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Prologue
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The Past

The alpha mare studied her people and saw the hopelessness on too many faces. She, herself, struggled to hide her own despair. Their world was dying. Unicorns were caught in the middle of a battle between the wolf shifters and the witch covens who, in their righteous beliefs, thought shifters were abominations of nature. While witches used the elements to give them power, shifters used innate magika to shapeshift. 

Sounded more like jealousy than anything else, but that spiteful envy was destroying everything. Witches released the red death to eliminate the wolves, but there were more shifters than just wolves. Little did the witches realize they were all losing. 

“Is this all of us?” her husband, the lead stallion, asked in a subdued tone.

“Unfortunately,” she replied. 

Although unicorns were safe from the death of the plague, their numbers were decimated because they held the only cure. Their horns contained healing silver magika, derived directly from the divine energy nexuses cris-crossing the earth. They’d been pursued and hunted to near extinction from not only shifters desperate to cure themselves, but also the witches who did not want them cured.

The alpha mare raised her hand to silence the herd. Everyone fell silent, watching her intently.

“We’ve come to a crossroads,” she said softly. “We cannot continue as we were, so choices must be made. Our kind has been devastated by those we previously called friends. Their lives spared at the expense of ours.”

“They sacrifice us!” a cry rang out.  

“They do not value us!”

“They kill without mercy.”

“Not even our foals are exempt from their desperation.”

“I know,” the alpha mare whispered achingly. “My own child was killed for his horn.”

Everyone fell silent. Her son was to be the next lead stallion, one day finding his own alpha mare to continue the herd. But that was all gone now.

“What are we to do?” someone asked. 

She glanced up at her husband and he nodded his support. 

“We must disband our herd,” she replied, sadness ringing through every syllable. She wiped a tear off her cheek. A gasp swept through the assembled, and a plethora of shaky comments came forth.

“But we’ve never lived on our own.”

“How are we to survive without a herd?”

“Will we someday be a herd again?”

The questions overlapped one another.

“I don’t know,” she answered. “What I do know in this moment of time, is we must fade into memory. There is no place left for us in this world. The wolves and the witches have to believe that we are extinct. If we do not disappear, then we will truly be the last of our kind.”

The herd stayed silent, but she saw the acceptance of her words. 

“How?” one man asked.

“We use our magika to shield our scent. Live as a human. Protect our foals. Raise them with the knowledge of who they are, but that we must stay hidden no matter what.”

“Are we to leave the other shifters to die?” Everyone looked at the woman who spoke. “The felines and avians. Everything else. They’ve never harmed us.”

“Are you willing to die for them?” someone demanded.

“No, but their children are dying too,” she said softly. “Surely there is some way to help them.”

While the debate raged between them, the alpha mare thought about what was right. Her people came first, but a unicorn’s nature was one of nurture whenever possible. 

“One gyre,” she said. 

The debates abruptly ended as everyone turned back to her. 

“For those who are willing to give one last gyre of our horns.”

“To who? Witches will not use a spiral to heal the plague they started.”

“We’ll find an enchantress,” the alpha mare said. “They are healers as well.”

Slowly, one by one nodded their agreement. Some even grew their horns in order to break off the top spiral, or gyre. The alpha mare collected them and handed them to her husband for safekeeping.

“This will be the last time we meet as a herd,” she finally said. Emotion welled up in her eyes, and tears ran down her cheeks. “Hide yourselves. Never reveal your true nature. May the light carry you.”

This was the end of the unicorns. 
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Chapter One
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Today

Juniper Parsons stared at her dead dad through the glass viewing window at the morgue. She intended for his body to be cremated, and none too soon in her opinion. She held no love for the man who had occupied the now empty vessel. When she’d learned of his demise, she’d been sad at first. The devil you know instead the devil you don’t, and all that. He might have been her father, but he’d been a truly horrible person. Beating and killing her mother. Beating her. Threatening her sister, Clover. A monster fueled by too much liquor and an inferiority complex, with a dash of self-righteousness.

For a while, she’d been doing some self-help investigating. Trying to figure out what she’d done wrong that had made him so angry, only to learn she’d never been the problem. Ezra Parsons had simply been a mean son-of-a-bitch, with deep rooted anger issues. 

“Would you like to bury him?”

Juni looked at the medical examiner. “No. The mortuary will be by to pick him up for cremation. I don’t care where the ashes go.”

The man’s eyebrows went up in surprise, but he didn’t question her intentions. Without a second glance, she turned and left the man who had contributed to her creation behind. She wouldn’t think of him ever again, unless it was to curse him in Hell. 

****
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Juni kicked some rocks as she meandered her way back to the trailer. The sun slowly set over the mountains, creating beautiful streaks of pink and orange. Only one more day stuck in purgatory and then she could set fire to the dumpster she currently called home. Ezra had forced them all to live in the tackiest, dirtiest place he could find in the middle of nowhere. Although still on pack lands, they were far removed from the rest of society. Ezra never allowed them to go on full moon runs, go to school, or even work. Once quarantine was over, she and Clover would move into the little two-bedroom bungalow that Alpha Jericho promised to provide. Then she was determined to experience everything her father had denied her. Date, drink, smoke, work. Run through the woods. Find someone to have sex with. All the legendary stuff of debauchery sounded like loads of fun.

Clover sat on the steps leading up to the trailer’s front door, so Juni sat down next to her. Her sister was small for her age due to malnourishment. She’d done her best to take care of her, but her father refused to shop at a grocery store. The farthest she’d been allowed to go was a gas station that had a small store, and she was positive the owner ordered extra food just for her to buy. Whenever she had enough money, that is. Although charity and pity grated on her nerves, Juni wasn’t about to refuse the type of food that Clover needed. 

Together, they watched as twilight gave way to the night. Nocturnal animal sounds popped up around them. 

“Are we taking anything with us?”

Juni shook her head. “There is nothing in this trailer I want. You?”

“Same,” she grunted. “I think I want to torch it.”

Juni shot a quick glance at Clover. “I was thinking the very same thing.”

“You think mom would approve?”

“Hard to say. Mom foolishly loved Ezra.” 

“I’m never falling in love.”

Juni sighed. “Probably wise.”

“I don’t want to be a child anymore.”

Suddenly, her little sis was nine going on thirty, with a weariness that had already dimmed her pretty blue eyes. 

“I never want to live in a trailer again,” Clover continued.

“Okay.”

“I want to eat macaroni and cheese every night for eternity.”

“Your nine-year-old bowels probably won’t care, but your forty-year-old ones will.”

“Sounds like a problem for future me.”

Juni chuckled. “By the way, I have a lead on a job.”

“Yeah? Where?”

“Coffee shop.”

“Is it hard?”

“I’ve no idea,” Juni admitted. “Only coffee I’ve ever made is instant.”

“I’m going to school, right? Because I want to go to school. No more naps. No more reading the same book over and over again and calling it a lesson.”

“Yes, and okay.”

“I’m going to change my personality.”

Juni raised an eyebrow. “To what?”

“I’m not going to be shy or scared anymore.” Clover’s lower lip quivered, and Juni’s heart bled. “Ezra was the monster under my bed.”

“I know.”

“I hate him.”

“I know.”

“I’m not going to be scared anymore.”

“Good. Neither am I.” Clover smiled at her and Juni shoulder bumped her. “Want me to make you mac and cheese for dinner?”

“Best. Sister. Ever.”
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Chapter Two
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Juni slid onto a bar stool, heart pounding like she was getting ready to do something naughty. She and Clover had just moved into their little house, and now that her sister had stability, tonight was the night she would start living.

The Unicorn had a warmth to it that invited people in. The dim interior offered many nooks and crannies for couples to hide in, and when she found a lover perhaps she’d be just like them. Then a scent caught her attention. Something ... sweet, with a touch of spice thrown in. 

“Are you old enough to be sitting there?” 

Juni looked up into eyes so pale they looked almost silver. “I’m twenty-three.”

The man was beautiful. Light blond hair, muscles that strained against his shirt. The scent, she realized, came from him. It didn’t take a genius to realize what it meant. This man was her mate. She felt the pulse down into her soul, but along with that shocking revelation was the knowledge he wasn’t a wolf. In fact, she couldn’t smell any type of shifter hormone on him at all. Her mate, apparently, was a human.

“In that case, what’s your poison?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I’ve never had a drink before.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Well, we need to fix that right away. Usually, I can tell what a person’s favorite drink of choice is. I’ve never worked with a blank canvas.” He tilted his head to study her. “You like chocolate?”

“Who doesn’t?”

“Then I’ve got the perfect drink.”

In a silver shaker, he mixed together a few ingredients. Closed it and shook it a few times then poured the dark liquid into a stemmed glass that had a wide, shallow bowl that formed into an inverted cone. He placed the drink in front of her. 

“This is a chocolatini,” he said. “Best if it’s sipped and not guzzled.”

Following his advice, she took a sip. Her eyes widened. “Oh, my gosh, this is amazing.”

He smiled. “Isn’t it?”

When he walked away to help a few other patrons, she couldn’t help but watch and her gaze fell to his ass. She certainly didn’t want a mate, but maybe he wouldn’t mind helping her other little problem. Her V-card. The first time was going to suck, she knew that, but he seemed older so maybe he would know what to do to make it not suck so much. 

Contemplating how to ask him, she continued drinking. The more she sipped, the more she liked it, and it didn’t take long for her to finish. When the glass was empty, she wondered if it would look silly to lick the glass.

“You’re done.”

She glanced up and everything seemed to swim. It was a warm sensation. “What’s your name?”

“Asher.”

She held out her hand. “I’m Juniper.”

It took him a moment to reach out, but the moment their skin touched a jolt of adrenaline shot through her. His nostrils flared and she thought he was sniffing her out. Did humans do that? She thought that was only a shifter thing to do. Maybe he could smell her new laundry detergent. Now that she was free to make her own choices, she chose the good-smelling expensive stuff.

“It’s very nice to meet you, Juniper.”

She held up the glass. “Can I have another?”

He tilted his head. “If you drink another one you might have a hangover in the morning.”

“They’re bad, right?”

“Pretty much.”

“I start work tomorrow. I better not risk it.”

“If you really want to experience a hangover then come back when you don’t have to get up early the next day.” He opened his arms. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Okay,” she said, smiling. “But ... do you happen to have a cigarette?”

One eyebrow went up. “You smoke?”

“No, but how do I know if I like it or not unless I try one?”

“That is a very good point.” He held up a finger. “Stay right there.”

Juni watched as he walked to the end of the bar to talk to another patron, who handed over a cigarette and lighter. Then he gestured for someone to come behind the bar. Once his employee replaced him, he walked over to her. 

“We have to step outside,” he said. “Smoking isn’t allowed inside the bar.”

He headed to the door and she followed. People greeted him as he went by, and she could see everyone liked him. That boded well for him being a nice lover. 

Once outside, he stepped to the side of the building then held out the cigarette and lighter. Juni took them and looked at him expectantly. 

“You’re going to put the butt-end of the cigarette between your lips, hold the flame up to the tip and inhale because that will light it up.”

Juni did that but couldn’t get the lighter to work. Again, she looked up at him, waiting.

“The roller thing there, roll that and ... yep, that’s how you do it.”

Once she had that conquered, she did exactly as he instructed, but as soon as the smoke hit her lungs she started coughing. The taste was horrendous. She held both items out for him. To his credit, he didn’t do a told you so.

“I definitely don’t like this,” she said in between coughs. “People actually like smoking?”

“The nicotine is addicting.”

“Yuck,” she muttered. “Well, that’s scratched off my to-do list.”

Asher stuck both items in his pocket. “What’s this about a list?”

“Stuff I want to experience.” She cocked her head. “Do you know what happened to the man who was technically my father?”

“Technically, no. Should I say condolences?”

There was no humor in that, but she still gave a ghost of a smile. “Absolutely not. He died. Some disease. Doesn’t matter. Anyway, I swore that I was going to do all the things he never let me do.”

“Ah,” Asher said. Understanding dawned on his face. “The drink. The smoke.”

“Yep, but now cigarettes are permanently off my list.”

“Good.” He grinned. “Nasty habit. Kissing someone with smoking breath is gross.”

Her eyes widened. “That’s on my list.”

“Kissing someone with smoking breath?”

“No, just kissing. And sex. That’s on my list.” Once again, she studied his features and knew he’d be perfect. “Would you like to volunteer?”

His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “I... What? Are you propositioning me, Juniper?”

Did he seem interested? Or not interested? 

“Yes?” she answered with a question. 

He cocked his head as he studied her. A little grin lifting one corner of his mouth. “You want to kiss me?”
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