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Pain tore through Ahern’s body as he raced through the woods. He might have been overwhelmed with pain if not for the fury that kept him going. How could he have let this happen? As he crashed through the brush, crunching twigs beneath his massive hooves, he realized he was terrified. It wasn’t death that frightened him, but failure to complete his task.

“I was so close,” he thought angrily.

For almost a year he’d tracked the bounty hunters who killed his lover, Josette. These particular hunters specialized in magical creatures. The sick fuckers liked to turn them into trophies. Josette was half fae, however, she was not their target. He was certain they were aiming for him. In fact, they had hit him. The enchanted bullets the hunters used went right through him into Josette, killing his lover and their unborn child. Ahern, the last Lord of the Monoceros had a high price on his head.

Desire for vengeance had motivated him to keep going, hardening his resolve and his heart as he fought so long for his own life. For nearly a year he agonized as he slowly recovered from his wounds. If not for the Unseelie Court in the Everglades, he surely would not have survived. The princes there did what they could for him, but his kind was so rare, few knew how to treat their injuries. Still, they had kept him alive until his body could heal itself and for that he would always be grateful.

It was during his stay in the Glades, when his recovery was almost complete, that he finally caught the trail of the leader of this particular group of bounty hunters. During the past eleven months he tracked him across three continents. And now, here he was, on the outskirts of Atlanta, Georgia.

He wanted to kill this bastard slowly. He wanted to look him in the eyes and tell him why he was being killed. He wanted to hear him beg. That desire combined with the shock of what he witnessed in the hunters’ mansion had nearly cost him his life tonight.

He should have expected more hunters to be nearby, but he hadn’t. It was an unforgivably stupid mistake, one he couldn’t believe he made. His need for vengeance had almost completely blinded him to the necessity of caution. And then he saw it ... that horrible trophy.

They caught him by surprise and he was forced to transform in order to escape. Now, he was wounded again, badly, his silver blood falling to the ground as he ran. At least they hadn’t used the same poison that nearly killed him in the Glades. If they had, he would have hit the ground instantly. This was something else nasty. He could feel the poison coursing through his body, but it wasn’t the same feeling as before. Could be because they weren’t expecting him this time.

He could hear them following, unnaturally fast. He’d learned in the past year that they liked to drink vampire blood before a hunt. It wouldn’t turn them, but it made them seriously badass for a few hours. In order for anyone to turn, there needed to be an exchange of blood between them and the vampire in question.

There was no time to examine his wounds, the hunters were getting closer. In his human form the darkness would have helped to conceal him, but he was a creature of light and his white coat gleamed beneath the moon.

He ran until he found an old dirt road and leapt over it, stumbling into the brush along the other side, hoping to get farther into the woods.

He’d scanned this area dozens of times as he stalked his prey, waiting for the right opportunity. They’d hunted these woods several times in the past few months, looking for werewolves and once almost catching a barghest.

Ahern paused to catch his breath as more silver blood spilled onto the side of the narrow road. He could feel weakness surging through his body and he began to tremble with the effort of running so hard.

He looked around, trying to find the best place for cover. It was very likely that he would have to spend the night right here and his fucking silver blood would leave an obvious trail. Especially for hunters all jacked up on vampire blood.

If he had more strength, he would turn back to his human form and climb a tree until they called off the search. It would give him the advantage, because no one would look for a creature like him in a tree. But there was no way in Hell that was going to happen. He didn’t have the strength to assume his human form, not yet.

He listened for a moment, hoping he had managed to lose them, but there was no such luck. He could hear them, crashing through the woods at an inhuman pace.

“Think,” he scolded himself. “Where are you exactly? Where can you hide?”

He looked up and down the dirt road again. He had to hurry!

Yes, he was certain this road led to a house. A woman lived at the end of this track of road and as he thought of her, he had already started to run. She was not one of his kind, but there was strong magic in her blood. He’d gotten close enough to sense that much. Perhaps she would help him. Hell, it was better than standing in the road and waiting to be killed. That was not an option. He had come too far to be outdone now.

He thought of the woman as he ran and somehow those thoughts gave him the strength to keep moving.

Faster and faster, he charged down the road, steam rising from his nostrils in the cold night air. He didn’t know this woman, so maybe he shouldn’t trust her with his life. He tried to remember the other buildings on her property. Perhaps there was somewhere else he could hide. If he could just get somewhere quiet to think, he could try to cast a spell to conceal his blood.

Maybe his injuries were not as bad as he’d first thought? If he could just rest, then he would know.

The wound on his shoulder burned, but seemed to have stopped bleeding. Judging from previous experience, it felt as though the bullet had gone clean through. They shot him in his human form, or that might not have been the case. As he was now, he was one massive beast.

He was concerned that a piece of magical bullet might be lodged in his hip. Each step was agony and yet he pushed on, bleeding like hell as his hooves thundered down the road.

Ahern knew his time was running out. If he didn’t make it to a safe place soon, he was going to pass out from blood loss.

He didn’t know the woman’s name, but he had watched her so often over the past few months that he felt as if he knew her. A memory of her tending her garden came to mind and he felt his heart flutter.

“Perhaps I’m not as close to death as I thought,” he mused.

She was beautiful, no doubt about it, and as different from Josette as she could be.

He’d wanted her from the moment he first laid eyes on her. And even under the circumstances, he wanted her still.

Every time he looked at her pale skin, dark eyes, and long red hair, he wanted to lose himself in her fire.

Ahern could never get back what had been taken from him; he knew that. A part of him would always mourn for Josette and the child he never knew. But even those thoughts could not entirely chase away his desire for this woman, and that frightened him.

For so long he had lived for nothing but vengeance. He expected achieving that vengeance would be the last thing he ever did ... and then he saw her.

Before that moment he had no reason to live, other than his need for revenge.

He did not trust her, this beautiful woman whose lands bordered that of his enemies on one side, and the land he had recently purchased on the other. The area was remote enough to not draw attention, yet still close to one of the largest populations of fae and other magical creatures in the United States; no doubt that was why the hunters had chosen the location. And there was a powerful magical being living right beside them, besides him. 

He could not completely rid himself of the suspicion she might not be trustworthy. But maybe that was just his life experience talking. After all, this woman did nothing but work in her garden and dry herbs in her shed.

Even as this random tumble of thoughts continued, every step took him closer and closer to her.

*****
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Layla awoke as thunder cracked like a whip.

“Wait, that wasn’t thunder,” she said to herself. It was a gunshot!

She lay on the bed for a moment, trying to be certain of what she’d heard. She’d started to suspect that the people whose property bordered hers were up to no good, but she had no idea what that might entail. They weren’t witch hunters, were they?

“Godsdamn,” she said, as a second shot rang out. “They might not be hunting witches, but they are hunting something.”

This time she wasn’t talking to herself, but to her familiar, a large black tomcat named Azrael.

She sat up sharply and looked at the clock. “It’s three in the morning.”

“Well, they can’t be hunting normal game at this hour,” Azrael drawled as he stretched along the fluffy comforter. “Maybe you should call the police.”

“The Sheriff knows I’m a witch, and he’s more than a little bit prejudice.”

“What’s your plan then, She-Woman? Go out there, kick ass, take names?” About that time another shot rang out. ”They are most definitely getting closer.”

“Fuck.”

She nearly fell out of bed and struggled to get her phone off the charger. Someone finally answered on the fifth ring.

“Sheriff’s Office,” said a drowsy voice.

She recognized Deputy MacDaniel’s voice. They’d had some brief dealings last winter when kids kept trying to sneak onto her property to use their Ouija board. He was a nice enough guy, but a bit clueless.

“Mac, it’s me, Layla. Someone is shooting outside my house.”

He sounded as if he was finally being roused from sleep. “They are shooting at your house?”

“No, I don’t think so, but it sounds like they’re getting closer. From the sound of it they’ve got a high powered rifle.”

“The hell are they hunting at three in the morning?”

“I’ve got no clue, but I’m afraid it might be witches.”

She could hear him stumbling around and knocking things over. “I’ll be there as fast as I can. Probably take me fifteen minutes. Go climb in that old cast iron bathtub of yours, and take your cat with you.”

As if she could go anywhere without him. Layla ducked low and followed Azrael’s twitching tail toward the bathroom as they heard another shot.

They were making their way through the living room when one of the planks on her wall shattered and stuffing flew into the air. She cursed when she realized that her sofa had been hit. Stuffing rained downward as she spared a fast glance for her cat.

“I’m fine,” Azrael yelled. “Get your pasty ass on the floor. Now!”

Layla gasped as another bullet whizzed past her and into the wall.

“In my own damn living room,” she said, crawling on her belly down the hallway. “I know there are people who don’t exactly love witches, but I never expected to be attacked in my home.”

“You can bitch about it later,” Azrael said.

They had reached the bathroom door when Layla said, “What if they come right in?”

“Huh?” the cat said, giving her a confused look.

“Say we hide in that tub and we don’t get shot. Fine. What happens when they come right on in and we are unarmed?”

“You’re a witch, you are not unarmed.”

“You know I have difficulty performing under pressure.”

“Fine. What do you suggest?”

“I’ve got a chainsaw in the storage shed.”

“You think you can wield a chainsaw well enough to use it as a weapon?” he asked.

“I’ve been using it for years, so yeah. There are probably better options lying around in here, but I can’t exactly look around with bullets coming through the walls.”

She crawled frantically for the side door of her old farm house as Azrael drawled, “Why can’t you just get a handgun, like everyone else?”

Layla dashed out the door with her familiar leading the way. She stayed as low as possible, hoping they wouldn’t mistake her for some kind of wildlife. That is, if they were not hunting witches. If that was the case, she was screwed for sure if they saw her.

Fortunately, the shed was to the side, and slightly back from where she’d heard the last shot.

Another shot echoed through the woods and Azrael leapt. “That definitely went into the house again. Maybe they are after you.”

“Well, if they want witches, they’re going to find this one armed with a chainsaw,” she growled. “And if I survive this, I’m going to get a handgun.”

She snatched open the door to the shed and bolted it behind her. She was pouring fuel into the chainsaw when she heard the sound of a police siren in the distance.

“Took him long enough,” the cat complained.

“I hope they don’t shoot him,” Layla said. “Out here, who knows what you might get? It could be witch hunters or crazy rednecks all jacked up on meth.”

“Or it could be crazy redneck witch hunters on meth.”

“Gosh, you’re fun to spend time with,” she said sarcastically.

The chainsaw wasn’t very big. She kept it around for clearing up the yards and surrounding woods after storms rolled through. But if push came to shove, it would hurt someone, no doubt about it. Layla crouched in the corner, trying to keep low in case some bullets flew this way.

“We’ve had problems with trespassers before, but nothing like this,” Azrael said as he took his place beside her.

She was poised, ready to fire up the chainsaw as she tried to control her breathing. She could hear Mac’s siren getting closer.

“He’s almost here,” she said, more to herself than to her companion.

“I hear the engine,” the cat said softly.

The sound of gravel crunching beneath tires made her heart flutter with anticipation. Maybe this would all be over soon and no one would get killed. She listened as the car came closer. It sounded like Mac pulled through her circular driveway and then left.

“What the fuck?”

“Maybe they weren’t as close as they sounded,” Azrael said.

The sound of the engine began to fade as the car apparently drove past her house and down the road.

She sat there in silence for several minutes, listening for any gun shots or voices, or anything at all.

The shed was pretty dark. She was only able to see how to get the chainsaw and fuel because it was on a shelf directly beneath the small window where a beam of shimmering moonlight made the tools glimmer.

“Shit. I can’t see anything and I can’t hear anything else.”

“Well, all I see are tools and a lawn mower,” the cat said. “And I can’t hear anything else either. Do you think they’re still out there, whoever it was?”

“No clue. Damn, I’m cold.”

The cat snorted. “Maybe that’s because you’re in your underwear.”

“What was I supposed to do? Take the time to get dressed while I might get shot?”

“Good point.”

“It’s pretty quiet out there now,” she said. “The shooting has stopped, at the very least.”

“I think I can hear voices, but I’m not sure,” the cat said. “The wind is picking up and it’s difficult to tell.”

Layla was just about to stand up when something caught her eye, a glint of gold on the bar of the chainsaw when she moved. She looked into the far corner of the shed and saw a pair of large golden eyes looking right back at her.
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Chapter Two
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“What the fuck is that?” Azrael gasped.

“How should I know? You have night vision and you didn’t see it?”

“No, I didn’t see it,” he hissed.

For several minutes she couldn’t move. She sat very still and stared back at those large golden eyes. They weren’t close together or shaped correctly to be a panther, which was not entirely uncommon in the area. They looked more like a horse’s eyes. However, she couldn’t see the rest of the body to know for sure. Still, what kind of horse had glowing golden eyes?

Just then she heard what was definitely voices outside and the eyes moved as if they could see something beyond her vision.

“Do you think it’s safe to turn on the light?” Azrael whispered.

“Why are we whispering? Whatever it is can obviously see us. If we turn on the light, someone outside might see us too.”

“Only if they are behind the house. That’s the direction the window faces,” the cat reminded her.

Slowly, Layla rose to her feet and flipped on the switch beside the door.

For an instant she saw spots as the light flooded her eyes. Then, very slowly her eyes began to regain focus. At least, she thought they did.

“Did I hit my head?” she asked.

She stared for another moment in disbelief.

“Is that a fucking unicorn?” Azrael screeched.

No, it was not an ordinary unicorn, if there was such a thing. This animal was massive, like a Clydesdale, only more muscular. His upper body looked almost like a lion. The gleaming white mane that flowed around his neck and chest added to that illusion. His long tail was slender, like a cat’s tail, only with very short fur, that ended in a sort of pom pom that matched his mane. Tufts of white hair hung over his golden cloven hooves. His face matched his large body, only it was not the face of a horse, but more narrow and regal, like a stag, and with a long goatee. And atop his head, right in the middle of his forehead was an enormous golden horn.

The shed was large and so was the door to allow for driving in small farm equipment. Still, she had no idea how he had managed to open the door.

For several minutes she stared at the unicorn and he stared back.

Finally she spoke, “I didn’t know unicorns really existed.”

She continued to watch him with mingled fear and fascination. It was then she saw the silver blood.

“They were hunting you,” she said softly.

The unicorn lowered his big head as if to nod agreement, but didn’t make a sound.

“Well, isn’t this just flippin’ peachy?” the cat drawled.

“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” Layla said.

The voices outside were getting clearer, and definitely closer. Layla knew she could not let them see this magnificent creature.

When the unicorn heard the voices also he tried to struggle to his feet and fell with a loud crash.

“Shhhh,” Layla soothed. “Let me take care of this. You’re safe here, I promise.”

Until that moment she hadn’t realized she was still holding the chainsaw. She placed it back on the shelf and turned out the light as she and Azrael slipped back outside.

Deputy MacDaniel was approaching her, followed by a man she’d never seen before.

“What is going on?” Layla demanded. “Did you find whoever was shooting at me?”

The man beside Mac was tall with short dark hair. He didn’t look like a drunken redneck; he blended with the night in a way that most people never managed without magic.

“Is this the one responsible?” she asked Mac, indicating the tall man beside him.

“Layla, this is your new neighbor, Sean Underhill. I thought you would have met by now.”

She knew the name, because he offered to by her property, but this was their first actual meeting. And she was in her underwear and a t-shirt. Great.

Layla refused to be intimidated by his size and appearance and chose to address the man directly. “Are you the one who shot several holes into my house?”

“Calm down,” Deputy MacDaniel said.

“Calm down? I am fucking calm. He shot holes into my house and nearly hit me and my cat! What exactly should I be, happy?”

“Layla,” Sean said smoothly, “please allow me to apologize for myself and my hunting party. We had never intended to be out this late.”

“Hunting party?” She looked him up and down. “You look more like you just left a night club. I don’t know where you’re from, but around here, most people wear camouflage and they don’t hunt at this hour or this close to someone’s fucking house.”

His smile was fake and as smooth as his voice. “As I said, my sincerest apologies. We never meant to be out so late.”

“What were you hunting?” she pressed.

The corner of his eye twitched slightly before he said, “Deer.”

“Well now, spotlighting is illegal,” Mac finally chimed in.

“We weren’t using a spotlight,” Sean said. “Only our eyes. Man against beast.”

“You’ve got to be joking. That’s not even a decent lie.”

Layla was about to let loose a string of well-chosen curse words when she noticed Sean’s attention was focused on her shed.

“You need to leave,” Layla said. “Both of you.”

Mac frowned. “You’re going to stand here in your underwear and give me orders?”

“It doesn’t matter if I was standing here butt naked. This is my property and I’m asking you to leave.”

Mac turned to Sean. “Ms. Krause has a point. I suggest you go back to your house. I’ll stop by once I finish up here.”

Layla stared at him openmouthed. “This man is not under arrest?”

Deputy MacDaniel put his hands on his hips. “I arrested two of his friends. They admitted to firing the shots. Now, were you injured?”

Layla crossed her arms, shaking more with anger now than with cold. “You just now thought to ask?”

“Don’t make this worse,” Mac said, running a hand through his short blond hair. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m not, but I’m afraid my sofa is mortally wounded.”

She shivered again and Mac said, “If you want to go on inside, I’ll be along in a few minutes to get a full statement. Not that I’m complaining, but you should probably put some clothes on.”

Layla gave a loud derisive snort before she could stop herself. As she turned toward the side door she saw another patrol car pulling up out front.

“The unicorn is hurt,” Layla whispered as she and Azrael walked toward the house. “But we can’t help him until we get rid of everyone else. I’m not even sure who to call.”

“Can’t you help him? I mean, you’re a witch and he’s a magical creature.”

“Until a few minutes ago I didn’t even know that something like him existed. I’m afraid a creature so ancient and powerful is likely beyond my skills.”

“He might be all right with a vet. You think?”

“And how would I explain the way he looks?”

As she opened the door for him to go first the cat made a gesture that looked like a shrug. “Maybe you could glamour him to look like an ordinary horse.”

“And what if they didn’t use ordinary bullets? I’m not exactly fluent in unicorn lore, but I’m pretty sure that you can’t kill one with just any old weapon. No, what he needs is a shaman, a faerie shaman.”

Azrael laughed softly. “This reminds me of that western where the Native American fellow kept declaring that bullets couldn’t kill him, then he got shot and died.”

“Don’t be an asshole.”

“Much too late for that I’m afraid.”

Layla walked back through the house, taking only enough time to put some slippers on her cold feet. As she made her way to the bedroom she noticed, gratefully, that the majority of the damage seemed to be in the living room.

“Do you still have Mr. Corrigan’s card?” Azrael asked. “Your grandmother thought highly of him.”

“My grandmother thought highly of herself as well and we see where that got her.”

Azrael puffed up his chest. “She was a full-blooded banshee and a proud member of the Southern Unseelie Courts.”

“She was openly a witch in a prejudice community. I loved them more than I can say, but she and my mother both should have exercised more caution.”

“They were very outspoken,” Azrael admitted. “But I hardly believe that’s why they were killed. All evidence pointed to witch hunters, not someone pissed off about Unseelie politics.”

“My point is that by being outspoken, if anyone was looking for witches, they knew where to find them.”

“Fair point.”

Most people who knew just a little bit about faeries were frightened by the word unseelie. The group known as unseelie was considered the “Dark Court,” consisting of solitary fairies who were supposedly more inclined to be wicked because they didn’t fit in with the rest.

Hobgoblins, trolls, dark pixies, banshees, and so many others were in this category by default and that didn’t necessarily make them evil. Others, like Mr. Corrigan, were there because they had been banished by the Seelie Court, sometimes referred to as the Light Court.

“I wonder, has anyone ever figured out how Mr. Corrigan got himself banished?” the cat said as if reading her mind.

“The most popular rumor I’ve heard is that he is the illegitimate heir of Oberon. That may or may not be true. I mean, how many people have claimed to be related to the King of the Faeries? Especially after Shakespeare wrote about it.”

“Clearly they don’t realize how difficult it is for the fae to conceive. But about your grandmother—“

Layla paused and did her best to fight the urge to cry. Even after three years the memories hit her hard. She could barely say more than a few words about her mother or grandmother without crying.

“Yes, she was powerful. And she was proud of it right up until the moment that witch hunters took her head off and burned my mother alive.”

Layla knew this was exactly what happened because a wood nymph, unable to help, had witnessed it from the nearby trees.

Azrael rubbed his big furry body along her leg. “I’m sorry, my dear, I really am. I’m not sure why they call themselves witch hunters. Truthfully, they go after anything magical and female and label it a witch.” He hesitated a moment. “If you would at least try to tap into some of Ida’s power, I know she passed it along to you.”

“Azrael, we’ve had this conversation.”

“Yes, I know. But a banshee’s powers are passed along to her next closest female relative upon her death. When both she and your mother were killed, that only leaves you. You just have to reach for it.”

“I’m not ready to take a chance at putting myself on anyone’s magical death radar, understand? Right now I’m going to reach for Mr. Corrigan’s card and see if he can help that poor creature in my shed.”

She rummaged through the drawer on her bedside table until she found the white card. Written in a swirling purple font were the words, “Liam Corrigan, Fae Shaman.”

On the second ring a man with a smooth melodious voice answered, “How may I help you, Layla Krause?”

“You know my name?”

“Caller I.D. What can I do for you?”

“Are you Liam Corrigan?”

“No, but I’m much better looking,” he said with a laugh. “My name is Nym and I’m handling his calls as best I can while Liam is out of town.”

“This is kind of an emergency. Are you a fae shaman too?”

“Not even close. I’m an elf, but I’m not without resources.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“I’ve never been called that before,” he joked. “I can tell by the sound of your voice that you’re really upset. Why don’t you start by telling me what’s wrong?”

“I’ve got an injured unicorn in my shed and I’m pretty sure he’s been shot by either witch hunters or some other kind of magical bounty hunters.”

“Jesus Christ,” he said, echoing her sentiment. “A real live fucking unicorn? I thought they were all dead.”

“Real, yes, but I’m not sure how alive he’ll be if we don’t get him some help, fast. Are you certain that Liam can’t be reached?”

“He’s on a cruise. Are you inside the city?”

“No, I’m a few miles out.” Layla proceeded to give Nym her exact location.

“Hmm. There is another magic man in your area, a warlock named Rick Mathis. He specializes in healing magic and can be there long before I ever could. I can give you his number—“

“I’m acquainted with Rick,” she said.

Nym sighed. “Well, give him a call. At the very least, I am confident he can temporarily save the unicorn. I’ll do my best to reach Liam and see what he recommends that I do. I’ll follow up with you as soon as possible, all right?”

“Sounds like a plan.”
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Chapter Three
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At this point, Layla would almost rather lick a public toilet seat than call Rick Mathis. She hadn’t seen or spoken to him since they broke up and that was the way she wanted things to stay. Unfortunately, she had no other choice but to call him. Yes, she was a witch, but healing a unicorn from a possible magical injury was beyond her and she knew it.

Azrael saw her hesitation and said, “Maybe the unicorn isn’t hurt that badly?”

“He couldn’t even stand,” she reminded him. “If it was just a matter of removing a bullet, I might be able to manage that. But anyone hunting a unicorn wouldn’t have used an ordinary weapon. Even if it was an ordinary injury, he would still likely need antibiotics or something else that I don’t have. We’re talking about a creature that most people never even knew existed. I have to do all I can to save him, even if that includes dealing with my controlling, borderline psycho ex-boyfriend. Please, go check on him while I call Rick?”

She sighed. Rick would probably take any contact from her at all as a sign that she wanted to renew their relationship. But now was not the time to be selfish. She’d deal with his ass later.

She was about to dial the number when someone, probably Mac, knocked on her door.

“Damn it.”

Her jeans were still beside the bed where she’d left them, at least she could get halfway dressed. She snatched on her jeans and shoved her feet back into her slippers as she hurriedly shuffled toward the door. The faster she got this over with, the faster she could get help for the unicorn.

Layla knew when she inherited this place from her grandmother that there was a hunting ranch adjoining her property on the right. She assumed they hunted deer, but tonight certainly cleared that up. It also explained the dark magic she had sensed off and on since moving in.

And that man tonight, Sean Underhill? He was either a magical being or he was on some serious shit to give off those kind of vibes. Maybe they had used magic to keep Mac from arresting all of them?

She opened the door and couldn’t even manage a fake smile for Deputy MacDaniel.

“I can’t believe you didn’t arrest that Underhill guy.”

“He wasn’t carrying a weapon when I found him. Now, where are the bullet holes?”

She showed him the splintered wall and her sofa and waited for him to dig the bullets out.

*****
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When she finally got a chance to call Rick Mathis a woman answered his phone. Good. Maybe if he was with someone else, he wouldn’t try to get back with her.

“I need to speak with Rick,” she said with as much authority as she could muster.

A moment later Rick was on the phone, his voice hoarse with sleep. “What is it?”

“It’s Layla.” She hesitated for a moment. “I’ve got an injured animal in my shed.”

“So call a vet,” he said sarcastically.

Layla didn’t want to trust him with this, but felt she had no choice. “It’s a unicorn.”

“Are you drunk? Are you just calling to fuck with me?”

“No, I’m serious. I’m not sure how badly he might be injured. Plus, I’m pretty sure that bounty hunters were after him.”

“So, we might be talking about a magical type weapon being used on him?”

“I think so.”

“Wow. Really? A unicorn?”

“Yes! Now will you help me or not?”

“Why didn’t you call the fae shaman, what’s-his-face Corrigan?”

“I did, he’s on a cruise.”

“I’m pretty sure that guy can teleport.”

She sighed. “A faerie as powerful as Liam can only be summoned by someone he has a deep and mostly likely sexual connection with. Meaning, I can’t summon him. But summoning is not the same as teleportation. Really, you should know all this, Rick.”

“Fine. Let me see what I’ve got on hand that might help. What type of injuries does he have?”

“I didn’t get a really good look, but I think he’s been shot at least once.”

“All right. I’ll be there in about thirty minutes. If he’s bleeding badly, try to apply pressure to the wound.”

“He doesn’t look so hot,” Azrael said as he reentered the room. “Did you get Rick?”

“He’ll be here in thirty minutes.”

“In the meantime, you might want to at least try to comfort the poor thing. They’re supposed to be very intelligent, even more so than ordinary horses. I’m sure he’ll understand if you talk to him.”

“If he was running through the woods trying to escape hunters, he’s probably dying from thirst,” she said.

She grabbed a large bowl from the kitchen along with a big water bottle from the fridge. Before leaving the house she also pulled her largest throw out of the linen cabinet and set out for the shed.

Layla reached the shed with Azrael close on her heels. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that the unicorn was still there and still alive.

His glowing golden eyes watched her, but he didn’t try to move as she turned on the light. As she moved closer she noted that he could run her completely through with that horn if he wanted.

Slowly, she placed the bowl in front of him and emptied the water bottle into it.

“You must be thirsty,” she said softly. “Please, let me help you.”

He watched her a moment longer before lowering his head and drinking greedily from the bowl.

“Thank you.” She heard the words in her mind and the suddenness of it made her jump back a few feet.

The unicorn nodded his head in a gesture of approval and she could see the pain in his eyes. He remained very still.

“Was that you I heard?”

“What did you hear?” Azrael asked.

“A voice in my mind.”

The unicorn didn’t respond. Maybe he was so weary from his injuries that it hurt to speak, even telepathically. Layla hadn’t realized that unicorns could speak at all!

She moved closer and reached out tentatively.

“What are you doing?” Azrael asked. “He may look friendly, but this is a beast capable of doing serious harm if he wants to.”

“I know,” she said as the unicorn pressed his nose to her hand. “I don’t think he wants to.”

She looked into his golden eyes as she said, “I don’t mean you any harm.”

She pressed her palm gently against his head in what she hoped was a soothing gesture. He remained still as she stroked his long neck and ran her fingers through his mane.

The unicorn stayed calm as Layla continued to run her fingers through that magnificent mane. She found that the more she touched him, the more she wanted to do so. She took the large throw she’d brought and spread it gently over his back.

Finally she took a chair from the work bench and placed it beside him. With only a gesture from her, the unicorn laid its massive head across her lap.

“You are magnificent,” she said softly. “I had no idea you were real.”

“Thank you,” she heard again.

The voice that fluttered through her mind sounded so weak. The unicorn turned his head slightly and pressed his nose against her stomach, breathing deeply. She guessed he was trying to learn her scent. His face moved over her breasts and his warm breath made her nipples harden.

“All right, enough of that,” she said, turning his head away. “Are all males perverts?”

“Yes,” Azrael answered.

“He doesn’t seem to be bleeding heavily now,” she said. “Rick suggested applying pressure to the wounds, but honestly I’m afraid of causing him further pain.”

“He seems to just want some comfort,” her familiar said as the unicorn placed his head back across her lap.

For several minutes they remained like this, with Layla stroking his face and mane and the unicorn taking deep, labored breaths.

“I’ve called someone to help you,” she said to the unicorn. “He’s not a fae shaman, which was my first choice, but he should be able to do something. I want you to know that you are welcome to stay here for as long as it takes you to recover.”

A door slammed somewhere outside, causing both her and the unicorn to jump.

“It’s all right,” she said softly, stroking his mane. “That’s probably the man I called. His name is Rick. He’s an asshole, but he’s decent at healing magic. If he doesn’t think he can help, I swear I will not let him hurt you.”
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