
	Legendary shifters are hunted and used, but some people are ready to do anything to keep them safe.

	 

	 

	Sam has been living in the forest since his parents were killed and his brother taken because of what they were—unicorn shifters. He hasn’t approached the wolf pack living nearby because he doesn’t know if he can trust them, but when he meets a wolf at the stream and realizes they’re mates, he knows he will have to get over that distrust.

	Frederic didn’t expect to meet his mate in the forest where the pack lives, and he certainly didn’t expect his mate to be a unicorn shifter. Sam is, though, and he comes with complications and problems—and Frederic is willing to take them all on.

	Sam is wary and doesn’t know how to trust, but he hopes having the pack’s help means he can finally look for his brother. He doesn’t know where to start, though, so using himself as bait for the men who killed his parents sounds like a good idea.

	Until it doesn’t.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Sam trotted toward the stream. His mouth was dry, and he wanted to take a bath, but the stream wasn’t deep enough for that. He’d have to settle for getting his hooves and mouth wet he supposed, maybe his belly. He was also hungry, though, so he couldn’t stay long. He’d noticed some nice grass in a clearing just off the stream. If he was lucky, he’d leave this place with his belly full and cleaner than he’d been in a while.

	He resisted the urge to jump into the stream, but he did walk into it. The water felt good against the skin above his hooves. He dipped his nose into the water, ignoring his reflection, and wiggled it. He huffed, creating bubbles, and finally drank.

	Where had this stream been in the past years? He couldn’t remember it, yet he knew most of the forest he’d been roaming. It would be hard not to. It had to have been at least a year since he’d lost his family.

	A pang of pain made him close his eyes. He shouldn’t think about that. It wouldn’t help. If anything, it would make things worse for him. It always did, because then he started thinking bad thoughts, like that maybe he should have died with his parents, or that he should have been taken with his brother. Actually, he wished that last bit had happened, but he suspected he wouldn’t have been left with Toby. There could only be a few reasons why Toby had been taken, and it would no doubt have been more lucrative for his kidnappers to separate them if they’d been together.

	But they hadn’t been. Sam had escaped into the forest, and when he’d gone back home—

	No. he wasn’t going to think about that. He wasn’t sure what was happening today that he couldn’t stop thinking about the past, but it was never a good thing. He had to focus on eating and drinking, and on deciding where he was going to spend the night. The house was probably too far, but maybe he could at least head that way. He could be there tomorrow and spend a few days before he had to go back out to find food again.

	A sound made him look up, his heart beating faster. He prayed it was a bunny, or maybe a squirrel, but of course, he wasn’t that lucky. He never was.

	A wolf was standing on the other side of the stream, staring at Sam. It didn’t move, and it wasn’t threatening, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t try to eat Sam, so Sam stepped back.

	The wolf rose on its hind legs and became a man.

	Sam was used to shifters—he was one after all, just like his entire family had been—but that didn’t make the shock easier to deal with. The fact that a wolf shifter was there meant he’d strayed too close to town and the pack that lived close by. He couldn’t afford anyone knowing about him.

	“Don’t leave. Please,” the wolf shifter said. He raised his hands and showed them to Sam as if that would be enough for Sam to know he wasn’t dangerous.

	But he was. Men, people, always were. That was one of the reasons Sam’s parents had kept their family isolated. They would have been torn apart and used otherwise—and they had been.

	“I’m not going to hurt you. God, you’re beautiful.”

	Sam resisted the urge to preen. He knew he was gorgeous in his shifted form. His kind always was. That wasn’t why they were hunted, of course, but it didn’t mean he wasn’t proud of it, especially after living in the forest on his own for so long.

	“Can I come closer?” the wolf asked.

	That was enough to snap Sam back to reality. He should have been more careful. Who knew what was going to happen to him if the pack found out he was in the forest? He could imagine it all too well. They’d capture him and lock him up, use him and make him miserable. He might not have a lot to be grateful or happy for in his life, but he was free, and that was something, even though he wished he were dead sometimes.

	“I promise I won’t hurt you,” the wolf said.

	Sam couldn’t believe him. The only people he would have believed were either dead or gone, and he couldn’t afford to risk his life, no matter how much he longed for human contact.

	It had been so long since he’d heard another person talk, since he’d last been touched. He wanted his mother’s caresses back, his father’s gruff voice back. He wanted to allow the wolf to cuddle him and to tell him everything was going to be okay.

	Instead of staying where he was and giving the wolf a chance to touch him, he turned around and galloped away.

	His heart was racing, and not because he was running. He’d been close to the pack, too close—closer than he’d ever allowed himself to come since his family had been destroyed. What did it mean? Was the pack going to hunt him now that they knew he was there? He’d probably encroached on their territory, so they’d be in their right to do so. They could come into the forest and hunt him, and he wouldn’t be able to do anything. He couldn’t even defend himself, not against wolves. He wasn’t a predator.

	He was prey. His entire family had been, and things hadn’t gone well for them. He didn’t want to think about it, but he doubted things would go well for him, either.

	Sam ran until he was out of breath. He wasn’t sure where he was when he stopped, but a bit of sniffing around confirmed he was far away from the wolf and his pack, closer to his home. He should have smelled the place when he’d reached the stream, but he’d been so thirsty. He was still hungry, too, and he wasn’t sure what food he’d be able to find at home. There wasn’t much in the house itself, but he could walk around for a bit and try to find some grass. He needed some time for his heart to slow down anyway, and he wasn’t looking forward to going inside the house.

	It wasn’t a home anymore. It hadn’t been in a while, not since his parents had been killed and his brother taken. Sam hadn’t been able to walk away from it yet, though. He wasn’t sure he ever would be, not when it was the only thing that still tied him to his family.

	He headed toward the house. The people who’d killed his parents had set it on fire before leaving, and the fire had destroyed about half of the house before dying out. Sam knew he should be glad for the rain that night, but he wasn’t sure he was. The house was like a tether that kept him coming back even though he knew he shouldn’t. It was the only thing he still had from his family, and leaving it and the forest behind wasn’t something Sam wanted to consider.

	Besides, the world outside the forest was dangerous for him. The people who’d killed his parents and taken his brother wouldn’t think twice about grabbing him, too, and neither would most people who recognized him for what he was. They’d want to use him like they were no doubt using Toby, and while Sam wanted nothing more than to find his brother and take him home, he knew he’d get caught. He didn’t have the skills to find his brother. Besides, what would he bring Toby back to?

	Their family was gone. The house they’d grown up in was gone. What was left was a half burned down house and two graves. The forest was only relatively safe, what with the town and the pack being close enough that it only took a few hours of running to get there. Sam should have been more careful where he was going, but it was so easy to lose track of time and of where he was when he was in his shifted form.

	Would the wolf come after him now that he knew he was there? Sam hoped he wouldn’t, but he knew better. He was precious, especially for other shifters who knew what he could do. He might have been safe from a human who wouldn’t have understood what they were seeing, but from a shifter who knew Sam wasn’t just a legend?

	Sam was going to have to be more careful like he had right after he’d lost his family.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	A unicorn shifter. Frederic couldn’t believe what he’d seen, what he’d smelled. His mate was a unicorn shifter, and he didn’t know where to start with that.

	He’d come to the stream to drink before going back to the pack. They used this part of the forest to run, and it was part of the pack’s territory. That was why he hadn’t expected to find anyone there, at least not someone he didn’t know.

	Where had his mate come from? Frederic didn’t know much about unicorn shifters. They were beautiful, of course, and their horn was rumored to have healing proprieties. That was why they’d been hunted to near extinction.

	Was Frederic’s mate alone in the forest, or did he have a family with him? Was that why he was hiding? He’d been frightened, although that might have as much to do with the fear of being hunted than the shock or being found when he hadn’t expected it.

	Did he even know Frederic was his mate, though? Frederic was a wolf, so he had a strong sense of smell. He didn’t know what kind of smell unicorn shifters could catch, though. Had Frederic’s mate run away because he was afraid Frederic would hurt him because he hadn’t recognized him as his mate? Or had he, and then run because he didn’t want Frederic?

	Frederic had no way of knowing, and he didn’t particularly want to think about the second possibility. He was going to have to ask his mate and to do that, he needed to find him first.

	Where should he start? His mate had to live somewhere in the forest. Frederic didn’t know about anyone new in town, although he might just not have heard about it. He’d have to ask. But His mate had smelled of the forest and not of the town and humans. In fact, he’d barely smelled human at all. Now that Frederic thought about it, he’d only detected one human scent on his mate, and it had to belong to him. There hadn’t been others, which might indicate that Frederic’s mate was on his own. He certainly didn’t have regular contact with other people, because Frederic would have been able to tell.

	What was his mate doing all alone in the forest? There was only one way for Frederic to find out, and it was to go after his mate. He couldn’t just run, though. He needed to talk to the alpha and his family, tell them he wasn’t going to be around. He already knew Alpha Cook wouldn’t try to stop him from going into the forest, but he needed to know there was a unicorn shifter so close to town and the pack. Frederic didn’t think for one moment that his mate was dangerous, but others were, and some people wouldn’t stop for anything to get their hands on a unicorn’s horn. Since Frederic hoped his mate would eventually move in with him in pack territory, that meant the pack might be in danger.

	He rubbed his face. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing there staring at the spot where his mate had disappeared, but he needed to move. He had no way to be sure his mate would stay in the forest. He might have been there just to run and to let his unicorn out. What if he’d already gone back to his car and was driving away? Frederic didn’t think so, but he couldn’t be sure.

	He shifted again and ran back toward the houses in which the pack lived. The pack wasn’t big, just over thirty members, and their houses were close to each other. They all lived there rather than in town with humans, but then, they were a pack. Frederic didn’t have anything against humans. He even liked most of them. But they’d never understand what being a shifter meant, and that was okay. They didn’t have to understand, just to accept that shifters were a part of the world.

	Frederic meant to go straight to Alpha Camden Cook’s house, but of course, he was sidetracked when he reached the pack. Reece was outside his house, under the car he’d been fixing for the past few years, and Frederic couldn’t not tell him what had just happened. They were best friends, and he knew Reece would be happy for him and would probably offer to go with him to help find his mate.

	Frederic climbed Reece’s porch and shifted. He opened the chest Reece kept there and took out a set of his clothes. He kept changes of clothes on his porch, on Reece’s, on his parents’, and on his sister’s. That way he could dress wherever he happened to be when he shifted.

	“I thought you’d gone for a run,” Reece said. He slid out of under the car and was on his feet, attempting to clean his hands with a rag.

	“I did,” Frederic said before sticking his head into a t-shirt.

	“And you’re already done?”

	“Something happened.” Frederic dug into the chest for shoes. He dumped the first pair he found back in because they weren’t his.

	“Something happened? What? Are you okay?”

	Frederic smiled. “Yeah, I am.” Trust Reece’s mind to go straight to bad things happening. He worried too much. Frederic always told him that, but he never changed, and that was one of the reasons everyone loved him.

	Reece rolled his eyes. “What is it, then? Or are you going to let me worry myself to death.”

	Frederic closed the chest and sat onto it to put his shoes on. He wasn’t sure how to say it. Finding his mate was great news, of course, but he knew Reece’s situation, so he wasn’t sure how to tell him without hurting him.

	He licked his lips. “There was someone at the stream when I stopped there.”

	“Someone from the pack?”

	“No.” Frederic hesitated.

	Reece noticed it, of course. “Just get out with it, Freddy. I want to help if something is wrong, and if everything’s okay like you’re saying, I want to, I don’t know, celebrate with you.”

	Frederic breathed out. He was going to have to tell Reece about this sooner or later anyway, and Reece would be hurt if he wasn’t one of the first to find out. “There was a shifter at the stream. A unicorn shifter.”

	Reece sucked in a breath. “A unicorn?”

	“Yeah. I couldn’t believe it when I first saw him. But that’s not all.”

	“I kinda hate you right now, Freddy. Come on. Did the unicorn talk to you? Did he try to stab you with his horn or something?”

	Frederic snorted. Unicorns were rare, but he doubted any of them were aggressive. They were too beautiful to be bloodthirsty. Right? “No. But I could smell him. He’s my mate.”

	Reece’s eyes widened. There were a lingering sadness and pain there, but there was also shock and happiness. “You’re serious.”

	“Of course I am. I wouldn’t play around with this.”

	“Where is he, then?” Reece looked around as if Frederic’s mate might burst out of the forest. Frederic wished he would, but of course, he had no such luck.

	His mate was far away, but hopefully, he was still in the forest. “He ran away.”

	Reece blinked. “What did you do?”

	“Nothing.”

	“You said something, then?”

	Frederic punched Reece’s shoulder. “Shut up, asshole. I didn’t do anything. I just shifted and tried to talk to him. He was spooked, though.”

	“And you didn’t go after him?”

	“Trust me, I wanted to, but I think I need to talk to Camden first. He needs to know there’s a unicorn around, especially if my mate is going to become a pack member.”

	Reece grimaced. “Right. Well, go see him, then, and let me know if there’s anything I can do to help you.”

	“I will.” Frederic turned to leave. His gaze caught Sage’s, who was sitting on his porch doing something that might have been cleaning vegetables. Frederic waved at him, and he waved back. Frederic looked at Reece, already knowing what he’d find, and sure enough, Reece’s cheeks were red, and he was carefully avoiding looking at Sage.

	Frederic wanted to say something, and he would have any other time. He had something to do now, though.

	He could push Reece about Sage and his love life later, once he had his mate with him.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The house was like Sam had left it.

	There wasn’t much left of the roof, the tiles and everything else having burned away. A part if it was still there, but it wasn’t much, just enough for Sam to be able to spend the night there when it rained and he didn’t feel like sleeping under the water in his unicorn form.

	The half of the house where the roof was gone was in pretty much the same state. The walls were still standing, but they were black with soot and burn marks. The windows on that side were broken, the glass dimly glinting in the light that made it through the trees. Sam’s father had taken care of cutting down the trees and bushes around the house when they’d all still been there, but Sam spent most of his time in his unicorn form. He didn’t need much light, not even when he was home.

	He made his way inside, taking care not to catch his mane on anything. He’d long ago cleaned up a path to the room he used the most in the house. It had been his parents’ bedroom, and it was located downstairs. Part of the internal wall was gone, burned with the rest, but the outside one was still sturdy, and Sam had cleaned up as much as he’d been able to. He didn’t like spending time there, not with the memories that haunted his mind every time he was there, but it was nice to be relatively warm during the winter.

	He shifted and pushed open the door he always kept closed. The last thing he wanted was for animals to come in and use his room, although that hadn’t happened yet. They could smell he wasn’t just human, and they respected him—or they feared him. He wasn’t sure which, and he didn’t care.

	He left the door open and grabbed the clothes he’d left on the dresser. He quickly put them on and tried not to frown at the feeling of clothes on his skin. He’d been spending too much time in his unicorn form again. He knew that, but it was easier to wander around the forest as a unicorn. It also made ignoring the pain and the sadness that still lingered in his mind easier.

	Once he was dressed, he went through his routine. He always made a round of the house when he first got there. He stopped in the kitchen and gently touched the frames hanging on the walls, looking at his parents’ smiles, and his brother’s grimaces. Sometimes, he had a hard time remembering how happy they’d been. They’d been extremely isolated, but they’d been safe and together. Sam hadn’t always been happy at not being able to leave the forest, but
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