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Blurb
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EVERYTHING NORTH CAMPBELL believes about her life is a lie. She doesn’t discover that until the night her father dies, and she learns he wasn’t her father. He kidnapped her as a baby from her birth parents, Jim and Carol Allis. They seem ecstatic to find her, but she quickly learns they, along with their powerful dragon-shifter ally Pytor Douglas, have nefarious plans for her. 

She runs straight into the arms of another mysterious group, and they tell her she’s a Trueblood—descended from all the mythic races and capable of great power. She’s at risk, but the Council assigns her six bodyguards, and the Oracle has seen her future husband is among the six. 

North is dragged from realm to realm to learn how to use her powers. That task seems impossible—almost as impossible as choosing just one man from among the six mythics entrusted with her protection. How can she choose between a vampire, an angel, a demon, a witch, a dark elf, and a wolf-shifter when each of the men is perfect for her in different ways? Dare she risk everything and choose them all? Will she have a chance to make the decision, or will Pytor’s group get her first?
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Chapter One: Crisis
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NORTH WAS CHOPPING wood when she heard a crash from the small cabin she shared with her father, Sam. He’d been feeling under the weather for the last few days, and she muttered to herself as she stopped chopping to scoop up the few pieces of wood she’d split. He needed to take better care of himself and also let her take care of him too. He was so stubborn, and he’d probably decided to spare her the trouble of looking after him by fixing his own soup. She just hoped he hadn’t fallen, because she wasn’t certain how she would get him up on her own.

“Are you up when you’re not supposed to be?” She called the question as she stopped by the bin in the mudroom to dump the wood and strip off her stocking cap. When he didn’t answer, her concern grew, and she rushed into the kitchen.

He was passed out in the middle of the floor, and his lips were blue. North rushed to his side, falling to the floor with a sharp jar to her knees that barely registered in her frantic rush to reach him. “I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t think you were actually hurt. I should have come right away.”

His eyes flicked open, fluttering for a moment before closing again. “It’s okay, baby. You couldn’t have helped this.” The words were little more than a rough rasp, and he was clearly having trouble breathing.

She placed her fingers against his carotid artery to check for a pulse. “What’s going on? What do I do?” Her dad seemed to be on the verge of death, but she wasn’t certain if that was a proper diagnosis. “Dad, open your eyes and tell me what to do.” He was a healer, having once been a doctor in the city before moving her out to the remote cabin to protect her.

“Nothing you can do.” His eyes opened briefly again, and it seemed to cost him a great deal to speak. “I’ve known this was coming for a while, North. You need to let me go.”

She shook her head as tears started to stream from her eyes. “I can’t do that. I have to get you help. We’ll go to the hospital in the city.” She trembled at the thought, gruesome stories of the fall of civilization rushing through her brain. Her dad had painted a grim picture of the remnants of humanity, but she would have to face them to see if she could find a hospital. Of course she’d read about them in her books, but her father didn’t seem to think they even existed any longer. She wasn’t willing to give up though.

Sam shook his head just faintly. “Just let me die, my dear, and stay here where you’re safe.” His lips curved into the ghost of a smile. “Know you won’t, but wish you would.”

She sat with him for another moment until his breathing became less raspy, though deeper than she would’ve liked when he seemed to slip into a state of unconsciousness. She couldn’t just sit there and watch her father die without trying to do something, and the first-aid kit and medicinal plants they kept on hand wouldn’t do anything to help if she didn’t know what was wrong with him.

Squaring her shoulders, she made the difficult decision to defy her father. It was the only firmly held rule that he had for her now that she was an adult—never leave the safety of their property high in the mountains. There would be predators wanting to prey on her, and she wouldn’t be safe.

She’d just have to risk it for his sake, and if he survived, he could be angry with her later. Resolved, she stood up and walked into her father’s study. It took her a few moments to search his items before she finally turned up the keys to the SUV he kept parked in the pole barn. Fortunately, she knew how to drive it, because she’d helped him gather logs and other supplies from the forest on their huge property for many years. She’d never driven it anywhere besides the woods, but it had to be basically the same. Right?

She rushed from the house, grabbing her stocking cap on the way, and used it to cover the brown curls trying to blow around her face in the whipping wind. Snow crunched under her boots, but at least it wasn’t actively snowing at the moment.

She ran as fast as she could to the pole barn and threw open the doors, so she could retrieve the vehicle. She had it back at the front of the house as soon as she could, lined up as close as possible to the porch. Now she just had to get her father in there.

That presented a dilemma for which she didn’t have an answer yet, but she slid out of the SUV and headed back into the house, going straight to her father on the kitchen floor, where he still lay. She shook his shoulder lightly and stroked a finger down his cheek. “Dad, can you hear me?”

There was no response, which made him completely passive. Perhaps that would make it easier to get him into the vehicle in the long run, because if he realized her intentions, he might try to fight and make it even worse for himself. And for her.

Almost experimentally, she tried lifting him, hoping perhaps to prop him up enough to wedge something under him, like the nearby rug, so she could drag him. To her amazement, she was able to lift him into her arms as she focused hard on doing so. It must have been the surge of adrenaline that came from knowing she had to act quickly, or he would die. She’d read stories of people lifting cars off loved ones in a panic, and that had to be what she was managing to do.

She grunted and strained under the effort of carrying him, but managed to half-carry, half-drag her father out of the house to the front porch. She wished she’d had the forethought to leave the door open as she laid him down carefully and opened it before going back to him. 

North was afraid she wouldn’t have that same surge of adrenaline that would allow her to lift him, but it came easily, as though her muscles had already learned what they needed to do. She was just thankful that the adrenaline hadn’t yet faded and hoped it wouldn’t leave her fatigued and unable to help him when it did.

She propped him as carefully as possible in the front seat, though he still rested awkwardly. After snapping on his seatbelt, she rushed around to the cab and put on her own as well. Then she took a deep breath and started driving down the gravel road that served as their driveway. In a few minutes’ time, she moved past the farthest point she’d ever been before, and she was thankful the roads were clear enough for her to find and follow when she reached the edge of the property. 

The road started out rough, but gradually grew smoother and better maintained the farther she drove. More than an hour after finding her father on the floor, she started to encounter heavy traffic. As North moved with the flow of traffic, she looked around for signs of devastation. 

Her father had painted an awful picture of how humanity had ended up, but she wasn’t seeing ruins and rubble. What she saw looked like images she had seen in the books she’d used for her education. She was completely confused by the lack of chaos and briefly wondered if perhaps humanity had rebuilt faster than her father had anticipated.

As they got closer to the city, her dread increased, even as her confusion deepened. Sam’s breathing was raspy again, and she wasn’t certain if they were going to make it to anything called a hospital in time.

Confusion sprang from the fact that the city was much better designed and maintained than she’d expected. Dad told her people had ruined their environment and wrought destruction, turning humans against humans. He’d taken her into the mountains to keep her safe and sheltered from the chaos, to protect her from the predators people had become.

She didn’t see any evidence of that as she drove. She was afraid to look away from the road for too long, since she’d never driven in such conditions, but what she saw both intrigued and frightened her. It was nothing like she’d anticipated, and she found herself questioning the stories her father had told her for the first time in her life.

A blue sign with an “H” caught her attention, and she thought that was the symbol for a hospital, if she remembered correctly from the books she’d read. She merged to the correct lane and followed the signs until a large building came into sight. It was white and steel, with huge windows. Ambulances were parked around the area marked “Emergency,” and she found a spot to park the SUV, uncaring if it was okay.

North hurried from the vehicle and ran into the entrance of the Emergency Department. She stood for a moment, searching for someone to help. It was an overwhelming, almost disorienting, experience to be surrounded by people. She had literally only seen the occasional person from a distance. Had she even talked to anyone who wasn’t her father for years and years? Not since that time someone had taken a wrong turn down their driveway. She had said hello to the two men in the car, but when her father came out with his rifle, they’d driven off. 

She recalled Sam being on heightened security for a time after that, even wondering if they should move. When no one else appeared, he’d finally dismissed it as someone genuinely taking a wrong turn.

Her voice refused to escape her for a moment as she stood in the middle of the room. Sick and injured people surrounded her, along with others milling about. They wore the same light-blue uniform. Scrubs was the word, right? She wasn’t certain, but did know it identified them as medical staff.

Feeling almost paralyzed by shyness and uncertainty, but prodded to move by the knowledge her father might be dying at that moment, she moved to the desk. The first one to look at her was a tall man with long brown hair, neatly confined at his neck, and vivid brown eyes that flared with heat. For just a second, gold rings appeared around the irises, but then were gone—leaving her to doubt the veracity of her senses.

He stared at her for a long second, and there was an intense expression on his face that she wasn’t sure how to interpret. He seemed...hungry.

When he flashed her a smile full of white teeth, that seemed to confirm her supposition. She shivered, but not entirely from fear. His look made her feel a myriad range of emotions she didn’t have time to identify.

“What’s wrong, miss?”

“My father.” Her voice was a timid whisper.

He frowned, leaning closer. That brought his musky masculine scent to her nostrils, which made her already-thumping heart race. “What, precious?”

“My father is sick. Maybe dying. He’s in the SUV.” Thinking about her father, and the urgency of the situation, helped her conquer her momentary timidity. “Please help him.”

He looked solemn. “I’ll do anything I can for you, precious.”

Even under the circumstances, North found it strange that he used the endearment twice in a row. It felt more personal than a casual “hon,” like her father was prone to using in conversation. Not unpleasant. Just unusual.

“I’m going to see her father, Liz. Could you make sure the young lady is settled comfortably?”

“Yes, Dr. Scott.” As the man now identified as Dr. Scott disappeared through the back, she came around the front and put a hand on North’s shoulder to lead her to the bank of chairs.
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Chapter Two: Loss
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NORTH WALKED WITH HER, feeling almost claustrophobic with all the people around her. She wanted to keep her thoughts centered firmly on her father, but it felt like every eye in the room was focused solely on her. 

It was surely her imagination, since she wasn’t used to being in a situation where there was anyone besides her father, but it was still nerve-racking. She sat down when the registrar named Liz, according to her name tag, gestured for her to do so. North took the box of Kleenex the woman handed her with a smile, only then realizing tears dripped steadily from her eyes. She ripped a few out of the box and swiped at her face.

Liz sat down across from her, putting a reassuring hand on her wrist. “You look terribly distraught. May I do something for you, dear?”

North blinked through the rest of the tears, successfully quelling them after a moment. “I’m fine, but thank you.” She appreciated the doctor asking his friend to watch out for her, and she appreciated Liz trying to be there, but she didn’t know either one of them, and she would prefer to be alone. She just wasn’t certain how to verbalize that without coming across as rude.

“May I get you a drink, or something to eat?”

She shook her head, unable to imagine performing such mundane tasks will her father’s life remained in the balance.

With a small sigh, Liz stood up and moved away from her, returning to the desk. With nothing else to do, North watched her go from the corner of her eye, but remained tense as she waited to see if the woman would come back to her with yet another suggestion of how she might help. She didn’t want to be ungrateful, but she needed quiet and space to process what was happening.

Liz paused near a corkboard and started shuffling through pages that were up there. With a firm nod, she must’ve found what she was looking for, because she removed a page and studied it for a long moment before glancing at North again in what was probably supposed to be a surreptitious manner. Since North was still looking at her, their gazes collided, but she quickly looked away. She didn’t want to encourage Liz to come back to her.

After that, she lost track of, and interest in, what the registrar was doing as her thoughts turned to her father. She wanted to be back in the room with him, and she wished she had asked if she could be. She assumed the friendly doctor would’ve issued the invitation if she was allowed though. He’d been so kind, though they had only interacted for a couple of moments, and his brown eyes were so beautiful that she could get lost in their depths...

North dismissed the thought with a shake of her head and reached for one of the magazines piled messily on the table beside her. She chose at random and looked at the date, which indicated the issue was several months old. Thumbing through it idly, North’s confusion about the world deepened as she read. 

There was trouble in Korea, sanctions against Russia, and an investigation probing the United States government, but nothing that mentioned the collapse of civilization and the subsequent rebuild. Perhaps she shouldn’t have expected it to be mentioned in a magazine that was twenty years past the date it had happened, but there was no mention of it even in the political stories, and one involving the relationship between the United States and China alluded to events that had happened after World War II.

A grim possibility occurred to her, though she didn’t want to believe it. Had her father lied to her all her life, making her believe civilization had ended so that she wouldn’t want to venture from the cabin? Had he painted an untrue past in order to control her future?

A sob ripped through her at the thought, and she barely stifled it with the tissue before making a loud noise. That couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t. Sam Campbell was the epitome of honest and open communication. He was also kind and loved her too much to ever do something like that to her. He wouldn’t tell her that kind of lie, would he?

She hated that she had doubts about him, but reading further articles in other magazines and briefly watching the television only reinforced her doubts. How could the collapse of civilization have been ameliorated after just two decades to the point where there was no evidence that it had occurred? How could people care about things like sports scores and celebrity gossip, or a new way to prepare chicken, if billions had died in such a catastrophe just twenty years ago?

She was no closer to an answer when Dr. Scott appeared, and she could tell by his grim expression that he had bad news. She clutched the magazine in her hand hard enough to feel the spine digging into her palm, but couldn’t seem to relinquish her hold. “How is he?”

Dr. Scott sat down beside her, taking her hand in his like they were old friends. She should’ve resented the gesture and the intrusion into her personal space, especially since everyone else around her was making her nervous, but it just felt soothing.

“Your father had a massive coronary event, miss. I did CPR and attempted resuscitation for forty minutes, but I’m afraid I couldn’t save him.”

North dissolved in tears as the shock spread through her, and she didn’t resist when the doctor gathered her into his arms to hug her and pat her back as he murmured comforting sounds. She wanted to pull away, to insist he take it back, but in her heart, she knew he was telling her the truth. 

Her father had known he was dying, and he’d even told her that. He’d wanted her to leave him there at the cabin, and her to stay where it was safe, so she couldn’t deny the doctor was telling her the truth. “I’d like to see him.”

Dr. Scott immediately pulled away, standing up before her as he held out a hand to assist her to her feet. Only then did North realize she still clutched the magazine, and she managed to drop it to take his hand. 

Even in her grief, she didn’t miss the way Liz stared at her as she walked past the sign-in desk, but soon forgot all about that as Dr. Scott led her through a pair of swinging doors and down a hallway that stank of antiseptic. They didn’t go far before he led her into another room, and though she’d requested to see her father’s body, now that the moment was near, she wasn’t certain she could do it. Her feet faltered, and she just stood there for a moment, clinging to Dr. Scott’s hand as she tried to cross the remaining few feet between her and the bed where her father lay. “You’re sure he’s dead?”

His tone was still soothing. “I’m positive. Do you see that machine right there with the straight line going across it?” At her nod, he said, “It measures his heart rate, and it’s been flat for at least the last twenty minutes. I got it to respond a little bit on the first few attempts at resuscitation, but there was just too much damage.”

“Did he suffer?”

Dr. Scott hesitated for a moment before nodding. “I’m certain he was in a fair amount of pain, but that part’s over now. Do you want to see him? You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

With a deep breath, North managed to take another step forward, which seemed to have cracked her paralysis. She was finally able to cross the room to his bedside while the doctor followed in her wake. He took up a position right behind her, one of his hands on her shoulder in a bracing fashion as she leaned forward to get a better glimpse at her father’s face.

He was ashen and waxy, and when she touched him, she knew immediately he was dead. She wouldn’t have had to be told to realize that. A jolt went through her as she started sobbing again, but this time clutched the lapels of her father’s shirt instead of turning to Dr. Scott. “Oh, Daddy, what am I going to do without you?”

There was no reply, but she hadn’t expected one. All she found with her face buried against her father’s shirt with the cold comfort of death, and that was no comfort at all.

With another sob, she wrenched away from him and turned around, once again snuggling against Dr. Scott, who seemed unbothered by the storm of tears. He simply held her while she wept and made no attempt to hurry her along in the process.

When the tears finally stopped that time, she was certain they were gone, at least for a long time. She didn’t see how she could have any more tears left in her, though there were sure to be additional bouts of crying in the coming days as she buried her father and tried to figure out what to do with her life. 

She didn’t even know if what he’d told her was true, and if she would be safer in the cabin, or if she could leave that place and try to make a new kind of life for herself. It was something she’d never imagined before, and she was afraid to even contemplate the possibility for a moment.

“Do you have friends or family you can stay with nearby, miss...?”

“Campbell,” she said absently. “North Campbell. No, I don’t have anyone except my father.”

He frowned. “That doesn’t seem likely. A pretty woman like you must have a boyfriend?”

She shook her head, frowning at him. Was he trying to pick her up? It was the most inappropriate time ever, and she opened her mouth to tell him that, but he started speaking again before she could do so.

“There must be friends or family? Surely, it wasn’t just the two of you?”

North ran a hand through her wavy brown hair, shoving it off her face. “Can I ask you something weird, Dr. Scott?”

“Elias, but feel free to call me Eli.” His crooked grin was charming enough to send heat spiraling through her.

She ignored that reaction. “Did civilization end twenty years ago? Was there a big war that killed a lot of people, and everything descended into chaos?”

He seemed perplexed by the question. “Not that I know of, and I’m pretty sure that’s the kind of thing I wouldn’t have missed. For one thing, I would’ve been thirteen then, and it would’ve seriously bummed me out if I hadn’t had girls around to salivate over.” His brow wrinkled when he frowned. “Why?”

North hugged herself, rubbing her arms as a chill swept over her. “That’s what my father told me. He said it happened when I was just a baby, and we had to flee the cities to stay alive. He said that’s when my mother died, and that it wasn’t safe to come back. We had to stay in the cabin and avoid evil people.”

The doctor look genuinely shocked now. “You mean you’ve spent the last twenty years living in a cabin with just your father?” At her nod, he said a smothered curse word. “I’m not sure what your father’s agenda was, but I’m afraid he lied to you, North. That never happened, and while the cities can be dangerous, and I sometimes wonder if there’s any civilization left in ‘civilized’ people, there was no great cataclysm that killed billions and forced people into hiding.”

North swayed, reaching out to grasp the rail on the bed for support as her head spun. “Why would he lie to me like that? What did he have to gain by keeping me away from the world? I just don’t understand.”

The doctor put an arm around her back, his hand at her waist. “I don’t understand it either, North, but I’d like to help you. I think you’re a special person, and you’re clearly lost at the moment. My first priority is to find somewhere for you to stay—”

Before Eli could finish his sentence, the door to the room burst open, and it was chaos. The only one North recognized pouring into the room was Liz, followed by two people wearing uniforms she recognized as belonging to police officers, but had only ever seen in the books her father had used to educate her. There were two other men behind them wearing dark suits, and bringing up the rear was a man and a woman who appeared to be in their mid-forties. 

There was gray throughout their hair, and they looked familiar, though she couldn’t say why. It took her a moment to realize they both had the same eye color as her. The woman had the same purple-blue color as North’s left eye, while the man had the exact same shade of green as her right eye. 

The world was quickly revolving now, and she clung to Dr. Scott even as others tried to pull her away. The older couple pushed past the men in suits and the uniformed officers, and the woman stopped a few feet from North. Her mouth was trembling, and she looked like she was on the verge of tears. “Oh, my god, it is you.”

“We found her,” said the man at her side with a cry of joy. The couple hugged each other before turning to her, and North took a step back, pressing against the hospital bed where her dead father still lay as they pressed in on her, clearly trying to hug her. 

“I never thought we’d see you again,” said the woman.

“Finally, we found our baby girl.” The man reached out for her with a trembling hand, brushing against her cheek.

North instinctively cowered away, feeling the crush of claustrophobia and the inability to breathe overwhelm her.

“Who are you people? What are you doing to her?” Dr. Scott’s voice seemed to come from far away.

“She’s our daughter, and kindly step aside,” said the man.

The words were too much for North to process, and she stopped trying to hang on to reality. Instead, she surrendered to the fuzzy gray warmth that crept over her, needing its security more than anything else at the moment.
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Chapter Three: Revelations
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WHEN NORTH WOKE UP, Eli stood over her. No, he was crouched down beside her, she realized. She was lying on the floor, and she couldn’t remember why for a moment. “What...?” She trailed off as it all came back, and she closed her eyes for another moment, summoning the courage to open them again, but not finding it until Eli brushed his hand down her cheek.

“It looks like you have some things to deal with, North. You need to wake up now and face them.” He leaned over her and helped her to her feet. As he was standing beside her, she felt him slide something into her pocket, and he whispered in her ear, “Call me if you need me.”

“Is she all right, Doctor?” asked the same voice from before—the woman claiming to be her mother.

“I believe so. It was just a shock.”

“In that case, would you leave us please?” It was clearly a demand and not a question that came from the man claiming to be her father.

“Of course. If she starts to pass out again, please make sure you catch her and call for help immediately.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” added a voice North didn’t recognize. She turned her head to identify the speaker and found it to be the shorter, chubbier man in the suit standing next to the tall and skinny one, who was clearly a few years older. “Who are these people?” Her voice sounded raspy as she uttered the question, and she wasn’t even certain who she was asking.

“They’re the detectives in charge of your case, and they brought along a couple of uniformed officers in case Campbell survived.” The man who said he was her father gave her the explanation as he cast a vicious glare at her father’s body, where it lay on the bed.

“I can’t do this.”

“Of course you can’t. This is clearly the wrong place.” With kindness in her eyes, the older woman put a hand on her arm to draw her forward. “There has to be a better place for this discussion.”

“What are we doing?” She still felt like she was floating along, allowing the river to guide her. She was completely overwhelmed and close to shutting down emotionally as she walked out with the couple and the other four men in a daze.

“How about the cafeteria? This young lady could use some coffee to perk her up,” said the tall, thin man in the suit. One of the detectives, North reminded herself.

“We should just take her home,” said the man beside her, the one who seemed to think he was her father despite the fact that her dad had died that evening.

“You can’t do that until we’ve had a chance to interview her, Mr. Allis.”

Now she had a name to put with the couple, or at least a last name. “I really need to get home.” The cabin was suddenly all she wanted, its safety and security, and the ability to lock herself away while she mourned her father’s passing and tried to make sense of her new reality.

“It’s settled then,” said Mr. Allis. “You can interview her tomorrow, Detectives.”

“She’ll be coming home with us,” said Mrs. Allis.

North pulled away from the hand on her arm. “No, I won’t. I don’t know you people.”

The detectives shared a look, and the tall, thin one came closer to her. “I know this is a lot to take in, but we have some things to explain to you, and some questions to ask. Do you feel up to cooperating with us this evening?”

“Will I get some answers to my own questions?” At his nod, she also nodded. “I guess so then.” She made a point of evading Mrs. Allis’s hold when she tried to reach for her again, but she felt mean for doing so when she saw the older woman’s hurt expression.

She followed them to the cafeteria, noticing somewhere along the way they lost the two patrolmen in their uniforms. They must not have been deemed necessary.

They entered the cafeteria, and it was nearly empty, except for two people at another table on the other side of the room. North followed the detective when he suggested she sit with him, and she didn’t refuse the coffee and juice that the other detective offered her a moment later. She needed something to keep her focused and present. After gulping several sips of the juice, she turned slightly away from the Allises to focus on the detectives. “What’s going on here?”

“My name is Marv Korman, and this is my partner, Ed Schuessler.”

“Call me Ed,” said the shorter detective.

She nodded, but didn’t acknowledge his words otherwise. “Please tell me what’s happening here.”

“Your case was one of the first Ed and I ever worked together as partners. That was almost twenty-one years ago.”

“What case?” A feeling of dread crept through her as she asked the question, half-convinced for a moment that she didn’t want the answer.

“You were kidnapped out of the hospital by your doctor just days after your birth,” said Ed.

“We trusted that horrible man, and he stole you from us,” wailed Mrs. Allis.

“Hush now, Carol. You don’t want to frighten her.”

Carol, formerly Mrs. Allis to her, nodded at the man beside her. “You’re right, Jim.”

Jim and Carol Allis, who claimed to be her parents. It was preposterous, and she opened her mouth to deny it, but couldn’t find words. The detectives looked so earnest, and her parents—no, they weren’t her parents—appeared so hopeful that she was having a tough time denying the explanation. 

It painted another piece of the picture that provided an all-too-credible reason for why Sam Campbell—her father—would have lied to her about the fall of civilization and the need to stay hidden in their cabin. He wouldn’t have wanted her to run across the wrong person, who might recognize her and rip apart his carefully woven deception. “How did you find me?”

“Your folks are persistent,” said Marv. “They put up new missing person flyers for you everywhere they can think of just about every week. That includes the hospital, and one of the registrars recognized you.”

North remembered Liz flipping through stacks of papers pinned to the corkboard and now knew what the other woman had been searching for—the flier showing her face that would confirm to Liz that she was a missing person. “This just can’t be true. My father wasn’t the kind of man who would kidnap a helpless infant and steal her from her parents.”

“I’m certain your father didn’t show you every aspect of his personality,” said Ed in a gentle voice. “He would’ve wanted to keep you docile, so he would have given you the picture you expected.”

North wasn’t certain about much, but she knew the detective was wrong on that count. Her father might’ve lied to her, and he might have even stolen her from these people, though she didn’t want to contemplate that being true, but he hadn’t pretended to be someone he wasn’t, and he hadn’t made her believe he was a different man, a man she could love and admire, when he wasn’t really like that. “You’re wrong.”

Ed and Marv shared a look before Ed shrugged.

Marv said, “We’ll come back to his motivation later than. What can you tell us about where he’s kept you for the last twenty years?”

“We had a little cabin on a big property. He said it wasn’t safe to go back to the cities, because there was a big war, and civilization collapsed. I thought he was telling me the truth, especially since all the educational materials and books he used to teach me were all created before the year I was born.”

“What a horrible man,” said Carol Allis in a screech.

“Did he hurt you?” Jim Allis looked like he would’ve pounded her father if he hadn’t already been dead.

North frowned at him. “Of course not. Dad loved me.”

“He’s not your father,” roared Jim. “I am, and he stole you from me.”

She recoiled at his display of emotion, pulling away from him as far she could and pressing her back into the booth supporting her. Tears swam in her eyes, and she blinked them back.

“Jim, you’re being too harsh with her. It’s certainly not our baby’s fault.”

After a moment, he exhaled, and his anger had clearly dissipated—or at least had been buried behind a more amicable wall. “To hear you refer to him as your father kills me.”

North hung her head. “I’m sorry.” She was genuinely sorry for causing them any suffering, but she couldn’t help that in her heart, Sam still felt like her father. She didn’t even know the man who wanted the title.

“What exactly did Dr. Campbell do with you?” asked Ed.

She frowned at him. “He taught me how to read and do math and all the things I guess you would expect. He taught me how to survive, I learned some basic first aid, and we spent one whole year learning all about foraging food from the wild.”

Marv cleared his throat. “I don’t think that’s exactly what Ed meant, Nara.”

She blinked. “Who’s Nara?”

“That’s your name,” said Carol softly. “Nara Allis.”

North absorbed it, but the word had no meaning. The name didn’t feel like it should be part of her. It was alien and as unwelcome as everything else she’d learned that night. “I prefer North,” she told Marv, studiously avoiding looking at the Allises as she said the words.

“Of course, North. I think Ed is trying to figure out what Sam did to you.”

North frowned. “I guess he stole me from my birthparents?” It was more of a question than a statement, because she still wasn’t certain about anything.

“We’re trying to figure out why,” said Ed gently. “Did he have you making movies, or perhaps he hired you out to be friendly with other pedophiles?”

Marv elbowed him in the shoulder at the same time North gasped. Her head spun, and anger spiraled through her. “You’re disgusting. My father would never do anything like that. He loved me and protected me. I don’t know what’s going on here, but Sam Campbell is not the man you’re painting him to be.”

“He’s a kidnapper, and they usually have one reason for stealing a child,” said Ed in a scornful tone.

“There can be multiple reasons,” said Marv in a more soothing tone. “We’re just trying to get to the bottom of it all.”

North shook her head and pushed away from the table. “I have to get out of here. I can’t do this anymore.”

“You can’t go out there alone,” said Carol. “We lost you for so long, and we can’t risk losing you again.”

North shook her head, backing away slowly. “I don’t know you. I don’t know either of you.”

“That’s what we’re trying to change,” said Jim gruffly. “Why don’t you come stay with us for a few days, just to see how our life is? We’d appreciate a chance to get to know you.”

“Oh, yes, please.” Carol was clutching her hands before her in a hopeful fashion. “Please come home with us, even for just a few days. We really want to know more about you, Nara.”

North flinched at the name, but didn’t refute it at the moment. She wanted to refuse, because every instinct inside her was telling her not to go, but she was also certain her thinking processes were clouded with grief and confusion. 

The Allises wanted to know their daughter, and they believed she was it. She didn’t see how she could really be theirs, but she was having a hard time disbelieving it as well. She couldn’t seem to summon the words to refuse their invitation, especially with the naked hope in their eyes.

“I... All right, but just for tonight. I don’t feel like driving all the way home.”

“Yeah, sure, just for one night, if that’s what you want,” said Jim.

Carol was crestfallen. “Only a night?”

“It’s been twenty years,” said Ed in a bracing fashion as he placed a hand lightly on Carol’s arm for a moment and patted. “It will take time to build a relationship with her.”

With a long sigh, Carol nodded. “We’d be thrilled to have you even for just the night, but I hope you know you can stay forever, baby girl.”

The endearment made her shudder, but she couldn’t voice a protest. Carol looked so happy, she didn’t have it in her to rob the other woman of that joy. She was still more than half-convinced that this was some kind of mistake, and that she just looked like Nara Allis, but tomorrow would be soon enough to figure it out.

As they left the cafeteria and exited the hospital, she saw Dr. Scott getting into a beige Volvo. He waved a hand in her direction, and she did the same, but didn’t cross to say goodbye. For one thing, she wasn’t certain that she had any right to do so and couldn’t explain the compulsion urging her to anyway. 

For another, she doubted the detectives or the Allises would allow her to break rank to approach him at the moment. They were guarding her like she was spun glass, and she realized that analogy wasn’t too far from the truth. All it would take was one more crack to shatter her into a thousand pieces.

***
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ELI WATCHED HER GO with the people who’d laid claim to her. Her smell still lingered in his nostrils, and it took every ounce of control he had to watch her go. His wolf insisted she was his, and he had to claim and protect her, but the rational side of him understood the need for patience and a watch-and-see approach.

He picked up his cell phone and dialed a number he’d memorized years ago. The old, crackled voice on the other end of the line made hairs stand up on his arms, just like they did every time Caius spoke. Even not in his presence, he could feel his aura of power in the simple, “Hello,” that came through his phone.

He cleared his throat. “I’m at the hospital, and we had a patient—well, the daughter of a patient—come in tonight. I could feel her power. And her scent...” He trailed off as his voice took on an animalistic tone for a moment. He had to soothe the savageness before he could continue. “I think she’s what we’ve been searching for, sir.”
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Chapter Four: Not Nara
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THEY HAD A LOVELY HOME on a block of homes that looked almost the same. It was definitely the suburbs, if she understood the definition of the word correctly. She followed them into the kitchen when they entered from the garage, and it was sparkling clean. It looked like a house, but felt nothing like her home. “Did you ever bring me home at all?”

“No, Campbell stole you before we could. You were due to be discharged the next day.” Jim said the words angrily.

North tried to ignore his outburst, reminding herself he was still processing everything too. And she’d inadvertently given him hope by referring to herself as their missing child, which had been a mistake.

“Let me show you to a guestroom,” said Carol.

North nodded, anxious to have some time alone to sort out things and perhaps find some semblance of order again. She followed Jim and Carol up the stairs, admiring the house as she went. Every room she saw was meticulously decorated and cleaned to a spotless state, but felt cold and unwelcoming.

Carol hesitated for a moment before stopping outside a door that North assumed was the guestroom. Jim shook his head, but Carol seemed to be pointedly ignoring him as she opened the door. “You have to see this.”

North followed her hesitantly inside the room, coming to a standstill when she realized they’d entered a nursery. It was full of pinks, creams, and touches of silver here and there. The theme appeared to be circus animals, and there was a gigantic mural on the wall, though it was a strange one. There was a carousel, but the creatures featured were different from the usual horses and unicorns. 

There were dragons, wolves, a beautiful ice sculpture-looking creature, and even a glimpse of something long, sleek, and black. Flames appeared to emanate from its eyes. She shivered at the sight, wondering what they had been thinking when they had chosen such creatures to decorate their carousel. It would’ve been enough to give the tiny infant destined to sleep there nightmares.

“This was your room,” said Carol.

“We were so excited. Everything was set for you to come home.”

Carol picked up her husband’s narrative. “When we realized you were taken, we couldn’t bring ourselves to dismantle this room. At first, we were certain we’d get you back, but as the months and then years passed, it was all we had of you.”

North nodded, feeling choked up. However, it wasn’t from the obvious emotional sentiment that the Allises attributed to the room. To her, it was more like a tomb than a shrine, though she couldn’t explain why the whole thing felt ominous to her. It was a room she wanted to escape from as quickly as possible, and not just because the eyes of the carousel creatures seemed to be following her wherever she moved. “I think I’d like to rest now.”

“Of course,” said Carol with only a tiny bit of visible disappointment. “You can have the guestroom across the hall. This room isn’t suitable for you to sleep in, and maybe it would be cathartic now to redo it. I’ll have you pick your favorites, though I hope you won’t mind if I help you decorate. It’s something we can do together.”

“You’re getting ahead of yourself, Carol. We probably won’t have her that long.”

Carol’s expression altered for a moment, going unreadable, and then it was resigned. “You’re right as always, dear.” She flashed a bright smile at North, though it wasn’t very convincing. “Let’s get you settled in for the night, dear.”

North breathed a sigh of relief when they crossed the threshold from the nursery, and then prepared herself for something equally horrifying in the guestroom. Instead, it was a straightforward design, with white linens and blond furniture. There was an en suite bathroom, so she wouldn’t even have to leave the suite for the rest of the night.

Carol and Jim lingered by the doorway for a moment, looking expectant. “Can we get you anything else?” Carol seemed poised to dart out of the room to fulfill any request, no matter how exorbitant.

“You must be hungry, Nara,” said Jim.

Once again, North flinched at the name, but didn’t call him on it. She wasn’t up for another argument or round of emotional revelations that evening. “No, I’m fine. I couldn’t eat right now. I’m too overwrought, and with my father...Sam’s death, I have a lot to figure out.” 

Her heart clenched when she used Sam’s name instead of calling him her father, but she was trying to be sensitive to Jim’s emotions too. She was in no state to cater to everyone else at the moment though, so it was a relief when they finally left her with a brief good night a few minutes later.

North stood in the room for a moment and couldn’t explain why, but she crossed the room to lock the door behind them. It was a sensible precaution, since she didn’t know the Allises, and she still had no real proof she was their daughter.

Once the door was locked, she could relax more, and she did so as she went into the bathroom. A long, hot shower didn’t help clear her thoughts, but it left her feeling physically refreshed. 

Carol Allis must be the perfect hostess, because she had thought of everything. There was even a drawer of pajamas with tags still attached, and she borrowed a pair. Good manners suggested she should ask permission first, but she didn’t want to face them again that night. There were still too many things to sort through, and she had to try to figure out what was truth and what was a lie.

It pained her to have to go through such an ordeal on the same night her father had died, especially since he seemed to be at the heart of the deception. She genuinely believed he was the man he had portrayed himself to be, but there was another element to him, and she couldn’t fathom it. What kind of man could steal someone else’s child from the hospital just days after birth? Sam had raised her as his own, and he’d been a fiercely devoted and loving father, but how could she reconcile what she knew of him with what she was learning? How could he be the same person?

She clung to the hope that maybe she wasn’t Nara Allis. Just because the pieces fit neatly didn’t mean she was part of their puzzle. Tomorrow, she would have to insist on seeing proof, and then she could figure out what to do from there.

***
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NORTH WOKE TO THE TURNING of a key in the lock, and it sent a dart of dread through her. She had thought this was a private sanctuary, but it was obvious the Allises weren’t going to abide by such things as locked doors to keep them out. She wanted to cut them some slack, and perhaps she’d find a way to do so if she learned for certain she was their daughter, but it was an intrusion she didn’t appreciate.

Carol appeared completely oblivious as she bustled inside bearing a tray. “Good morning, dear. I’d love to let you sleep in, but I managed to get us an appointment with Dr. Douglas. He’s fitting us in.”

North frowned at the tray before her as Carol laid it across her lap, though she could find no fault with the croissant, selection of jams, and what appeared to be a small pot of either tea or espresso. “Who’s Dr. Douglas?”

“He’s a family friend, and he’ll be able to run tests to verify that you’re our daughter. I already know you are in my heart, but I suppose we must be sure with science, mustn’t we?” As she spoke, she casually pushed North’s hair back from her face. “You look so much like my mother, Nara. I’ve often wondered who you would favor. Your eyes are just lovely.”

“They’re weird,” said North a bit sourly. “It’s weird to have two different-colored eyes.”

“It’s distinctive, and just beautiful.”

“That sounds like something a mother would say.” North realized she’d made a mistake as soon as she said it, because it suggested Carol was her mother. She wasn’t ready to even entertain the possibility yet. “What time is the appointment?”

“We have an hour to get there, Nara.”

“North,” she said firmly as she reached for the croissant to cut it with a knife. She looked up to meet Carol’s gaze. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but I’m not Nara. And if I am, it’s not a name I’m familiar with, and it doesn’t feel like me. Please call me North.”

Carol looked angry for a moment, and then she just looked sad. Finally, she sighed and nodded tightly. “Very well, North.” It sounded like the word was wrung from her under torture. “I’ll leave you to finish your breakfast and get dressed. I washed your clothes this morning earlier, so they’re waiting for you in the chair.” She nodded in the direction where she had left them and headed to the door.

North felt bad for having hurt her, so she called out, “Thank you for breakfast, Carol.”

Carol paused, straightened her shoulders, and then turned to her with a smile. “Of course, dear. I have a great many years for which to make up, don’t I?”

North didn’t respond other than with a small smile as she bit into the croissant, using the need to chew to hide from the need to answer.

After finishing breakfast, she quickly prepared for the day, sliding on her own clothes, which felt comfortable and secure—though she was nonplussed to realize Carol had slipped into her room sometime while she slept in order to retrieve the clothes for washing, had returned, and then locked the door behind her again. It seemed unnecessary, and she wondered why Carol had bothered to lock it once more. 

Perhaps she was just trying to make North feel at ease and had recognized the locked door did just that. Either way, it didn’t sit well with her that the other woman had felt free to slip into the room she was using, even if it was to perform a kindness like wash her clothes or bring her breakfast.
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Chapter Five: Dr. Strange
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IT WAS A RELIEF TO leave their large suburban home in the passenger side of Carol’s Saab. Jim was off to his job, and North realized she had forgotten to ask what he did. It was probably rude, but she supposed she could cut herself a little slack for the oversight in manners. 

She made a conscious decision to look out her window to examine the city around them rather than look at her mother. Her mother. She tried the words in her mind, but they just didn’t feel right. She hoped the doctor they were going to see that day would have answers for them soon. 

She didn’t know which was worse at that point—that they were her parents, or they weren’t. If they were, in meant everything she had known about her father was a lie, but if they weren’t, what was she going to do with her life? She couldn’t just go back to the cabin and pretend she hadn’t learned that her father had lied to her about the collapse of civilization.

It took about forty minutes to leave Ann Arbor and reach downtown Detroit. There were signs of decay and dilapidation wherever she looked, but there were also signs of growth and rebuilding. She supposed that was why the doctor they were about to see had chosen to locate his practice in such a sketchy area.

When they pulled up to a side road, Carol took it, following the curve around until they reached a fenced area with a guardhouse. A man in a white uniform came out to greet them, and North’s gaze moved to the gun at his side. They must take security seriously at the complex, which was probably necessary.

“Name?”

“Carol and Nara Allis. We have a nine-thirty appointment with Dr. Pytor Douglas.”

The security guard must’ve quickly found them, because he nodded. He didn’t speak again as he walked back to the guardhouse. A moment later, the wickedly secure gate rumbled open, and Carol drove through.

It was as though someone had drawn a clear line of demarcation around the office complex, clearly separating it from the destruction and urban decay around it. There wasn’t a hint of blemish on the brick walls, and the sidewalks appeared pristine, with nary a crack that she could see when she climbed out of the car a moment later. 

It looked more like the corporate headquarters for an international conglomerate than it did a doctor’s office, or even a medical complex. Of course, what did she know? Her knowledge came from a collection of books that were twenty-plus years old, so maybe this was the current style for affluent doctors pursuing gentrification.

She followed Carol into the entrance of the clinic, and a shiver went down her spine when the automatic doors closed behind her. For a moment, she had the sensation she was locked in, and she had to grit her teeth to ignore the feeling urging her to turn around and run out. Instead, she forced her feet to move forward as she followed Carol, who clearly knew where they were going.

They bypassed the offices on the first floor, but took the elevator to the top floor, which was ten stories high. It was a bit disorienting to look out the open glass window of the elevator and see the height as they ascended. She experienced a moment of vertigo when she exited the elevator and paused near the safety rail to look down.

“What’s the matter?” asked Carol, sounding impatient.

North shook her head, shrugging off the sensation of disorientation. “I’m sorry. I’ve never been up so high. I mean, I’ve been up in higher elevations in the mountains, but never in a building like this.”

Carol’s face was a mask of anger. “When I think of what that man has deprived you of, I just want to...” She trailed off with a shake of her head. “Never mind all that. Let’s go see Dr. Douglas and have him confirm you’re our girl.”

North managed a wan smile at the suggestion, unable to summon any further enthusiasm for the idea. It was better to know, but at least she didn’t have to make any decisions or figure out her next step until she discovered for certain if her father had kidnapped her from her birth parents.

Her impression of it being a business office was reinforced when they entered, finding the few people visible in the lobby milling around wearing suits rather than scrubs. They all looked perfectly coiffed and professional, leading North to lean closer to Carol and whisper, “What kind of doctor is this?”

“Dr. Douglas is a highly-gifted geneticist, Nar—North.” Carol pasted on a smile as though to smooth over the lapse on her name. “I’m sure you’ll just adore him.”

North shrugged, remaining quiet as Carol checked them in and accepted a stack of paperwork. When the woman who might be her mother passed her one of the clipboards filled with paperwork for her to complete, North was happy to have something to focus besides Carol or the forthcoming appointment. 

She sat staring at it for a moment without seeing as she contemplated how her parents had secured an appointment with the geneticist so quickly. They must be close friends, because she doubted they could have gotten in otherwise.

She lifted the pen to her mouth and chewed on the lid without thought as she stared at the blur of words in front of her, finding it impossible to start writing. She was stuck on her name, which was crazy. She had been North Campbell for twenty-one years, and she would continue to be North Campbell, even if she found out that wasn’t her birth name. Regardless of what Sam had done, or why he’d done it, she was comfortable with that name, while she couldn’t imagine ever wearing Nara Allis and feeling easy with it.

“Is there a problem, dear?”

She shook her head at Carol’s question and finally broke the paralysis that had kept her from filling out the paperwork. The first page was fairly smooth, and she had most of the information. There was a spot for insurance, and she wasn’t entirely certain what that was. She understood the basic concept of insurance, but not how it applied to medical care. She leaned over to Carol. “What do I put here?”

“Don’t worry about that. I’m sure you don’t have insurance, but we’re taking care of this.”

With a nod, North continued, filling out the rest of the front side before flipping to the back, which wanted an accounting of her medical history. “How detailed should I be?”

“Have you had any surgeries, or any emotional problems, like an eating disorder or addiction?”

North’s eyes widened. “No, I haven’t had anything major.” She wrinkled her brow. “For that matter, I don’t think I’ve had anything minor either. I must have an amazing immune system, because I never get sick.”

Carol’s eyes gleamed with curiosity. “Perhaps you should put that down. It might be of interest to the doctor.”

North followed the suggestion, writing a quick sentence explaining her medical history. It was very brief, since there wasn’t anything to tell besides a couple of childhood injuries.

The next section was strange. She examined the questions before she started answering, growing more and more perplexed. “What is this? Why are they asking if I’ve had visions?”

Carol gave an uncomfortable laugh. “I think they mean hallucinations, dear. They’re probably trying to screen you for mental disorders, like schizophrenia.”

North had a basic understanding of mental illness, having covered it in some of the medical books her father had assigned her to study as part of her curriculum, and she was certain she didn’t qualify for the diagnosis. She tried to answer the questions as best she could, even though they were bizarre and personal. Perhaps that was the standard set of questions, and she wouldn’t know since she’d never been to a doctor’s office before. Deciding she was overthinking it, she answered as honestly as she could.

She had just finished the last page when the receptionist called Carol’s name. When the other woman stood up, gathering her coat and purse, North did the same. She followed her back after turning in the clipboard to the receptionist, who directed them through the next door.

A silver-blonde woman with a pale complexion that blended almost seamlessly with her white suit met them just around the corner. “Hello, Carol. It’s lovely to see you again.”

“Hello, Kira. This is my daughter, North.” She emphasized it in a way that suggested she was just humoring North.

North hid a grimace as she extended her hand to shake Kira’s when the other woman offered it.

“It’s lovely to see you. Jim and Carol have looked tirelessly for you.”

“I might not be their daughter.” She was compelled to remind all three of them of that fact.

Kira nodded just once, and not a strand of hair fell out of her perfectly arranged coif. “Follow me, please. Pytor managed to work you in this morning, and he’d like to start in his office reviewing the paperwork before we move on to testing.”

The word testing made North’s stomach clench with anxiety. “What sort of tests?”

“Oh, the usual.”

Kira’s answer did nothing to enlighten her. “What do you do here, Kira?”

“I’m Pytor’s assistant, and also a geneticist.”

North had nothing else to say, and she followed Carol and Kira quietly into an office that was larger than the cabin she’d shared with her father. They had to walk a ridiculous number of steps to reach the middle, where the desk dominating the center of the room stood. 

There was a handsome dark-haired man seated behind it, though he was probably old enough to be her father. He looked to be in his late thirties, but surely had to be mid-forties or older to be a highly-respected geneticist. He pushed back from his chair and came around to meet them, holding out his hand first to shake Carol’s, and then to take
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