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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Legal disclaimer AI


[image: ]




This is a work of original fiction. It was written by a real person, not an AI. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.
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This novel has scenes of physical violence that can trigger some readers. Please if you have problems with fantasy valence then please try other books of my work.

There are references to past sexual assault in this novel. Again if this bothers you please try something else. Also this book touches on PTSD.

This novel also has references to nontraditional relationships. The world of the Guardians accepts all genders and romantic pairings. If you are against two men sharing affection, then please go elsewhere.
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​Prologue
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Kaden sat back, sipping the beer that Thomas had handed him. “So you are finally farming some of these jobs out?”

Thomas sighed and nodded. “I admit that I am not up to this one, is that enough for you?”

“Hey, it has only been a few weeks since that whole mess went down. Of course you aren't up to chasing around in the dens of idiots.” Kaden narrowed his eyes as he took in the fine tremor that Thomas tried to hide. The wounds to his body might be healed over but the inner ones were still there and no amount of teasing company would heal them up quickly. It might have been six weeks since they had found Thomas bloody from claws and whips, but some wounds took a lifetime to heal.

The things that had been done to the Finder while he had taken the two children to safety still bothered the Seeker. If he had known that leaving him alone meant he would fall back into the hands of the one man who had nearly broke him once before he would have argued harder. 

Thomas had been very lucky that his brief time in the hands of that psychopath a second time had not left him furry on the full moon. It had added to the pain that the man carried inside him and it was only the touch of his Lord that allowed Kaden to see it. The man was too good at hiding his depression and PTSD.

Besides the fact that Thomas had trouble Finding missing adults or near adults he knew that this one bugged Thomas. He had gone back to his work the same day that Kaden had left him alone in his apartment. The boy Thomas wanted him to look for was eighteen, legally an adult and as far as Thomas had been able to dig up, outside of the Queen city. Thomas' abilities allowed him to track children, but only inside the borders of the city itself. 

“I'll find him and bring him back to you if I can.” Kaden felt a wash of relief when Thomas closed his eyes with a tired smile.

“Thanks, my friend. I'll owe you one.”

****
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KADEN HAD STAYED WITH Thomas as long as the man would let him. Acting as just a concerned friend had been easy, not wanting more? Well, Kaden was used to waiting patiently and he would do so now. Even if the couch was uncomfortable, he had been determined to watch over the Finder as he healed from the damage he had taken in the battle with the Werewolf pedophile. He had managed to keep Thomas in his small apartment long enough for the wounds to heal up and then he stuck around to help on the day to day jobs of a Finder who was working as a sort of private eye in the City. 

Most of the cases he took on were simple and Thomas didn't really need the back up. Human kids who had run afoul of adults who didn't have their best interest at heart were easier on Thomas than tracking down other children who were being trafficked for pleasure or sport. Yes, some of the missing human kids were in the same bind, but most it seemed were just runaways who needed a shoulder and a person to tell them that no, they were not worthless. That being different, loving differently didn't make them less than healthy. Watching Thomas gently work his magic on those kids had been interesting. Kaden had a better understanding of the man who was too intriguing for him to leave alone.

Thomas had told him that he didn't need a bodyguard after the first week back on the streets. That hadn't surprised Kaden much. After all the man had been working alone for too long. Two decades he had been walking the streets of the Queen city helping those who had no one else to turn to. Still Kaden had ghosted behind him, making sure that if things got serious he had someone to cover his back. As far as he could tell if the Finder knew he had a shadow he wasn't letting Kaden know.

Kaden didn't tell him that the Lord of the Hunters had an interest in the Finder who refused to believe he was a Guardian. The fact that Thomas should have been a Guardian and was instead following a different, if similar path had intrigued the old god. Kaden wondered out loud if his Lord was interested in claiming the Finder but Cernunnos shook his head and said that he was already claimed by another god. A cousin from another pantheon was watching over him from a distance. It took the most recent trouble to get the name out of his lord and Cernunnos was right, it was a surprise. Why Anubis had an interest in a Finder from the other side of the world he couldn't say, but at least there was a divine keeping an eye on him, if from a distance. Maybe Anubis was why Thomas had the Finder ability instead of the Guardian one of his family line.

After another month of not so subtle watching of the Finder, Cernunnos told him there was something he needed his Hunter to do out of the city and that it was time to leave the Finder alone. That said Finder would continue to heal better if he was left alone to work through some things.

So he followed his Lord's order and went back to work. It would be months before he got called in to help Thomas again. In fact it was the end of summer when he got a call. Nearly a year since they had gone out on that nearly fatal mission. Not that he had found his thoughts far from the Finder in the quiet moments inside his own apartment across the city. He normally returned to it for the salt water treatments he needed twice a week and then would drift toward Thomas' place. Each time he thought about grabbing a six pack and a bag of greasy goodness he got sent back out on yet another mission. He chalked that up to being told to put his mind on something other than Thomas. Not that it stopped him from texting Thomas when he had time. There was nothing wrong with a friend keeping touch right?

Work kept him busy but in the quiet times he found his thoughts drifting back to Thomas and a conversation they had when Thomas was drifting on the pain medications that Tessa had given him. He didn't think that Thomas remembered all of what he told him that long night, but Kaden did. It was probably the drugs, but Kaden knew that Thomas was both lonely and conflicted about how to react to himself. Not that he remembered saying that the next day when the drugs wore off. The confusion when Kaden asked him what he remembered the next morning said a lot.

He tried to get him to talk and to remember weeks afterwards with whiskey. That had led to something he hoped Thomas didn't remember. He knew his friend wasn't ready to remember just what they had talked about and what they almost did. He got an earful from his god the next morning and he was pretty sure that was why he had been kept so very busy. He hadn't realized that Thomas had been in recovery. He shared beer and burgers with him many times, but it was true that he drank more of the six pack than his friend did.
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​Chapter one
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Kaden slipped through a door that was barely hanging on its hinges. There was something down in the darkness of this place, something hurt. There shouldn't be anything here; the house was abandoned as far as he knew. Long abandoned, this part of town had gone downhill when the economy took the big dip. It had once been a good solid middle class place. Homes filled with children and pets. Now the whole place was covered with graffiti and boarded up windows. There wasn't a family within streets of this house. There wasn't anyone living within blocks of this house other than a few homeless who took up residence in an old shop two blocks away.

He carefully moved, stepping past obstacles of a left over life. If he had been a simple human he would have tripped over the broken hobby horse that lay in the hall. His night vision was better than many humans' day vision. He could see as clearly as if it was high noon. One of the good things from growing up underwater was that he had excellent dark vision. Slowly, he moved to the stairs leading down, pausing to listen. The presence he sensed was down in what used to be a small space off of the family room in this house.

The darkness told him more as he moved downward. The something he sensed was alone, which was good. He could get in, rescue who he hoped was here and then get back out with no one the wiser. There had been others in the basement, he could smell their lingering aroma, but they had left hours before by the fading scent trails. Humans had been playing with the creature in the darkness. He could smell blood and fear, growing stronger as he came to the bottom of the stairs. Picking his way past recent burger wrappers and empty coffee cups, he shook his head. Creatures that ate and played in the same place were just sick to his beliefs. Not that eating and something things were a real issue to him. He enjoyed chocolate syrup in fact, but there were limits, especially when that play left behind a strong blood scent.

He stepped to the back and entered what had once been the laundry room. He could see the water heater and the utility sink to the left, but it was what was on the floor to the right that made him curse softly. Under the stench of trash, human waste and blood there was a very faint scent that was both intriguing and impossible.

There was a slender figure lying curled on its side, about the rough size of a teenage girl. A black mesh covered it from neck to ankles and long silver hair was splayed out around its head, covering its face. He crouched down and ran a hand just above the mesh. Sparks leapt from it to his hand and he hissed. "Blood iron," he clenched his teeth and then he grabbed the mesh and pulled it up, tossing it across the small room.

The soft cry of pain and relief made him turn back to the figure on the floor. She was slender and petite. She had been stripped naked and left under the mesh; whether as a punishment or just a sick sort of pleasure he had no idea. She was built along the lines of a model, but no model ever looked like this creature. Her skin glowed softly in the moonlight like a pearl where it wasn't crisscrossed in burns. Her hair shimmered now that the dampening effects of the blood iron had been removed. It looked like molten silver poured out on the ground and when she looked up he could see an odd mark on her forehead, like a tattoo of a star. 

She tried to scoot back into the wall as he reached out a hand. "Easy, little one," he pitched his voice soft and low. "I'm here to help." Years of helping those in trouble had taught him how to calm scared beings. While a Seeker's calling was more like a mix of a detective and a spy, he had helped a lot of those caught up in the games played by people who should have known better. After all he worked with Thomas to find missing children when he could. He quickly stripped off his jacket and held it toward her.

Eyes the colour of darkest amethyst darted from his face to the room and back. She snatched the coat and wrapped it about her, then with a tiny quavering voice of purest quality she asked, "Where are they?"

"For the moment they are gone. Can you sit up?" He reached out slowly again and this time she didn't pull away. Her skin, while marred by burns caused by the net, was as soft as a kitten's fur. Gently he got her sat up and then he scooped her into strong arms. Swiftly he got them out of the basement, moving toward the door to the outside.

Fiadh closed her eyes and shivered as the stranger carried her through the house of pain. He smelled of sand and sea, so different than the place she was. For the longest time they had trapped her in cement and steel and oil. Without thought she snuggled closer to the man holding her. The pain was fading the further from the room he carried her, but still it was hard for her to breath. A small whimper escaped her control as he went to put her down on the dirty floor. Now that she was not touching anything in the house the burning was fading, but she knew if she put her feet on the floor it would be back doubled. The place was impure, soaked in pain and sickness, something she could feel more than most.

Kaden stopped his motion when he heard the whimper and let her take a breath. "It's all right, little one. I just need to open the door."

She shook her head, breathing fast. "Can't...the floor." She took a deep breath to try and prepare herself.

Kaden took in air to sigh and paused. Her scent was rare. She smelled, even after days of torture, of the deep and ancient woods. He had not thought any of them were still alive. To find one in the middle of a city was more than rare, it was impossible. This was no human female; this was a delicate and rare creature that many had killed to get a part of. Thomas had been right and it was no wonder that the Finder couldn't track her. Magical creatures like this were out of his purview. Thomas was a Finder of lost children, be they human or other. She was a magical type of shifter and quite obviously not a child. In fact the form he held was not her natural form but one she used to blend with the humans of the world.

"All right, can you touch the knob?" When she nodded and reached out he continued. "How did you end up here, so far from...?"

"Home?" Her voice dropped even lower as they left the house and moved toward a sleek car. "They knew how...to capture. Not just me, but others."

Kaden placed her in the passenger seat carefully. The interior of the sleek sports car looked like it was leather, but it was not. Magic made, it had never been part of a living creature. Cost him a pretty penny but the Maker had been intrigued by the idea of a car made by magic. He felt his foundling tense before she relaxed into the fabric. There was no death or man made chemicals to injure the creature that looked so small in the seat.

Putting the car into gear he pulled away from the house. "Rest, little one, I will bring you to one who can help.” He looked over as her eyes closed and her breath slowed into true rest. “I hope he's ready for you.”

***
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DRIVING THROUGH MANCHESTER at night was much easier than during the day. While he had to avoid the human police patrols, most of the traffic that usually blocked the streets was missing. When Thomas had contacted him to help find a missing young woman he had not expected to find a human shifted unicorn. Extremely rare, even among the other population of the state, they were only rumoured to be living in the deep forest of the White Mountain National Forest. With more than eight hundred thousand acres of woodland that had only a few places that humans tread, it was the safest place for the gentle creatures.

Unlike the Unicorns of myth and legends, the Unicorn shifters were not solitary creatures. They lived in family groupings called Blessings deep in the woods of the White Mountains National Forest. While they could spend some time in the less populated villages of the north part of the state, finding one in the largest city of New Hampshire was unthinkable. The house she had been left in had been the site of everything from a crack house to a brothel to a murder suicide over the past decade. There were very few places in the entire state that could cause more pain to the creature of purity and light that was the Unicorn shifters.

While Thomas couldn't Find her with his odd abilities he should be able to heal up the wounds that the blood metal had put into the girl's skin, but what they should do with her after that he had no idea. Thomas had connections that should be able to help her. Though the help she needed would be from beings beyond the normal contacts that Thomas had. He knew that his friend would do everything possible, it was ingrained in Thomas to help, even if it killed him and nearly had in the recent past. He would find a place for this child of magic and she would be okay. That was all Kaden could hope for, after all Thomas had helped more lost ones than any Seeker, if only inside the boundary of Manchester. 

In the past year Cernunnos had been sending him out to track down the false hunters over and over. In that search he had been sent into the city to aid Thomas Lionsey, cousin of the Guardian of the Gate city and a man with a mission when a pack of werewolves had started taking children for canned hunts. The Finder had sent a group of children out of the city and down to his cousin, the Guardian, Harry Lionsey a few months before and more a few weeks later. That mission had put the Finder directly into the path of the Pack and an old enemy. Kaden had helped him track down and free two of them, yet Kaden still felt he owed the Finder something. He was supposed to be his back up on that mission, yet he wasn't there when Thomas got captured.
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