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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?

      

      This is part-seven of a seven-part completed series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Opening

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The fighting was brutal, with an overwhelming number of soldiers. If it hadn’t been for Eli’s brethren joining them, they would have been wiped out by the sheer numbers that poured through the portal in the short time it was opened before it closed. Marek fought as hard as the others until all he could see was a pile of fallen and smell the coppery tang of blood in the air.

      “We have to get back to the Council.” Eli looked wary, but seemed determined to ignore the reality of exhaustion.

      Marek could relate. It was finally safe, so he returned his fire sword to the scabbard hidden by his wings. “What about all this?” He gestured at the pile of bodies.

      Eileen approached, looking grim. Blood smeared her face, but it didn’t seem to be her own, since there were no visible injuries. “You go after North. We’ll sort out our dead from theirs for a proper burial and then burn the rest.”

      “Thanks, Ma.” Eli leaned forward to hug her. “I’m sorry to run.”

      Eileen nodded. “I understand. Find her, son. And take care of all of you.”

      Marek and Eli looked up as a vehicle revved in front of them. Ryland had procured it from somewhere. He didn’t bother to ask where as he climbed in, along with the rest of North’s husbands.

      North.

      Just thinking her name filled him with agony. How had Pytor done this? What was he doing to North right now? Would they ever see her again? Marek didn’t think he could live without her now that she’d come into his life. He refused to accept defeat. They would get her back because they had to, and no other option was possible.

      They quickly reached the portal, which was ready and waiting for them. The Council must know about Pytor’s actions. That would save time with explanations. They rushed through the portal, emerging into the Great Hall a second later.

      Marek and the others rushed Caius, who stood waiting for them. His solemn expression and the general chill in the room revealed how unhappy he was.

      “What happened?”

      “A portal opened, a bunch of creatures in magical camouflage poured out, and Pytor stole North.” Marek summarized quickly. “We need to find her.”

      Caius nodded. “We also need to figure out how he opened a portal. That should be impossible. Go to his research facility and see what you can find.”

      Eli stepped forward. “I’d like to visit her parents. They might know something. Even if they don’t want to share it, they can be persuaded.” His neck popped when he stretched it to the left and then the right.

      “That’s a good idea. Take someone with you.”

      “I’ll go.” Kriss stepped forward.

      There was no further need for talking, so Marek turned to run to the garage. He wanted to get to the facility as quickly as possible. The others on his team clearly shared the same point-of-view, because they were running beside him.

      At the garage, he headed for the van while Eli and Kriss chose a small car. He caught Eli’s gaze and nodded at him. They communicated without speaking, and he knew Eli was as committed to securing North’s return as he was. They were all desperate to have her back.

      Ryland was the driver, and he drove like a maniac, but Marek didn’t rebuke him. They avoided running into any police and arrived at the sparkling facility in less than half the time it should’ve taken. Ryland didn’t even slow down, and he certainly didn’t wait to see if they could talk their way in. He just gunned the van and went full speed ahead. The vehicle combined with the heavy gate. With a protest of screeching metal, the gate yielded, and they rocketed through.

      A guard came out of the guardhouse with his gun drawn, but Ryland turned the wheel to bump him with the back of the van. The guard flew away from them, landing heavily against the retainer wall. Marek didn’t bother to see if the guard had survived. He worked for Pytor, so he’d played a role in North’s abduction, no matter how minute.

      Ryland continued driving the van recklessly until they reached the front. He seemed on the verge of driving up the stairs and ramming the door, but Marek reached out to put a hand on his forearm. “We might need the van to get North back to the Council.” He clung to the hope she was inside.

      The four of them were formidable as they stormed the door. Eamon’s magic granted them access when he shorted out the keypad entry system. Ryland’s strength was more than a match for the door that he knocked in with one forceful kick.

      They moved cautiously once inside, though Marek wanted to plunge in with guns blazing and find North. They wouldn’t save her if they were killed in an ambush. As they neared the first door, he nodded to Eamon, who dropped to a crouch while Orin leaned forward to try the knob. It opened, so Marek expected to find nothing useful inside. It was a conference room.

      So were the next three doors. “For fuck’s sake, how many conference rooms do they need?” He hissed the question in frustration as they cleared that hallway and turned to the right. The next section of rooms were all exam rooms and all unoccupied. So far, there was no sign of police approaching with sirens blaring, but Marek was aware of the time ticking away. He didn’t want to split up, but knew it would save time. “Let’s go in pairs.”

      Ryland nodded, and he and Eamon turned back the way they’d come, taking the other end of the hall. Marek and Orin spent the next five minutes clearing that part of the hallway before going right again. It was more of the same, and the facility appeared deserted.

      As they turned another corner several minutes later, they ended up running into Eamon and Ryland. “Anything?” he whispered.

      “Not a thing, but we found something interesting.” Eamon gestured for them to follow as he turned to lead them back through the labyrinthine hallway system. They stopped minutes later in front of a large door that was going to be difficult to get through.

      It was imperative they did. “I think we’re all going to need magic here. Ryland, can you use your strength on the handle while we pump our magic into disabling the locking mechanism?”

      “Sure.” Ryland moved closer to the door, grasping the round handle that reminded Marek of the hatch door on a submarine he’d seen at a museum once.

      Marek stood beside Eamon and Orin, and the three of them focused on the door. He closed his eyes, trying to find the mechanism with his mind. When he seized on it mentally, he directed his magic toward melting it. Orin was tugging on it with green tendrils of power, and Eamon seemed focused on burning it. For a second, as Marek poured everything he had into the spell, he feared the door was warded along with being on an electric security system. That would take hours to strip, and probably require one of the Council members assisting.

      Finally, the lock budged, and there was a clink as the pins fell into place. With a grunt, Ryland twisted the handle, and the door swung open. They immediately dropped back to hover on the edge, in case someone inside was planning to fire on them with either magic or human weapons. When nothing happened, Marek eased forward, still in a crouch, and peered around the door. “I think it’s empty.”

      They eased inside prudently, going slowly though Marek wanted to rush. At least the alarm system didn’t seem to have been activated. Either Pytor had been in too much of a hurry, or he’d left it unguarded because he knew he was done with this facility. That thought felt too authentic, and he resisted accepting it. If Pytor was somewhere else, how would they find North?

      The first few rooms were filled with medical and lab equipment, along with evidence of recent experiments. The blood here and there suggested they weren’t experimenting just on defenseless lab animals, and Marek’s stomach churned at the thought of what they might have done to mythics here.

      The next room they entered smelled like death even before the door opened fully. Marek gagged, as did the others, but he pushed forward. He needed to see what had happened. The others flanked him as Eamon turned on the light, so they could see.

      Marek stood frozen for a second, just observing and trying to make sense of it all. There were at least fourteen bodies here. Some laid on gurneys with what looked like IVs attached to their arms. Some of the lines had blood remaining in them. It was hard to tell whether these people had been infused with something, or if someone had exsanguinated them.

      “They’re pale.” Ryland’s nostrils flared as he bent to sniff a couple close to him. “There’s hardly a drop of blood left.”

      The ones on the gurney appeared to have been the luckier ones. Someone had clearly tried to make them semi-comfortable before harvesting all their blood. It was a different story for the ones scattered on the floor. They’d been hacked with swords indiscriminately and bled into containers that were no longer present. The floor was sticky with congealing blood, and Marek winced each time he stepped into a patch.

      Orin pulled out his phone.

      Marek frowned. “Is this the best time for a call?”

      “You should call Caius while I take pictures.” In contrast to Marek’s snappish tone, Orin’s was calm, bordering on gentle.

      Marek sighed. “Sorry.” At Orin’s nod, he took out his phone and called Caius’s secure line. “We’re here.” He didn’t waste time with greetings. “There are fourteen dead bodies here. I’m not sure what happened, but it’s a gruesome scene.”

      “They were moderately powered Truebloods.”

      Marek frowned at Caius’s answer. “How do you know?”

      “Our contact managed to relay a message. Pytor drained all their blood and managed to use it to open a portal into Ascensia.”

      “Did your contact tell you where he took her?” Marek was losing the battle with impatience, and his tone bordered on insubordinate.

      Caius didn’t seem to notice or care. “Noirvald.”

      “What?” He almost shouted the word, which caused the others around him to jump. “He took her to Noirvald.”

      “How?” asked Ryland.

      “Come back to headquarters so we can strategize, Marek.” Caius hung up then.

      “What’s going on?” asked Eamon.

      Marek filled them in as quickly as he could while herding them toward the door. The thought of North trapped in Noirvald chilled him. She was too pure and innocent to survive the horrors she’d see there. When he thought about the horrors Pytor himself might inflict, nausea churned in his stomach and burned a path up his esophagus. Right before they reached the van, he had to stop to vomit.

      Ryland patted his back. “We get it.”

      When Marek was done, he swiped a hand over his mouth and stood up straight again. “Let’s go. We have to find a way to get North.”
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