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To Kala, for loving these monsters so much.

Thank you.
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The day the war began, I lost everyone I love. Not all at once, but as I sit alone in what remains of my family’s once bustling cavern, it very much feels that way. My father died protecting my mother, his body shielding her from the rocks that rained down on them when a drill made by humans suddenly crashed into the only home any of us had ever known. By the time I was able to dig through the rubble with my bare hands and bloodied claws, and reach my parents, all I found was my father's limp and lifeless body covering my severely harmed and barely conscious mother.

My sister had to come then, to help me pry my mother's hands off my father. I'd never heard my mother cry like she did as she tried to cling to him for the last time. It's a sound I'm sure I'll never forget, as much as I wish I could. Sometimes I'm grateful for it though. It fuels me when I'm sent above ground to war against the humans, like I'm preparing to do now.

More fuel is that my mother followed my father to death just two weeks later. She should have been surrounded by her family as she passed, her brothers and sister, her own parents, but they had died either in the avalanche of stone caused by the humans, or from the sickness that was unleashed by their careless actions. It started as a few Grounders coughing, mostly the children curling into their parents' arms as they became less capable of taking a full breath. Then the elderly began coughing, then half the village was struggling to breathe. I watched in horror as others succumbed to the sickness, coughing until their breaths were nothing but a wheeze, and then the wheezing stopped too. When my own mother began to cough, I swore the sickness would not take her. She was the only parent my sister and I had left. But the sickness didn't care about that, and took her anyway. Malok, our chief, tells me I should be grateful I got to be there with her in the end, but I find myself utterly unappreciative of being given the benefit of watching my mother die.

My father, my mother, my grandparents, aunts, and uncles. All gone. I may have lost them on different days, but that first day, when that drill demolished the barrier between the human world and ours, was the beginning of how I lost them all. My father to the stones, my mother to the sickness that resulted from whatever the drill cast down upon us, my other family members, to both. And then...my sister.

She was all I had left, but now she's gone too. She isn't dead, but she might as well be to me. I haven't seen her ever since all the females were sent to the southern village to keep them safe. Out of the four villages, it's where the war is least brutal, the humans there having less resources to engage in constant battle. I don't know if I'll ever see her again. If this war with the humans will ever end and she can come home again. I am alone. Surrounded by chaos and the almost constant smell of blood. Blood from our wounded coming back from fighting above ground. Blood from those who come back covered in the crimson filth of our enemies.

"I thought I'd find you here, Taro."

Malok's voice jolts me out of my painful memories. Although, that's all there seems to be now. Pain and rage.

"Being here helps me before I go up,” I say as I meet the bright yellow eyes of our chief.

"With?"

"With remembering exactly why I make the humans suffer as much as I do."

He gives a solemn nod, and I know it's because he understands all too well. He's lost everything, just like I have. His wife. His parents. His son, who would have been our next chief, and his grandson. He looks around at what remains of my family's cavern. Broken stone, dust, and devastation. Lingering memories that have yet to stop haunting me. 

"And you have what you need to go above now?" he asks.

"Is that your way of asking me if I'm ready?"

"Is that your way of avoiding the question?"

My eyes go to the spot where I found my parents, one dead, one alive...for a few more days.

"I'm ready," I say. "I just need to get new weapons from the armory."

He chuckles and it makes me feel just a little better, lighter. "Only you come back from above empty-handed each time."

I smirk. "I like to leave weapons buried in the bastards I plunge them into. Makes them die just a little slower with a sword or knife preventing their blood from pouring out of them."

"You just make sure no human gets the chance to make your blood pour."

I arch a brow at him. "I haven't so much as received a scratch from those worthless humans. I don't plan for that to change."

His eyes quickly trace over my face, down my bare chest and stomach, reminding me that my words aren't quite true. While no human soldier has harmed me, they've certainly left me with scars. A deep cut down my right cheek from a rock that fell as I dug to free my parents. Another rock had crashed down on my left horn, making it crack down the middle until it almost reached my hair. I have a collection of scars on my chests and abdomen from when the explosion of debris came shooting out of the tunnel into where my sister and I were in the market. Some of the rocks are still embedded in my skin. The injuries to my knees from when I was digging never quite healed right, and a crisscross of scars cover them now.

Malok clears his throat and turns a bit, looking away from me and through the open doorway he stands in. He nods towards the tunnel just beyond it.

"Gham got a bit more than a scratch today."

I rise in an instant from the pile of rocks I was perched on. "Gham is injured? Will he be okay?"

Malok grins. "He's more than okay. He found his mate."

My lip curls at the mere word. Mate. What we've taken to calling the human females Grounder males are suddenly finding themselves linked to. No one knew what to think when the first few monsters in our village came back, bewildered as they spoke of being able to read a human female's thoughts, and feeling an inexplicable and yet seemingly irrevocable bond with them. Through messengers, we've found out the other villages were experiencing the same thing, although the males had realized they'd found their mates through other ways. Only the males here were able to hear the thoughts of a female as if they were in their own heads. The Grounders had all settled on what word to call these females. Mates. Someone fate had brought to the males of our kind. To me, it was just another problem that arose from the evil of humans invading our homes.

While Malok has tried again and again to try to get me to see the good in this newfound bond with females, I couldn't. The joy of the Grounders who came back after finding a mate above didn't move me at all. I found them foolish, to want anything to do with our enemies. To see any benefit in this bond. What good could having a human mate bring us? Surely their females were just as evil as the males, the very beings who had caused us so much misery and destruction.

"And what? Gham was injured while he stood there gazing into some human female's eyes?"

"You're almost right. He was listening to her thoughts from outside her house and didn't hear a male sneaking up on him. Took a knife to the shoulder to get his attention."

I scoff. "See? Stupidity and distraction. That's what this whole mate thing will bring us. We have a war to win, not mates to find."

"They may just go hand in hand."

I narrow my eyes at him. "Is there something you're not telling me?"

"I'll tell you when you return."

That doesn't make me feel any better.

"You're alright...right?" I hesitantly ask.

He smiles in a way that lets me know he heard the fear in my question just as much as I did. He's been the chief in this village all my life. To lose him would be too much. 

He walks toward me and clasps my forearm before saying, "You'll not be rid of me quite so easily, or so soon."

We both laugh, but the pain is obvious between us. All in this village, and in the other three villages Grounders have spent generations building, have felt such loss. Too much loss. I wonder sometimes how we'll ever recover. How we'll be able to rebuild, especially with it becoming clearer in the last two years that this war has gone on, that the sickness not only cost us our present, but our future as well.

A female has not been conceived since the war began. The only thing we can assume is that those who didn't get sick still suffered some change within our bodies, something that makes us unable to bear or sire females. It's a devastating blow to not know if there's even a future to fight for.

For now though, all we can focus on is winning this war, avenging our dead, and making sure the humans regret the day they ever realized we existed.

"Where am I being sent today?" I ask.

Malok turns to leave the cavern as he begins talking, and I follow, forcing myself not to give my former home one more look before I go.

"There's a small encampment not far from one of our hunting grounds. I think they believe they are about to take us by surprise when we come above to hunt, but we've known they were there for days now."

"How many?"

"Six. There's always two awake at all times, to guard the others."

I snicker. "I can rip through them before the first one is even done screaming."

"But I know you won't make it that easy on them. Just be back before Kal needs to go up."

Only one of us ever goes up at a time, so the humans can never truly even begin to guess how many of us there are. Even as diminished as our numbers are, we are still a force to be reckoned with. The humans have come to know just how true that is since this war began. Malok was the first to go above ground, the very day the humans drilled into our homes. He slaughtered thirty humans before one of them could injure him with the bullet that made him retreat. Their guns. It's the only real defense they have. If it weren't for their surplus of them, this war would have ended long ago.

So for now, we do what we can, going above ground in shifts each night to kill as many human soldiers as we can. Moving under the cover of darkness as we always have. Before it was to avoid the humans, as we were completely content to never let our worlds mix. Now, we find it's useful to attack them when they are most vulnerable, and often, clueless. 

"I will," I assure him.

"He's still grinning," Malok states as we enter the healing cavern.

I don't have to ask who he means. Gham sits in a chair while Heco stitches the wound on his shoulder shut, and yes, he's still wearing a grin, seemingly oblivious to the pain.

"Her hair was this...shade of yellow," Gham says to Heco, almost dreamily.

Heco only scowls. "You're telling me as if I give a shit. The only good human is a dead human."

Malok sighs beside me before murmuring, low enough that only I can hear him, "I had to remove Heco from his scheduled missions above ground, and he's not taking it well."

"Why?" I ask as we cross the cavern to the next, the armory.

"He was speaking of murdering females, Taro. Asking my permission, but it seemed more like informing me, to go on a mission beyond the battlegrounds, to where the humans who aren't fighting reside. He said they should feel the same pain we do, to have their futures cut down."

Shock widens my eyes. "Has he lost his mind?"

None of us would ever suggest such a thing, even in the midst of war. Females are the givers of life, to be honored, cherished. I may not want them as mates for us, but I would never imagine murdering them.

"Sometimes I fear he is losing his mind," Malok admits. "Not that one could blame after all he's lost and been through. His cruelty has served us well in the war, but what he wants to do is too much, too far. I fear letting him above ground again. He may just take matters into his own hands."

I nod as I pull a sword from the wall of assorted weapons. "You may be right. And although I have no fondness for these new...mates, if Heco were to kill any female bonded with a male here, it would pit monster against monster."

"You keep opposing the mates being found, but the very rate at which mates are being found tells me you may be the next one grinning foolishly as you talk about what color your female's hair is."

I tuck the knife into the holster at my hip before giving Malok an exasperated look. "I will never have a mate. And even if I heard some female's thoughts, I would pretend I had not. Monsters and humans were not meant to co-exist. Look at all that has happened since they came into our world."

"But if there was a chance...to end all of this, and we had to co-exist to do it, would you accept that?"

My brows furrow. "This war ends when the humans surrender. That's what we've always said since this all began. What's changed?"

Instead of answering, he gives me a tight smile. "As I said, we'll speak when you get back."

I open my mouth to say more, but someone calls out Malok's name and he gives me a single nod of goodbye before turning away from me. I'm ready to be done with this talk of mates anyway. It's corrupt, unnatural. We are monsters. They are humans. There's a reason we never made our two worlds one. We're too different, and that was before their kind started a war with us.

I leave the armory and walk down the tunnel leading to the hole that'll bring me to one of the exits from our village. We don't have the glittering lights the humans use the moment it gets dark down here. There's no need. All of us can see perfectly fine without them. Another advantage we have over them when we come up in the night. While their weak eyes try to adjust to the dark or scramble for lights to illuminate their worst nightmares come to life, we move within the night to reduce our enemy until they're nothing at all.

Passing the monster on guard at the base of the exit with a nod, I then begin my climb up, claws sinking into the dirt that fills the spaces between the rocks carved into a ladder. I carefully check the perimeter before exiting through the hidden opening. Once I'm standing in the forest, I look up at the dark sky, studded with stars, and close my eyes as I breathe it all in.

Up here, the smell of nature mixes with war. Trees, leaves, soil, and the musk of the various animals that inhabit this forest mix with gunpowder, the sweat of soldiers, and the reek of the smoke from their factories that fill the air with a stench so disgustingly potent, it only means one thing. They’re producing more guns, more bullets. But then...there’s something else tonight.  

My eyes snap open when the scent hits me. I've never smelled anything like it. Soft, intoxicating, calming. My brows furrow as I inhale deeper. Something about the scent entices me to follow it, to find it, to...claim it. I don't understand it at all. Nor do I have time to figure it out. I have a mission to carry out. Humans to kill. And a war to help win.

Begrudgingly, I turn away from the scent and walk in the opposite direction. I walk towards where death calls for me to bring pain to my enemy.
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"I fucking hate this slop they call food," one of the males complains as I creep closer to the small human camp.

I have to say, even the smell of whatever they're eating turns my stomach. I can't imagine it tastes too much better. Not that I have even an ounce of pity for what these humans are seemingly forced to eat. The smell of their food isn't enough to overcome the scent that’s somehow still driving me half mad. It had been getting fainter and then suddenly, as I got closer and closer to the camp, it became stronger. It's not any clearer though, why I'm smelling it or what it is. Only that I'm finding it more utterly distracting by the second.

"Focus," I command myself gruffly.

"It could be worse," the other male says. "I heard more than half the country is starving right now. At least being a soldier guarantees we get meals."

Little do they know whatever they're eating will be their last meal. They can be grateful that their deaths will be quick though, a mercy I won't give the four males sleeping inside the tent they've set up. Only because I can't afford for their screams to alert the other soldiers.

I silently come up behind where the taller male stands, unsheathing my knife and sword as I straighten to my full height. The male across from him blinks rapidly as he focuses behind his friend. I'm sure he's confused at seeing nothing but glowing blue eyes suddenly appearing out of the darkness, so I give him something else to see. I smile, flashing white teeth at him, making sure he can see my fangs. His eyes widen and his mouth drops open, throat bobbing as he works on a scream. He never gets the chance to release it.

I bring my sword to the throat of the male I'm behind and he's able to give the briefest of gasps before I slice across his neck. At the same time, I toss my knife straight into the chest of the second male. His body slumps to the ground moments before I let the male before me go and he falls as well. Blood bubbles on his lips for a few seconds, but when I put my foot on the knife and push down on it, a strangled wheeze leaves him before his chest stops moving. That wheeze brings up far too many painful memories. I let them fill me as I step into the tent.

Four males sleep soundly in one corner of the tent. An assortment of guns are arranged on a table in another corner, all meant to kill monsters. My knife is still in the male's chest, but my sword is all I need. Once I remove all of their legs, I won't have to worry about them running much. I have hours before I need to return to the village, which means, unfortunately for them, that I can take my time.

I go to the closest male and raise my sword high. Both legs are severed right below the knees with a single strike. His shrieking awakens the others, but it doesn't matter now. I don't mind that they can look at their fellow soldier and know what pain awaits them. In fact, I savor the horror in their eyes.

When I'm done with them, the four males are cut into so many pieces that I don't even know if whoever finds them can determine which body part belongs to whom. The smell of copper thickens around me, but I don't revel in it like I usually do after slaughtering humans, because another scent has my attention. I close my eyes once more and inhale, desperate to figure out what this scent is and why it seems to be taunting me. There's no doubt that it's coming from outside.

I leave my sword shoved down the throat of the male I killed last and turn towards the tent flaps. Only instead of the sweet scent overwhelming me as I step outside, pain does. I look down in confusion, but that fades when I see the short, scrawny male before me, his shaky hand still gripping the knife he just used to cut my stomach. My blood drips from both my wound and the sharp blade.

"I-I-y-you..." he stammers out.

Whatever he was about to say doesn't matter. My hand whips out and my fingers wrap around his throat. He begins gasping for air instantly, the knife falling from his hand as I make him rise until his feet leave the ground. His body trembles in my hold. I bring my other hand up and his bulging eyes go to my already bloodied claws. They'll be ripping his chest open in a second. Just as I go to finish this pathetic human, a scream tears through the air.

"Stop!"

My eyes snap to the side and in an instant...everything changes. Every single thing.

It's not just the utter helplessness in the female's eyes that makes me freeze. Nor that the scent that's been invading my senses all night is now flooding me as she runs closer to me. It's that as she runs, as tears fill her eyes, as she continues to plead for me to stop, I can hear her every thought.

I can't lose my brother.

I will die in his place if I need to.

My father made him my responsibility. I can't let this happen to him.

"Please, please," she begs as she finally reaches us. "Let him go."

Her eyes take in the scene fully and I hear her mind process it all. The utter fear rushing through her at the sight of me. The sheer terror as her eyes move from the bloodied knife on the ground, to the cut across my stomach, to the blood on her brother’s hand, realizing what must have happened. The dread of seeing my hand around his neck, my claws in midair.

"Whatever he's done, he's barely older than a child. Please," she pleads. "If someone must pay, then let it be me."

She looks right into my eyes, hoping I take her up on her offer, waiting for me to say a word. My tongue suddenly feels too heavy, and my throat too dry. I cannot speak at all. I feel I cannot even think, except to take in every detail about her.

Bright orange hair that matches the strange but beautiful small spots on her cheekbones, crossing over the bridge of her nose. Brown eyes that I hate seeing with tears just a blink away from falling from them. Full lips that tremble in her fear at me hurting her brother. My eyes drift lower, to a black dress that hides her body from me. I despise it for that reason alone, but even with her dress so loose, I can see that her breasts would fit perfectly in my hands. All of her would fit perfectly against me, her height would make it easy for her head to tuck against my chest if I held her close.

"Please," she croaks. "I don't have much but whatever you want is yours if you'll let my brother go."

I growl, not in anger at her, but at her brother. At him being so weak that he'd allow his sister to ransom herself for him. But the sound leaving me makes renewed terror rush through her in a way I hate. Suddenly her mind is full of visions of me tearing her apart with my bare hands, of me ripping into her neck with my fangs. I've done both things and more to many human soldiers, but the thought of her fearing I'd do it to her, it has my fingers unclenching from the male's neck before I've even fully decided to. He drops to the ground, gasping for air, hands clawing at his neck as his clumsy feet scramble to propel him backwards...towards her.

"Justin!" she exclaims as she rushes to him.

Her scent envelopes me as she drops to her knees and cradles her brother's head to her chest. Relief fills her, but only for a moment before fear takes over again. Not fear for herself, but for the male, who I can very much now see is quite young, and clinging to her.

"Belle," he rasps.

Belle. A beautiful name for a beautiful female. It fits her perfectly.

Her eyes leave her still wheezing brother and come to me. I feel rooted to the spot with her gaze on me, with her thoughts racing through my mind. With my own confusing and almost overwhelming feelings rushing through me. Panic at what this all means. Puzzlement at how I can be feeling anything other than rage and hatred towards a human at all. I feel an awe I don’t understand, curiosity I can’t comprehend, and a yearning I refuse to acknowledge.

He...he let Justin go. Maybe he's not so—

Her eyes move across my face, my body and I feel the horror overtake her as she stares at the blood covering me.

No, he's a monster. Just look at him. He's hideous.

Pain lances through me. It’s a knife tearing into my skin and twisting deep. She finds me hideous. Not just ugly, hideous.

But...

My eyes widen at that single word filling her mind. But? But, what? I can't remember a time when I was ever so desperate to hear what was on someone's mind. My own mind takes over then though, making the truth clear to me.

She is not just...someone. Her mind isn’t just someone’s mind. It’s my mate’s mind. My mate. Mate.

Mate. The same word that I scoffed at earlier. The very thing I'd just sworn I would never have. The thing that had made Gham appear so foolish, and now here I am, unable to move or speak because a mate stands before me.

There's something about him.

Arousal, thick and heady, rushes through her and I shiver at the feel of it, at its intensity, even as I feel her confusion at feeling such a thing for me. My slight movement seems to snap her out of this strange trance she's been in as she's stared at me.

What the hell am I thinking? I need to get me and Justin the fuck away from him before he decides to kill us both.

She tightens her hold on her brother and begins to slowly stand. Many of the stories, rumors, she's heard are running through her mind, filling her with more terror by the second that I'll change my mind and slaughter them, dismember them. That I'll drag them below and torture them to death. I do want to drag her back to my home, but certainly not to torture her. To fuck her, yes. Lick her. Kiss her. Touch her.

She pushes her brother behind her once they're both standing, looking at me with a weary stare as they begin slowly backing away.

Is this all a game? Will he begin chasing us through the woods the moment we turn our backs? Is he just toying with his food?

I see myself through her mind, glowing blue eyes fixed on only her, fangs protruding past my lips, scarred, painted in blood. A loincloth covering the part of me that's on the verge of hardening from just her scent and thoughts.

They back up, step by step, her brother shaking behind his protector and her heart thundering in her chest, her gaze refusing to leave me. Her scent though, is leaving me, getting weaker with her having put just a few feet between us.

"Belle."

Her name bursts past my lips before I give it permission to, in my desperation not to lose her scent, not to lose...her. When will I ever see her again? Will I still be able to hear her thoughts from the village? I'd been so quick to leave from any conversation about mates that now I don't know what to expect, what to dread.

She goes utterly still at me saying her name before asking, "Wh-what did you say?"

"Let's go, Belle, please," her brother pleads before I can answer her.

"He said my—"

"It doesn't matter.” He cuts her off with his whiny words. “We need to run."

She doesn't want to. I take much more comfort in that than I should. She wants to hear me say her name again. She wants to hear my voice one more time. But her brother tugs on her hand and she rebukes herself for having not run away already. Her brother doesn't give her a chance to second guess it either. He takes off running, using his hold on her hand to pull her with him. But the moment she turns to follow, she looks over her shoulder at me. I take a step, not even to truly follow them but because distance spreading between us feels so wrong, so very unnatural. But the moment I move, fear rushes through her and I still again, hating that I inflict that emotion in her. Any other human, hell even her brother fleeing through the forest as fast as his legs will carry him, and I would relish in their fear and terror, but with her... I feel shame at her being afraid of me. I want to assure her that I would never harm her, and would tear both her world and mine apart to get to anyone that did.

“Belle,” I say again.

I should not want him to follow us and keep calling my name forever. What is wrong with me?

“Thank you!” she shouts.

It’s breathless and a sudden crisp breeze tries to steal her words from me, but I don’t allow it to. I close my eyes and let those two words reverberate in my mind until it seems as though no other words have ever existed, or ever will.

“Belle,” I murmur, to myself, to remind myself that she is mine. My female. My mate. Mine.

Even after she and her brother have run through so many trees that I can no longer see them, I stand in the same spot, still able to hear her thoughts, and not wanting to risk losing them. Even if they are all over the place.

I want to strangle Justin.

I want to hug him and never let go. I almost lost him. I knew I shouldn’t have let him go by himself. He could have been killed and it would have been all my fault.

That monster could have...but why didn’t he? We’re enemies. Everyone knows what they’ve done to humans. Killing, mangling, torturing, disfiguring. Why did he spare my brother? Why did he spare me? Why was he looking at me like that? With such...I don’t know what the hell was going on behind those blue eyes. It scares me as much as it excites me.

Excites? What the hell is wrong with me? Nothing about him should excite me. He looked every bit the monster they say he is. Grotesque, scarred, horned. Claws and fangs on display, smelling of blood and death. And yet, when he said my name, it wasn’t disgust or fear that I felt. It was... I have no idea what it was or is. Or why I want to hear it again. I won’t, so it doesn’t matter. I would never survive being in the monster’s presence twice. I don’t know why I survived this time, but I know it won’t happen again.

Hideous. Grotesque. The words stab at me, only slightly healed by her finding something about me appealing to her, even if she has no idea what.

Something about me excites her. Everything about her excites me. I’ve scowled at the other monsters who’ve come back talking of their mates, but now I can see that they couldn’t have helped it even if they’d tried. I barely know anything about her, and yet I can’t fathom having a thought about anything other than her now. 

Yet, I realize I must.

Once a Grounder finds a mate, Malok refuses to allow them to come above ground again. They’re too much of a risk away from the village. We’d all learned that the hard way. Angol had been the first to find his mate, even if we didn’t quite know what it meant then. The next time he went above ground, he’d returned severely injured. He’d gone far past where we battled with the humans, into the city limits, in search of his mate. He was tortured for three days before we found him and slaughtered every male in the facility they were holding him captive at. As Angol’s screams echoed throughout the village while he was tended to, Malok decided that if a monster could hear a human female’s thoughts, they could no longer go above, their drive to find that female and claim her, putting themselves and us at risk.

If I let anyone know, I won’t be able to come back up. My days of battling and killing will be over. My part in this war will be finished. Malok will tell me that helping in the armory, training with the other soldiers, was still doing my part, but he and I both know it wouldn’t be the same. Grounders cannot lie, but I need to make sure he doesn’t find out about it. What good could it do anyway? We can never see our mates again after finding them. An impossible situation. A bond that can’t ever be anything more than one-sided.

I’ll never see that monster again, she thinks, as if her thoughts are born from my own. And if I did, it would be because he came up here to murder more humans. How could I feel—

Alarm shoots through me when her thoughts abruptly cut off. Feel what? Happiness at the thought of never seeing my face again? But no, that wouldn’t fit. What was she about to think? Sadness? Desire? Excitement? And why can’t I hear her thoughts anymore? Is she too far or has something happened to her? I tense my muscles, preparing to run at full speed towards where her scent still lingers and can lead me right to her, but I stop myself. I cannot do this. I cannot chase after her, follow her scent until I find her home, and watch her every move, listen to her every thought. I cannot bring her back to the village and never let her leave.

I, finally, take another step, but this time instead of towards her, it’s away from wherever she is. It feels like there's a rope tied around every part of my being, pulling me towards her and I have to fight against it to walk back towards my village. It physically hurts, almost as much as the internal pain of losing her scent, of losing her thoughts, of wondering if I'll ever see my mate again.

When I reach the hole in the forest, I stop just shy of it, collecting myself before I return
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