him pay. But only two things truly matter in the end. That the President dies, sealing our deal with the Vice President, stopping this war from happening, and ushering in a new age for Grounders and humans alike. And that I make it back to my mate alive. 

As I promised.

Just thinking of her sends my mind back to our last moments together.
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As I prepare myself to come on this mission, my mate, Nicole, watches me don myself with weapons. Sword at my back. A row of ten knives strapped from my shoulder across my chest. Two longer knives at my waist. If things go the way I plan for them to, each will see their share of blood before the sun rises. When I finish, Nicole comes towards me, her hands reaching up to brush over my horns. My eyes close as her fingertips trail over the taller horns before settling on the smaller ones in the row behind them. Her hands grip them, tightening with an urgency her eyes do not betray, but I hear her every thought. Her fears that this is all a trap; her worries that the humans will capture me, kill me.

But underneath it all is her certainty, that I would burn every, single thing to ashes to get back to her. That the day she was sent down here as a sacrifice, what feels like so many years and yet never enough years ago, was the beginning of her life and that she refuses to have it end so soon. That, on the day of our bonding ceremony, I promised never to leave her and have never lied to her.

Not that I could, anyway, I tease with my mind.

I open my eyes to see her cheeks rise with her smile.

“Get out of my head, monster,” she jokes right back.

"As long as I still get to be in your heart," I say out loud, placing my hand over her racing heartbeat.

"It would not be a heart without you, Warzo."

I bring my hand to her cheek. She turns her face into my touch, kissing my palm.

"You come back to me, my love." She speaks so softly that I can tell it hurts her to even say the words. "No matter what, you come back to me."

"No one and nothing could ever keep me from finding my way back to you."

She nods, her beautiful eyes staring into mine. I know she can hear my thoughts when I think how I would destroy everything in my path just for nothing more than to see her eyes again.

“Just for my eyes, huh?” She smirks. “Nothing else?”

I move my hand from her cheek to grip her chin while the other wraps around her body until it's at her lower back, pushing her closer to me. She tilts her head back, already knowing what I intend. I bring my mouth down to hers, and she eagerly opens for me, moaning as my tongue meets hers.

So many kisses we've shared. So many times her body has been pressed against mine. And yet, every single time feels new. Every touch of her lips to mine and every stroke of her tongue only makes me crave more. Just like the first time. I will never, ever get enough of her. Of that, I'm sure.

Her hands move on my horns, making me grow hard against her. My thoughts quickly turn from killing a President to fucking my mate. Her tongue circles mine before she closes her lips around it, sucking on the tip. I groan as my hand at her back slips lower to her ass, tightening there, pushing her against my now aching cock.

I tilt my head to get even more of her, but she breaks her mouth away from mine. My growl doesn’t prevent her from smiling up at me in the way that I’ve grown to need more than air.

"Wanted to give you a little something more than my eyes to strive to make it home for."

"All these years and you still haven't learned not to toy with me?"

"Oh, but it's so much fun, my love." Her tongue peeks out to lick my lips. "It ensures that when I’m near you, it won't be long before my clothes are ripped off."

But then her mind recalls why I won’t be close to her tonight, why I’m leaving this time, and the danger I'm heading towards. And the moment turns somber, as do her eyes.

"I love you, Nicole," I say. "And I will return to tell you those words many more times."

"I love you, Warzo. I will be waiting for you."

A nod from me, another meeting of our lips, and one more brush of her fingers across my horns as she removes her hands. Then, I'm walking away. I force myself not to turn my head, not to look back at her hand over her heart like I'm sure it will be, like it always is when she's truly worried. No, I hold on to the thread of restraint I have and open the door to our cavern. And I leave.

Grounders and humans alike stop to watch me as I pass them, but none tries to speak with me. Unlike any other time when I couldn't move than a few feet without someone requesting I hear their concern, tonight, they only stare. Some with eyes that bid me farewell for what I'm about to do. Others with fear in their gazes, knowing what's at risk for us if I don't succeed. But even more what it will cost us should I fail. Even my sons, Linc and Olex, only nod as I pass them. Kayo isn't here, but with his mate instead, but they all already have their instructions. Keep their mother company so her thoughts don't consume her. And if anything should happen to me... 

Well, they also know their duty in that case as well.

I walk through the village, past the guards now necessary at each access point to the forest, until I reach the one that I've chosen to leave our world through. The Grounder placed there, Dalin, stands straighter as I approach.

"No one, absolutely no one, comes through this hole but me."

"Understood." He gives a single nod.

Without another word, I begin my climb, claws digging into the hard dirt to propel me upward. Minutes later and I'm pausing to listen for any sign of movement. Knowing now that the President has a grid of every one of our access points, as a part of his plan to kill us all, I've no doubt that he'll know a monster is coming above ground. Yet, he'll have no idea that this monster is coming for him. Not hearing anything, I emerge from the hole, my vision letting me see clearly in the darkness around me. I still bend over to cover the hole back up, so no one else stumbles upon it, before straightening and taking a deep breath, inhaling crisp autumn air, and letting the slight chill rush over my skin.

Then, I run.
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I’m mere miles from The President’s mansion now. Even if I didn’t know exactly where that bastard lays his head
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