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      From the Unicorn Archives passed down through the leaders to the historians.

      
        
        Sprites and unicorns long lived in harmony, sharing knowledge and culture. Although both disagreed on which species claimed the honor of being the oldest, they maintained a close relationship on their shared lands.

        As time passed, the sprites retreated to care for their own. Their kind died off in record numbers, never seen before in this realm. The oldest and most powerful came to the great unicorn leader to warn him of the battle to come. The sprites couldn’t stay to fight but swore they would return with Nyx and Erebus.

        Neala, the daughter of the sprite queen, gave of the realm magic to the unicorn leader, telling him that one day fae children with unicorn power would be the ones to renew the realm. Sadly, she said, many of the unicorns and sprites would not live to see the day.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Four Legs

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Erebus, I’d made some mistakes in my three hundred years, but this had to be the most colossal fuck up. My bonded oath shredded because I fell in love. Perhaps the worst of my deeds, my charge, a princess in her own right, was left unguarded with her mate. The failure of my actions gnarled inside me like a rotting tree root. My hooves pounded the ground, skirting the farthest path outside the palace gate. I’d rarely been in my faelike form since I left Gemma and Laurel. There had been a time when it had felt as natural as my other, but that had been years ago. I checked in on my bonded and her family through my brother, Marius, but being on two legs brought too many memories. I dreaded each sunrise and every sunset, because it meant another day without Gemma. The wind blew the earthy scent around me, but all I could think of was her.

      Gemma’s face—the way light cascaded over her red locks and across the small upturn of the end of her nose—made its rounds through my mind. Fae didn’t freckle like humans, and her skin was a soft, milky cream with tiny specks of shimmer. I’d fallen in love with Gemma not long after our bonding ceremony when she was twenty. Something changed with us that day, and it wasn’t the normal strengthening of the bond. I’d felt it in my soul, but I hadn’t let myself admit it…not until she found her mate, Laurel. A mate.

      I’d walked away, but I missed them both. Being away from them this long ached like a painful stabbing, like my heart had been pierced. In a superior unicorn way, I’d left them without a hint of a way to contact me, except through my twin. Erebus, I am worse than an asshole. Since our assholes are likely the first part of us that forms in the fetal stage, I guess I’m reverting way back.

      Gemma and Laurel’s fated status was too important to ignore. When I’d wanted to utter the word “mine” over and over again while the three of us made love, I convinced myself it was their mate connection coming down my bond with Gemma. Fewer fae found their mates since the war, much like how unicorns hadn’t been able to reproduce since then. Sort of.

      When the war ended, something had shifted and changed the world for all of us over the last two hundred years. Marius was our youngest leader in a millennium. Although I was technically the eldest of us, our father had put my brother in the line of succession ahead of me. I wasn’t bitter about the decision. Not at all. I was relieved by the choice. When I asked my father why, he’d said, because you are destined for something greater. At the time, I thought he was blowing sprite dust up my ass, but I’d felt differently after my time with Gemma and Laurel as if a part of me had been asleep for centuries and had suddenly awakened—as if they had awakened it in me. Still, I couldn’t touch that new piece of me, and inside, my heart seemed to search for theirs to beat together. I was convinced my brother knew more about what was happening to our world and me. Just as I was convinced Casimir was his chosen, despite how he tried to be a one-unicorn repopulation machine.

      I ran full-out on all four legs, my head held high, scenting the air around me for others. Glorious joy spread through me as the soft green blades of the grassland brushed against my true form. Thank Erebus for this gift. The freedom overwhelmed my senses and wiped out my worries for a few moments. While it was easiest for me to move in the fae world glamoured as one of them, a unicorn was what I was meant to be. Another reason Gemma and I couldn’t be together. What I hadn’t expected out of everything that occurred after Gemma discovered the truth of the prison kingdom was to care for her mate with such intensity.

      I’d come to love Laurel too. It was different from the deep vise Gemma had on me, probably because of our bond. The love I had for Laurel was light, fun, and carefree…and not mine to have. They were mates, and that was the end of that.

      Their baby girl, who would share the similar gifts of Nyx as her aunt, Arianna, would be fine. Casimir had sent word to me that she would work with Marius to monitor the timing to extract Arianna. Too soon and they’d free Albert, Gemma and Arianna’s father, from his far-too-pleasant prison. He deserved a death worse than any that could be dealt in this realm. General Daphina, the women’s mother, was far too good for that prison. The fae king could have killed Albert and let Daphina go, but he said there had been enough bloodshed. He’d tasked the general with devising the prison, and she delivered. Many thought the king had already started going mad. The real truth lied in the archives with the museum curator, Whit.

      When Albert’s journals had been recovered after the Great War, they were immediately turned over. Whit kept them under a magical lock and key only he could open, and where no prying eyes could find them. He’d only shared them with my father, Marius, and me. I wasn’t sure Gemma would forgive me for keeping the secret from her that Albert’s biological father was King Veran, but I wasn’t sure anyone needed to know that very fact sparked the Great War either. I’d broken my oath as a bonded, and breaking the oath to my father that we would never speak of Albert’s journals seemed to cross a line I wouldn’t be able to come back from. A familiar, colorful scent drifted to me.

      Leana’s mane flowed in the wind ahead of me. I slowed my pace and drank in the sight. She’d always been one of the most striking of our species, and I was sorry that she had been forced to partner with me. I didn’t know why I was incapable of loving her. She exuded kindness along with strength in her convictions and never pressured me. Until I experienced the intimacy I had with Gemma, I’d thought I was unable to be impassioned. Awkwardness built a tight knot around my heart, but I was happy to see her. She’d been my friend long before we were paired.

      The closer I got, I realized someone stood near Leana. A little fae. Drew, Gemma’s little brother, danced around in front of her. He smiled and spun until he was dizzy. His laughter carried on the wind as he staggered off balance after so many spins. He’d grown a lot, but it had been years since I’d seen him. His once light-colored hair was tinted a golden brown. I’d expected her to declare him her charge, but she hadn’t. What was she waiting for? I’d declared Gemma at her birth, although the ceremony to bind us had come much later, when she was old enough to agree. When the bond crackled in place, I’d known it was stronger than that of my first charge, who died during the war. The elders, what remained of them, confirmed the rare bond and said I should feel lucky. I certainly hadn’t felt lucky when Gemma began sneaking out and finding her feminine power. While blocking her out completely was impossible, I dammed up the bond during her intimate moments.

      Leana turned to face me, an unreadable look locked in place. She had to know. How could she not? I’d left with Gemma and not returned. I hadn’t even tried to make contact, telling myself it was for Gemma’s safety, which was true. That wasn’t the only reason, though. I’d taken the cowardly approach, letting Casimir decide what information to feed across the forest. I told myself I’d done it to spare Leana the pain, but my actions were those of someone lacking courage. I’d left her frozen in limbo—at least I thought I had. Maybe she’d moved on, and if she had, I’d be thrilled for her. She deserved a love I couldn’t give her.

      “Cyrus?” My name crossed her lips in a cracked whisper, so broken my heart crumpled in response.

      “It is me,” I said out loud, not daring to enter her mind for fear she’d see the truth before I could explain it. She deserved to know, and I would tell her. She glamoured into her human form and picked Drew up in her arms. He was about the age for her to declare, although a bonding ceremony would have to wait until he’d lived enough fae years to return the declaration. Leana was clearly already connected to him. “Are the others here?”

      “Yes,” she said, glancing toward the wooded area at the base of the mountains. “Is Gemma safe?”

      My heart twisted with guilt at Gemma’s name, even standing here before Leana. Guilt that I’d left my bonded. Guilt that I’d loved another. Guilt that I’d created a mess and had to face the consequences. “She is safe and happy with her mate.”

      Leana’s glamoured hand went to her chest, setting Drew on his feet. “Mate? Not husband?”

      I’d assumed they would marry. He had proposed. I didn’t know why they hadn’t other than mate was a higher recognition, so maybe they felt it wasn’t necessary. Plus, I’d heard from Casimir that their daughter, Daphina, named after Gemma’s mother, was quite a handful. “No, he is her true mate.”

      “Maybe that is a good sign for us,” she said, turning to walk toward the wooded area. She held Drew’s hand and guided him. “Are you coming?”

      I remained in my natural form and followed. “Drew, I have not seen you since you were a tiny thing.”

      He looked up at me but didn’t say a word.

      “He’s a bit shy. He just started talking again right before…” She glanced down at Drew, and his eyes widened. “Everything happened.”

      “Of course,” I said. “I’ve been with your big sister, Gemma.” I cringed at my word choice. “Do you remember her?”

      He studied me with his big hazel eyes and nodded enthusiastically. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Cyrus,” I said and nudged his head with my muzzle.

      He smoothed his hair down as if I’d done his windblown locks a disservice.

      I chuckled and turned to Leana. “How many are here?”

      “Every one of us from the prison kingdom made it here. Albert has been too consumed with Arianna’s power to even give our kind a thought. Some fae made it out with us.”

      The tightness in my shoulders eased, hearing we’d had no losses. When my brother reached out, he hadn’t had time to give me all the details—just that the magic General Daphina had woven into place had finally come down, and Albert was himself after two hundred years. My twin had conveyed that Gemma, her family, and Arianna were all safe, and Leana had gotten their brother, Drew, out. Marius had to go after Ari, and I was to retrieve Drew. The siblings had only I hadn’t been sure what state I would find our people in when I got to the meeting place.

      “He will come for our tears and our horns,” I said, remembering the slaughter he’d instituted with the vampires during the Great War. Bitterness for the lives lost, both unicorn and fae, that I’d long buried surfaced. I tugged on my magic to fill the space with peace and drive out my anger. “It’s the only way he will stand a chance against Arianna’s power.”

      “So, it’s true? She is blessed.”

      “Nyx has granted Arianna her full power. Arianna has not come into all of it yet. The Goddess saw fit to hide them within her granddaughter until they are needed.”

      “That has its dangers too. How will she train and prepare for the war her father will bring?”

      Unicorns emerged from the woods, and I held my mental shield up against our collective consciousness. I’d hoped to speak with her before engaging the others. Marius already knew what happened between me, Gemma, and Laurel, but my brother could guard parts of his mind from the others while listening to our mental exchanges. I had not earned that gift, nor did I deserve it. Many saw my leaving with Gemma as a betrayal of Marius, as I didn’t give him the courtesy his rank deserved. Even then, I knew things were different between Gemma and me from the other bonded. I missed her presence in my mind, but if I let the wall down, it would only hurt her and Laurel. They had a family now. A beautiful daughter who would be a gifted ruler one day. And Leana would see exactly what my thoughts were. She needed to hear it from me, not with the rest of unicorn-kind.
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      A group crowded around us in the camp. It was impressive what they had done in the short time since Rainier had retrieved Arianna. Marius had gotten them organized quickly when the fae prince’s plans changed. Rainier earned the credit for how he’d held the vampires at the border for so long with only scouts slipping through, and Casimir had told me he blamed himself for the timing faux pas. It could have happened to any of us, though. War meant making fast decisions, and his quick thinking likely saved Arianna’s life—and the lives of the unicorn and fae here in front of me. I couldn’t keep my conscious wall up forever around the camp. It would raise suspicion, because I was not our leader. The time to have the conversation with Leana I dreaded was now.

      “Shall we go somewhere to talk?” I asked her.

      She nodded, her mouth set in a firm line. “Let’s go down by the river. It’s peaceful and no one will be there at this time.”

      “And Drew?”

      She motioned for an older fae woman I recognized from the kitchen. “Can you give Drew some of those treats you made this morning? I’ll be back in a little while.”

      “Of course, Leana,” the gray-haired woman said.

      The walk to the river, short and silent, took a few minutes. Leana didn’t release her glamour, keeping her faelike form instead. Everything in my four legs told me that she already knew what I planned to share with her.

      I paused at the riverbank, listening to the water gurgle. The river, calmer this time of year, left the sounds of the forest audible. Birds rustled in the trees, settling in for the night. A bear foraged off in the distance. The sunset drew my attention most. The deep oranges, pinks, and golds radiated in a magnificent kaleidoscope this evening. I glamoured into my human form, thinking of how Gemma looked in the soft glow of a sunset. Memories flooded in, and I let them take hold. The raw emotion overwhelmed me, but I wanted to be truthful with Leana. I couldn’t do that hiding from it myself. I turned my face up into the warmth of the light. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen one so beautiful.”

      “It is a glorious dusk.” Leana’s voice cracked. “Years, Cyrus. Years have passed.”

      I glanced over to see a tear crest the lower lid of her big brown eyes and hang in her lashes. I caught the magic liquid as it dropped. “Do not waste your gifts on me. I am not worthy.”

      She turned to me. Pain dulled her usually bright eyes. I wanted to ease her hurt, say I was sorry for what I’d done, but I wouldn’t invalidate my time with Gemma and Laurel that way. Instead, I held out my hand for her to take the tear, but she didn’t.

      “Keep it.”

      “I cannot, Leana.”

      “So, it is true. The rumors. The flashes of the future I saw. You and Gemma…” Her voice broke.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. She already knew, and it made me feel less than that she heard it from someone else. Marius wouldn’t have, so that left Casimir. I turned completely to face Leana. She gave me a pleading look that told me how selfish I’d been. “I loved her. It is true. I loved her in a way I didn’t think I could.”

      “And what of us?” She stared out at the disappearing sun, the vibrant colors turning to a translucent gray.

      The only thing I could offer her was a release of our involuntary union, and maybe she would find another to pair with. My words would hurt her, but I’d already done that. She needed hope for a future without me. “I will not force you to remain with me. We were never a match, and you deserve to find a unicorn who is.”

      “It doesn’t matter to you that I love you?” Leana’s voice broke on the last word like someone who hadn’t been forced into a paired match as we’d been.

      My heart ached, and I closed my eyes. None of this was fair to her, and I wished I could see the future to know what to say. When I opened them, I readied myself to ask the honest questions that had gone unsaid for too long. “Does it matter to you that I can’t love you back? Is that the relationship you want to be in for a thousand years?”

      “No, it’s not.” She inclined her head toward my hand and took her tear back into her body with her horn. “I’d hoped you would come to love me, but it seems destiny determined your heart would belong to Gemma. When do you return to her?” She wasn’t angry, but her sadness seeped into the air around us, tasting almost like I’d eaten something sour.

      The latter might be because hers mixed with mine as I thought of how to answer the question. “I will not. Just as you love me and it’s not to be, so it is with Gemma for me. She is mated, and I’m her bonded.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “You didn’t break the bond? Neither of you?”

      “No, I closed off the connection, so she wouldn’t have me in her head while she built her family.” Breaking the bond with Gemma would have put her in pain, and she’d been pregnant when I left. I wasn’t sure how that kind of magic disruption would impact her pregnancy. At least that was what I told myself. I think the real reason was that I didn’t want to live in a world where I wasn’t tied to her in some way.

      “You are truly an idiot, Cyrus.” She crossed her arms. “Maybe you couldn’t love me because you are meant for something more. There is always a reason for our path, and most of our pain occurs when we ignore that calling.”

      I blinked a few times. A lot of names had been hurled at me in my life, but I’d never been called an idiot. Her logic made little sense to me. What was I missing? “I’m not following.”

      “I asked Marius to put us together for the reproductive pairings. I did that. I made the request even though I knew you only wanted to be friends. I was in love with you, and he hoped I’d be your chance at happiness.”

      The urge to console left a twang in my mouth because I knew I couldn’t do it without patronizing her. She deserved authenticity. “I was happy, Leana.”

      “Just not in love,” she whispered. “Until Gemma.”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care for you and your happiness.”

      “I know,” she said, her voice so quiet it proved hard to hear even with unicorn hearing. “So, what do we do now?”

      “That’s up to you. I’ll support what you want.” The conversation was going better than I’d expected, but the most important thing out of it was what Leana needed to move on.

      “I want to declare Drew as my charge. He’s too young for the
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