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      Karma and Jake return in this thrilling conclusion to the Balancing the Scales trilogy.

      

      Unable to find new leads on the terrorist organization they hunt, Karma and Jake set off to the one place they might find answers: Tibet. But something lurks on the horizon—something dark and dangerous enough that the United States, China, and Japan join forces to put an end to it.

      

      While Karma wasn’t the first to be betrayed and terrorized, she vows to make certain she is the last—no matter what the cost.
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            The work might win at the rate it insisted on piling up.

          

        

      

    

    
      A mountain of paperwork, some dating twenty to thirty years before my birth, took over the RV’s table and threatened to spill to the floor. An amused Jake lounged on the couch and observed me face off against my foe. In his effort to combat the scorching heat and humidity of a Georgia summer, he’d removed his shirt. A rather enticing gleam of sweat proved difficult for me to ignore. If I wanted to get down to the bottom of the crime group after my dead head and why, I had to conquer the pages in front of me.

      I needed to stop delaying my work to enjoy Jake and his bare chest.

      The work might win at the rate it insisted on piling up.

      Some were my adoption records, most of which had been flagged as forged. It’d taken the Inquisition and the black market working together to learn that very little of my documented life was real. The Inquisition suspected a kidnapping. The black market agreed, but they gave the idea of me being kidnapped as a baby a rather strange twist.

      They suspected someone had taken me in an effort to hide me, likely from those behind the Greenwich case. Everyone associated with the files had died, and there was no information on my biological family. Nobody knew anything, not in China nor Tibet.

      I questioned why everyone believed those behind the Greenwich case might want an infant from Tibet—or more accurately, why they might want something from my Tibetan parents.

      I also questioned why I appeared to be American rather than Tibetan. My DNA didn’t lie, however.

      There was nothing American about me.

      Someone of good standing with China had inquired, and upon learning the background of the situation, China had given the Inquisition everything they knew about my situation.

      On paper, I existed. My family did not. According to officials in China and Tibet, the town associated with my place of birth had been wiped out due to a natural disaster ten years before I’d been supposedly born, which had revealed my documents were a clever forgery.

      My supposed birthplace’s remote location had helped with the trick, but it had been a trick all the same, one designed to get me safely into the United States, where I’d been granted citizenship as an infant.

      The United States, upon learning of the forgery and with a little prodding from the Inquisition, had issued me a new birth certificate and natural citizenship. China offered the same.

      Both nations had opted to maintain the names on the original form at my request.

      As long as my parents had names on a sheet of paper, they existed somewhere. I’d been given a promise that if I found out they had different names, I could change my official records to match—if I wanted.

      The fox in me wanted to scream over yet another abandonment. I withheld judgment. The Inquisition and the black market both made good points, and until I discovered the true story about my birth and life in the United States, I wouldn’t judge my mother and father.

      Instead, I would cling to the thin hope I had a chance to experience what it was like to have parents who truly cared about me and wanted me to thrive and live.

      Pa had.

      Ma hadn’t.

      The pile contained more about Ma’s story, too—and what had driven her to murder her baby and go on to try to kill me. Each fragmented piece of the puzzle added to my heartache. When everything came together, I feared the final story, one that told a tragedy of a father who’d suspected but couldn’t prove the fate of his child and of a mother so obsessed with perfection and religious adherence she would slaughter her children to preserve her soul’s sanctity.

      I tried not to think about the matter of souls much. I couldn’t imagine anywhere other than some dark and terrible hell for a woman who’d destroyed her family over an infant’s illness and my refusal to become her version of perfection.

      In a way, I resented that time did its work. I struggled to believe that last summer had slid into fall, we’d spent winter driving Mellisa and Amelia insane with our posturing, winter had faded to spring, and spring had once again bloomed into summer. According to Mellisa, we both had a way to go before either one of us counted as mentally and emotionally healthy, but I’d made good strides on the physical front.

      Jake couldn’t count my ribs anymore. He tended to act like he still walked on thin ice, which annoyed me. The realization I’d recovered faster than he did kept me quiet and patient.

      I’d come to terms with my ma’s betrayal in record time, focusing my efforts on learning about my past.

      Jake struggled to find a balance between me, his future, and his parents, which slid further and further into the past category. The weekly calls had degraded to monthly, and it’d been three months since he’d considered initiating contact with his mother.

      I gave it a few weeks before he decided to take the next step and find us a new pack, one where Mellisa and Amelia would enjoy unconditional welcome. In the year since we’d left from Baltimore, I’d grown more sensitive to the work he did to protect the women from the brewing resentment within the pack.

      I considered the paperwork, my husband, and the problem of the wolves he needed as much as I did. My fox had come to understand she could thrive with only Jake, and she sought out the comforting presence of his wolf often. She’d also learned to distrust certain wolves, although she adored others.

      Jake’s father may as well have hung the moon in her sky, second only to Jake. Jake’s mother, on the other hand, reduced her to chitters of fury, which she sometimes expressed as screams of frustration in my head.

      Some decisions were easier to make than others. Until we dealt with the past, how could we seek out a new and better future? I turned from the papers and regarded my husband and mate through narrowed eyes.

      “I detect a certain amount of irritation from my wife,” he stated, raising a brow. “Mellisa and Amelia won’t be back for several hours. I’m sure that’s enough time to crank the AC for a while and enjoy some quality time in bed.”

      The ploy, however tempting, wouldn’t work on me. Not this time. “You can hold that thought until I have finished questioning you, Mr. Jake Thomas.”

      “What crime have I committed today?”

      “None. Not yet. But I want a straight answer on why the pack has become, if anything, more hostile since we left. Either you’re slipping or I’m improving at reading the pack bonds, but you’re protecting Mellisa and Amelia from a lot of bullshit. You’re also dodging calling your mother.”

      “I’m sneaking phone calls with my father,” he confessed.

      Oh. “I guess that makes two of us, then.”

      We stared at each other, blinking as we thought through the ramifications of us having independently communicated with Jake’s father. It made some things easier for me to handle, though.

      If he was talking to his father and things were still such a mess, there’d be no easy reconciliation. I could work with a challenge, but had his family ventured over the brink to the land of no return?

      No. Everyone still lived.

      “All right. What is the actual problem with you and your mother?”

      “Puppies,” Jake announced.

      My eyes widened. Over the winter, we’d discovered I ticked like a Fenerec, and it took Jake work to convert me from infertile to a raging ball of hormones determined to have one or more children. In what would become a rather rough challenge for us, the more docile I behaved, the better the luck Jake had in inducing my fertility. Docility meant I struggled to nip him at all, as I tended to want to nuzzle more than put my teeth to work.

      There would be no unexpected children for us, something I both appreciated and regretted.

      “I don’t see the problem,” I admitted.

      “She doesn’t have at least two grandchildren yet. She wants grandchildren. She’s annoyed I haven’t called her with a progress report on when she’s having grandchildren. I slipped on the last call,” he admitted.

      I slapped my hand to my forehead. “All this fuss is over children you told her we wouldn’t be having until after we figured out when I went from the equivalent of a Fenerec’s puppy stage to a fully fledged adult of my species?”

      “I mean, I’m fairly sure you zipped right through your puppy stage. You haven’t grown an inch as a fox, you’ve filled out, and your hormones are stabilized, although I’m puzzled because you seem like you’re still in season. All I have to do to make you fertile right now is give you a shoulder rub as part of our foreplay.”

      I shrugged. “I like shoulder rubs.”

      “You melt into a pliable puddle, Karma. You not only melt, but you use your saddest eyes on me if I don’t hurry up and get the show on the road. Then you lure me into doing all the work because you’re beautiful and use those sad eyes on me ruthlessly.”

      I laughed because it was true. “It’s your fault. You showed me how good of a time I have when I behave. But if you want some romps, I’ll try to figure something out.” In a way, I’d gone from one extreme to another, skating from accepted levels of violence to alarming levels of submissiveness. I assumed it had something to do with my species. “Are you telling me all this drama is because we haven’t had children yet?”

      “Basically.”

      “I’m surrounded by idiots.”

      He grinned. “You’re sensing my mother’s frustration, which is tripping Mason’s trigger, which is annoying my father. The pack is perfectly happy having a fox, but my mother has gone from interfering in the wrong way to trying a little too hard on other fronts. She knows I’m avoiding the conversation. And anyway, I haven’t completely dodged her. I’m dodging talking to her when you might catch me, because I don’t want you pressured into feeling like everyone wants you to have kids.”

      “And here I was convinced this would be a nightmare to resolve, nothing was going right, and so on. Do I have to call your mother myself?”

      “Please don’t. She’ll ask when we’re having kids.”

      “And I will tell her that we will have kids when I learn how to use my teeth, as I went from being a biting psychopath to a melty puddle of nuzzling affection. If I could make my teeth work rather than just trying to nuzzle you to a near-death state, we’d probably have a kid with another on the way by now.”

      Jake chuckled. “The Inquisition doesn’t let pregnant women do any field work after the first trimester, but packs love watching the kids of successful operatives.”

      That was good to know. In the time since leaving Baltimore, we’d hunted information more than people, and I’d found the chase for knowledge to be appealing. “It’s been a year, and we’ve actually made some twisted form of progress on the Greenwich case—in that the group has gone underground. Them going underground means they aren’t snatching kids or trying to kill people, myself included. But why?”

      “Honestly, I’ve been concerned they’re waiting to snatch our victory out of our hands at the last possible moment. Why do the work when we’re doing the work for them?” Jake huffed. “The latest batch of paperwork concerns me, though.”

      “The table hasn’t collapsed yet. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      “That’s only half of the paperwork. I was told we were getting the first half of the paperwork this morning and that the second half would arrive this evening.”

      The table wouldn’t survive twice as much paperwork. “We have a few chairs we can store it on until we do our first pass and hand it off for Amelia to see if she can spot something we’ve missed. And then because Mellisa gets bored, she’ll have a turn with it, too.” In some ways, I worried for Mellisa, who had a chat with us every few days and gave us lists of things to do to improve our relationship.

      In my case, it boiled down to nuzzle less and bite more. Jake tended to have multi-hour sessions, most of which I refused to ask about. I considered my unwillingness to ask, and as I wanted to dodge the paperwork for a few more minutes, I asked, “Am I why your therapy takes so long?”

      Jake shook his head. “My therapy takes so long because I’m a mess. You were a mess, but you went through the stages of general grief in record time. Mellisa is worried you went through it too quickly. I think you decided to refuse to be miserable over something you hadn’t been responsible for and moved forward. I’m having a harder time because I’m still trying to piece together how so much went so wrong so quickly. I’m also stubborn; I keep trying to concoct a thousand and one ways I’d screwed everything up. I refuse to acknowledge or accept you played a part as well.”

      I raised a brow. “Well, I did. Once I learned more about my fox and she learned more about packs and wolves, I understood I didn’t need the pack. I needed the bond with you. My fox will be heartbroken if you take your father away, though. She adores him.”

      “My father is sneaky.”

      “He’s a lot like you, really.” I engaged my husband in a staring contest. “I’ve been sitting here freaking out that your family was still falling apart, and you’re just worried your mother is going to pressure me about children?”

      “Basically.”

      “Tell her we’ll work on kids after the Greenwich case is closed. If she wants to be a one-woman army, point her at the problem. That way, the problem disappears, and then we can worry about my inability to make use of my teeth once you’ve given me any positive attention.”

      Jake chuckled. “Or I can pretend I’m not interested while accepting your advances, which is when you do tend to use your teeth, and I will continue to do so until you have sufficiently made use of your teeth. This is not a difficult problem to solve, especially if you put me into cuffs and do whatever you want with me for a few hours.”

      “Eight, according to Mellisa. Eight hours.” I considered his offer. “That, however, does sound like a great time for me. I’m selfish like that. Then I’d get an even better time, as all you have to do to turn me into a pliable puddle is exist.”

      “The problem isn’t a problem. I just have to restrain myself and give you the leash, and once you’ve had your fun, it’s my turn to have fun. We could test to see how quickly you change my fertility state. For science.” Then, knowing it would reduce me to giggles, Jake leered at me.

      Sure enough, I broke down laughing. “For science, is it?”

      “We need to extensively study this, of course. Are fox teeth magical and capable of inducing male Fenerec fertility at a brisk rate? There are some rumors that an eager female Fenerec can induce fertility in her male faster than eight hours. That’s just the average. You’re already well ahead of the Fenerec curve. We’re in summer, and all I need to do to make you fertile is give you a look and instigate. Your winter season is insanity. Once you became fertile, you were ready to rumble the entire time. Just judging from your behavior, I suspect your species has the female induce male fertility first, and then he needs to induce on the female—if she accepts him. You were very talkative with your teeth early in our relationship, but since you decided to be docile, I can do whatever I want with you. I suspect I’ll have to play hard to get until you induce my fertility, and then I get to have my way with you. It’s not that much different from what Fenerec do, just with a twist. And additional risk, because you might be fertile until you become pregnant. Then we have no idea when you’ll become fertile again. Mellisa mentioned some concern that if you are like that, you might have health consequences if you don’t have a pregnancy.”

      I eyed my husband and his sweaty chest. “Please elaborate.”

      “You haven’t had a period since winter, Karma.”

      Damn. I forgot Fenerec had sensitive noses and could detect when I was having my period. “I assumed it was normal because I feel fine.”

      “According to scent, you’ve been about ten minutes from ovulation since the first week of winter. Honestly, the scent is driving me absolutely insane. Amelia laughs every time she sees me now. I’m at the point I want to drag you to Tibet to check out this town and the nearby mountains to see if there is a hidden colony of foxes there. However much I’m concerned about those behind the Greenwich case, I’m more worried about your health. We just don’t know if this extended fertility period will hurt you. And we don’t even know how long a pregnancy would last.”

      Right. Mellisa had dragged me to an Inquisition clinic at the end of the winter for an MRI, ultrasounds, and every other test she could book for me. Whatever I was, I wasn’t human. Humans had two ovaries. I had four. Not only did I have four ovaries, Mellisa had discovered I had an extra set of tubes connecting my extra ovaries together, along with additional tubes leading into my uterus. To complicate matters, I had an odd hip conformity compared to most women.

      Despite my small size, Mellisa suspected I’d have an easier time giving birth to children, and the placement of several key organs implied I was better designed than most women to have multiple children at a time.

      The saddest of the discoveries had been found along my side. While absorbing deceased twins happened in humans, my twin had been a tiny fox, her bones no more than two and a half inches long, late enough in development to be identifiable. At a loss for what to do, we’d removed her and given her a burial. At the Inquisition’s recommendation, we’d buried her in such a way we could retrieve her tiny body and take her back to Tibet in case we found our parents.

      “We don’t even know if I can shapeshift while pregnant.”

      Jake nodded. “Ultimately, we need to go to Tibet and see if we can find your parents. I don’t want us to lose a child because we just don’t know what steps we need to take. Ferenec can’t shapeshift during a pregnancy, but we don’t know about your species. Your body was built for shapeshifting. You don’t experience hardly any of our complications, you’re faster at it, and now that you’re practiced, it doesn’t even bother you.”

      “It hasn’t hurt to shift since winter.” That had made Jake panic, especially when he forgot that two to five seconds was my normal after I’d learned to shift on my own. I did the equivalent of pop between forms. If anything, shifting served as an antidepressant, too. “You seduced better shapeshifting into me.”

      While he rolled his eyes, he did laugh. “I’m hopeful I can seduce something a little more special than shapeshifting into you once we get this mess sorted out.”

      Between the two of us, we were so driven to have kids we’d have fights over who worked versus stayed home. Working the black market would help us both, as we’d only have to handle a few jobs a year to sustain a good lifestyle for us and any children we might have.

      But Jake was right.

      We needed to sort the Greenwich mess out first.

      That left the pile of paperwork on the table. “Then let’s get to work. While I do my first pass of this nightmare, you go pester someone in the Inquisition. We need tickets to Tibet, somewhere to park our RVs, and a translator and tour guide. If the Greenwich case is older than I am, then we need to go to the very beginning.”

      “We’ll find the truth,” Jake promised. “But first, could I entice you into practicing the seductive use of your teeth? I feel this is an important scientific experiment we should conduct while our nosy neighbors aren’t home.”

      As the nosy neighbors would inevitably come over to help once we started working, I headed for the air conditioner, turned the temp down, and skipped to our bed. “I’m not convinced you ever left rut after winter. I’m just saying I can last an entire day without using my saddest eyes on you.”

      “Why would I want to?”

      The man had a point. “I really don’t know,” I admitted.

      “We can talk about it after I resist your feminine charms for a minimum of fifty good nips.”

      How ruthless. “Fifty? Why fifty? I can barely handle one.”

      “Well, after fifty, you’ll get exactly what you want, probably rougher than I prefer but that you love–and our neighbors will come home to discover we skipped out on work. I don’t know about you, but I could use a good nap.”

      If I managed to nip him properly two or three times, I’d drive him crazy enough we’d both need a good nap to be able to function again. What would happen if I nipped him fifty times? “I feel like we’re playing with fire, Jake.”

      “Oh, we are. Desperate times call for desperate measures. But after I’ve been successfully tamed, I’ll get to work scheduling our trip to Tibet while you defeat the new paperwork.”

      “That sounds like a plan.”
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            “Progress is progress.”

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing revved my engine quite like Jake resisting my advances, and we quickly determined the more submissively he behaved around me, the better I got at using my teeth in a rather provocative fashion. We didn’t reach fifty nips or nibbles, as after five, Jake announced I had the right idea, pounced, and enjoyed the rather lengthy battle to have his chance to do whatever he wanted with me.

      Foxes couldn’t purr, but I tried.

      Rather than conquer the paperwork, we hibernated in bed until a rather amused Amelia woke us the next morning, pounding on our door until we got out of bed. She came armed with coffee, which we both needed to become functional enough to make our own pot.

      While we attempted to wake up, Amelia poked at the stack of documentation we needed to sort. “Honestly, after seeing this, I don’t blame you two for pushing it off. I would have, too. As you two were conked out when the delivery arrived, it’s in my RV. Seeing this mess, I’ll start my share of the work on the second pile with Mellisa. That should keep us busy. Any new jobs?”

      With the morning ritual underway, I left Jake to handle the lack of a new job issue while I hunted for something to wear that wasn’t a bathrobe. Once dressed in a t-shirt and a pair of worn jeans, I went into the kitchen to begin the tedious work of appeasing our voracious ways.

      “We’ve come to the conclusion it’s time to head to Tibet. Not just to search into why the Greenwich operators want Karma but to find out more about her biology. She’s still deep in her season, and I don’t know if she’ll stay that way until we have kids, if it’s healthy, or anything. We have figured out how to get her nipping appropriately, though.”

      “Progress is progress,” Amelia announced, and she applauded my effort to actually use my teeth on my husband. “Honestly, it’s a novelty. She’s the exact opposite of Fenerec in many ways but just like us in others. Did you have to play at being docile to get her nipping?”

      “Yep. The more docile I behaved, the more insistently she nipped. It’ll take more than a little work, but we’re not going to push our luck until we can find out more. Especially after what we learned from the ultrasound.”

      The discovery of my lost twin had changed everything—especially as the tiny bones had showed no signs of damage from shapeshifting, not like a Fenerec’s child did if the mother shapeshifted during her pregnancy. “I mean, the extra ovaries are flat-out weird.”

      “Oh. That reminds me. Mellisa asked me to be the bearer of strange news.”

      I raised a brow, dug out bacon from the fridge, and as strange news often unsettled me, I grabbed a pair of steaks and eggs so we could eat our anxiety away. “I’m ready.”

      “Remember how they asked if they could retrieve an egg sample?”

      “You mean four egg samples, one from each ovary. Yes. Jake freaked. They did it during the procedure to remove my twin. I mean, having four ovaries is weird, so how does it get weirder?”

      “Two of the ovaries, like humans, are for egg storage. Two are for egg development. In short, unlike humans, you are not born with your final egg supply. You’re constantly regenerating eggs. Your eggs are also inclined to split at their whim, so it’s highly probable your species carries litters.” Amelia winced. “They also went ahead with the questionable test.”

      Jake had disliked the idea of the test as had I, but to confirm if a Fenerec and a fox were compatible, the Inquisition had inquired with a mated pair if they would provide fertile sperm sufficient to test our base compatibility. The first test would result in the fertilized egg being lost, but it would help prepare us for the reality of becoming parents—if we could become parents. At most, the test would last until a sample could be taken and analyzed. In living fetuses, the test was done at seven weeks. Experimental science had allowed the medical staff to perform the tests between seven to ten days. “And?”

      “The cell development is roughly a third slower than in humans but appeared otherwise normal. Your eggs are viable and compatible with Fenerec sperm. The slow cell development puzzled them, but the cells look robust. From what the witches and tests can tell, the cells favored Karma’s genetics, but evidence of Fenerec-born genetics were present. So, be warned. You will have litters. Literal litters. They suspect Karma’s mother shapeshifted with her often.”

      “Because of my twin?”

      “In part.” Amelia shrugged. “The news gets stranger.”

      “How could it get stranger?” I blurted.

      “Your DNA results are in, too. They did a comparative against human DNA, Fenerec DNA, and yours. Then, upon seeing some odd results, they began digging deeper. Your origin is probably the result, but they suspect you have very limited genetic diversity.”

      I had limited genetic diversity? “Like cheetahs, where all but a few individuals died out and they inbred for survival?”

      “Not to the same severe degree, but close. I got a whole lecture about genetic diversity, but it boiled down to a comment we should search for women who look exactly like Karma, men who are the masculine form of Karma, and go from there when we’re in Tibet. Mellisa is preparing us to get out of here. The Inquisition wants us in Tibet yesterday due to the DNA testing results, especially with them understanding you both want to pursue having puppies. Or kits. The risk of an entire litter of them is very present, especially considering Karma’s biological differences compared to humans.”

      In a pause in making breakfast, I laughed and gave my hip a pat. “I’m better designed for kids.”

      “And you’re so hardwired to have them that I’m surprised you let Jake out of your bedroom.”

      Jake laughed. “I don’t mind.”

      “I’m sure you don’t.” Amelia snorted, shook her head, and headed for the door. “We’re to take the paperwork with us, and we’ll have a chartered flight to the region. The Inquisition is acquiring our guide and translator as we speak, and we expect to leave for China the day after tomorrow.”

      “That soon?” I stared at the Fenerec with wide eyes. “Jake and I were talking about pushing for Tibet yesterday, but we’d been told it could take weeks to get the guide and translator.”

      “They talked with China, China agreed, and so we’re heading off the day after tomorrow. Mellisa is handling her business and getting more information on the lab tests. Also, the pair who helped with the test are having a pup, and they got first crack at going over to the west coast to get help with the pregnancy. So, while none of us particularly liked the test, good did come out of it. Per your request, the egg, once confirmed to be deceased, was buried along with your twin.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re the exact opposite of that monster who dared to call herself your ma. Don’t forget that. Although I doubt you will, not with how you behave around kids. Unlike her, you don’t want the perfect family image. You want a family. You’ll be fine. Just keep beating your mate until he gets it through his thick skull.”

      I glared at Jake out of the corner of my eye.

      “According to my wife’s expression, I need to confess that I am still talking to my mother, but she’s pushing for puppies pretty hard, and I don’t want Karma to deal with that drama. The plans, Amelia. The plans. The last time I called, she was so hopeful we might try for twins. She doesn’t know about the testing.”

      “I’m guessing twins are probable,” I replied, unable to keep the amusement out of my tone. “I will insist we raise only one litter at a time, even if it means we only get one litter.” We had no idea how long I would live, how long I could have kids for, or if my species was one and done before falling over dead like cuttlefish. “I don’t want to be like a cuttlefish,” I complained.

      “What?” Jake blurted.

      I heaved a sigh. “A female cuttlefish breeds once and then dies shortly after laying her eggs. I don’t want to be like a cuttlefish.”

      Jake huffed, and after a moment, he dared to laugh at me. “I don’t want you to be like a cuttlefish, either. I really doubt you’re like a cuttlefish.”

      Amelia grinned at me, halting at the door. “Well, that is why there is so much pressure to head to Tibet. The Greenwich case will be easier to solve if we can lure the bastards on to Chinese soil, too.”

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “The Chinese are offended by the group’s existence. We’ll have several packs of Chinese Fenerec keeping an eye out for the group. Assuming we come up dry on your parents, we’re going to create a news incident with you in China and run an operation to take the Greenwich group out.”

      I bounced on my toes, making sure to keep a close eye on breakfast so I wouldn’t burn it. “I can be the bait?”

      “You can be the bait, and there will be a lot of powerhouses around trying to make sure you and Jake emerge without a scratch. If we have a say in it, there won’t be another London.”

      I winced at the mention of the London shooting, which had revealed my ability to become a fox and had led to so much heartache. “We don’t talk about London.”

      Jake snickered. “More accurately, we don’t talk about the insanity that is Karma on certain medications. Hey, babe?”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t die.”

      Bastard. I flipped my middle finger at him.

      “Perhaps after Amelia leaves, we have breakfast, and we at least look at some of this paperwork.”

      Laughing, Amelia opened the door. “And on that note, I’ll leave you two to your activities. Is she still fertile at a single come-hither, Jake?”

      “Yep. A single nip or caress is sufficient for her to be ready to rumble.”

      A year ago, the talk would have bothered me, but after so long trying to figure out how I ticked, I discovered the discussion amused me more than anything. “I’m a very good fox,” I informed our friend in my most serious tone.

      “We know,” she replied with laughter in her voice. “Believe me, we know.”
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        * * *

      

      Aware that everything about my birth and identity might be a lie, I rummaged through the collection of paperwork in search of the truth. Everything after the age of six, which I could verify myself, went into one pile. Everything that lacked an associated memory went into another pile. The documents I doubted were real went into yet another pile, and everything prior to my supposed date of birth went into a final pile.

      A medical record, one I hadn’t seen before and I suspected my ma had attempted to hide, indicated I’d always been behind the curve by a significant margin. At age five, I’d been closer in size to a toddler, aged two at most. I’d put on a few extra inches here and there, until I’d somehow burst up to my current five nothing around age nineteen.

      At the time, I’d been thrilled with the extra height.

      Now I questioned everything about how I’d developed.

      “Jake? Grab the measuring tape, would you?”

      While he raised a brow, he went to our toolbox we kept stashed in our bedroom closet and returned with the measuring tape.

      I stood my straightest and ordered, “Measure me.” Then, realizing I’d married a pervert, I added, “My height, not my breasts.”

      “I don’t need to measure your breasts to enjoy their general increase in size. You’re going to spill out if you don’t replace your bra soon.”

      Damn it. I’d done a rather good job of ignoring the need to go buy new bras. “Just measure me.”

      He chuckled and obeyed, and he took care to flatten his hand on the top of my head to keep my hair from contributing extra inches. “Five foot two inches.”

      “I’ll be damned.” I grabbed the medical record and thrust it at him. “Fenerec age quickly and then stall. Whatever race I am doesn’t.”

      “And the preliminary information we have implies you’re a long-lived species like us. What made you want to check your height?” Jake eyed the papers I’d given him, and a moment later, he said, “I see.”

      “How old am I? The medical records imply I came to the United States as a newborn, but the evidence is implying I wasn’t really a newborn—not in the human sense of the word. At five, they think I was closer in physical size to a two year old, Jake.”

      “I never actually monitored your height. The FBI never really checks height after the intake exam, either. I’ve been checked at the doctor’s office sometimes, but it’s not something I’ve ever paid attention to. Two inches at our height difference isn’t all that much.”

      I stared at the general vicinity of his chest. “That’s an understatement. I mean, I do like the general view at this level, but it would be nice to look at your face now and then.”

      Jake picked me up. As always, I squeaked, latched on to him so he wouldn’t drop me, and scowled at having been given precisely what I’d asked for. “Are you sure I’m a fox? I might be a koala instead.”

      Laughing, he gave me a kiss, and rather than make me cling to him, he dislodged me and set me back on the floor. “You’re cuter than the average koala, so I’m pretty sure you are a fox. Exposure has worked. You still cling, but you don’t shriek like I’m about to kill you now.”

      “Maybe I was dumped in the United States because Tibet has many tall places. My fear of heights is so bad they couldn’t keep me where there are tall mountains.”

      “Or something happened when you were a baby and you’re now terrified of heights as a result.”

      “Wouldn’t I remember that?”

      He shrugged. “I’d go ask the resident expert on the subject, but the last time I went over there, she almost took my head off with her travel bag. It’s not safe to go to her RV right now.”

      “It would suck if you were killed by our therapist. We’re almost functional people, and it would be a pity if we undid her work bothering her while she’s packing.” I eyed the paperwork. “We should be packing.”

      “I threw some clothes into a suitcase for us. I figure the Chinese can help us with clothing if we need.”

      “Do they actually sell clothing for giants in China?”

      Jake frowned. “If not, well, I’ll be wearing four pairs of jeans and a suit for the duration of the trip.”

      “You better bring a second suit.”

      “But why?”

      “One so you can look nice for them, one so you can look nice for me.” I stared into his eyes. “Isn’t my happiness important?”

      “The first thing I’m doing, should I meet anyone of your species, is to ask how I can turn you off for like five whole minutes. Just five. You look at me like that, and I realize if I don’t give you affection before we leave, you might destroy the plane before we make it to China. You’ll go crazy before we land.”

      I considered his words, shrugged, and realized I had issues. “Well, we do have a therapist for a reason. I should have her prescribe you as part of my healthcare plan.”

      Jake held up a finger, opened his mouth, narrowed his eyes, and turned his attention to the door. “I’m going to risk my life to ask the therapist if this is a possibility. I’ll also find out what time we must leave, warn her we need to make sure you’re not going to become a psychopath on the flight, and eat enough to tide us over if we don’t get any meals until we’re in China.”

      “Look at you, being all sensible over there.” I grinned and returned to the paperwork determined to vex me. “Report my updated height to her, ask her how the hell I didn’t notice two new inches, and inquire how long I’ll be a hormonal mess for.”

      “Honestly, I like your current state as a hormonal mess. No cramps, no period, you’re exceptionally easy to please, and you’re even easier to entice into being pleased. Even better, I’ve figured out how to bring out the feisty vixen I have to handcuff if I want to avoid bleeding. This situation is to my liking, and I’d rather not change much. Unless we’re adding puppies to the mix, in which case I’m game for that.”

      “You are such a pervert, Jake.”

      “You’re the reason I’m a pervert.”

      I rolled my eyes and gestured at the door. “I might even be sad if our therapist kills you. Leave. I’m trying to find important documentation. I want to put the critical reading in my bag so I can investigate it on the plane.”

      “I’ll ask all the important health questions that will likely result in my general survival. But if you were aged five but the medical reports say you were two, then I would look at the three years prior to your adoption date as closer to your birthdate. That seems to be a reasonable time frame. Also check for big news coming out of China or that we think may be associated with the Greenwich case. What sort of important tech was being developed at that time? What sensitive diplomatic matters were going on? Make use of the Inquisition number they gave you and ask them about the timing. It could be that your family is of importance to someone in China, possibly in the Inquisition. See if you can get Richard Murphy involved.”

      “Richard Murphy?”

      “Yellowknife’s Alpha. He has close ties with the Chinese, and I bet he’s the one who fast-tracked our trip to Tibet. If we get lucky, we might get his father-in-law.”

      “Who is that?”

      “Charles Desmond. He’s an Inquisition operative and enforcer. Actually, you need to learn about him anyway, so give your Inquisition contact a call and see if you can get Desmond on the phone. I haven’t dealt with him directly, but he showed up in Vegas a time or two while I was out there. He’s aware I exist, but not much more than that. I hope. He’d kick my ass in a fight, and I don’t want my ass kicked by anyone other than you.”

      His hopeful tone amused me into snorting at him. “I’ll call, you go talk to Mellisa. Remind her I actually want you alive right now. You’re useful. And as more than a toy to take to bed.”

      “But I like being a toy you take to bed.”

      I bet he did. “Shoo, shoo. Once you’re back, you can make us dinner and prepare to be dessert.”

      “How does steak sound?”

      “Steak with a side of Jake sounds good to me.” As the papers would win if I didn’t get a move on, I resumed sorting, attacking the pile I’d identified as dated before my presumed birth in search of a clue to who I was, why I was important to those behind the Greenwich case, and what they knew that we didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      My Inquisition contact worried for my life, but he called Charles Desmond, and within ten minutes, he gave me a number to call. Before I lost my nerve, as few men worried Jake, I dialed, pinned the phone between my ear and shoulder, and resumed my hunt for anything that might prove of use in my search for my identity.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Thomas,” a man answered in a friendly tone. “I have heard interesting things about you.”

      “Was it the part about being the tiniest psychopath along the east coast, that I’m a fox, or the highlighting and the underlining?”

      “A bit of all three, actually. My contact didn’t say much, just that you require some assistance with a matter involving the Chinese?”

      “Yes. My records state I was born in Tibet, but a lot has been proven to be falsified. It’s probable I was actually born in Tibet, which is why we’re heading there, but Jake thought it might be prudent to ask someone about large-scale events involving the Inquisition, China, and potential crime groups up to five years prior to my claimed birth. Judging from my medical records, we think my species develops slower than regular humans.”

      “Which would put you at significantly slower aging than Fenerec.”

      “Well, I’ve added two inches of height, and I’m in my early thirties—and I know I was five foot nothing at twenty-three when I joined the FBI and went through their first major physical. We didn’t track my height thereafter, but I suspect the new inches are rather recent.”

      “A late adolescence growth spurt,” Charles Desmond murmured. “Fenerec mature early; by the time our puppies are fifteen, they’re the equivalent of fully matured humans, mentally, physically, and emotionally. Where you, as you say, were the equivalent of a rowdy teen in your late twenties.”

      His refusal to call me the tiniest psychopath along the east coast amused me. “I’m coming to that conclusion as well. Jake seems to think I’ve settled out. In that I’m no longer adding on inches and pounds as a fox.”

      “You still probably have some growing to do as a human. My Nicolina was much the same; she was well ahead of the curve for Fenerec, and she’s over the moon that she’s added some height since she mated with Richard. We tend to develop significantly faster in our wolf form. Of course, she’s only added a half an inch, but that half an inch may as well be a crowning achievement of her life. Unfortunately for her, Richard also put on about half an inch, and he remains a rather diminutive Alpha. If you need some help with China, that’s something I can do. If I don’t have access to the incidents involving Inquisition members from the time period and location you need, Richard does. Is this number good to contact?”

      “Yes, sir, it is.” I explained the situation, the medical records I’d found, and the current problems and concerns involving my general health. “Jake’s hopeful I’m not actually like a cuttlefish, but I’m not convinced.”

      The man chuckled. “There has been plenty of evidence among Fenerec that Fenerec women can enter a similar state if her mate instigates ongoing evening activities without becoming fertile. However, our women don’t stop having their regular menstrual cycles when human, nor do they have extra organs and build like you do. What I can do is inquire with the Chinese if they have had any unusual autopsies. That might get us a hit. Four ovaries would stand out, as would the oversized uterus and hip differences. That’s good intel to have. The rest of your organs seem normal?”

      “As far as I know,” I replied. I continued to rummage through the documents, pausing at a police report of violence at an airport where there were several incoming flights from China. I set those aside to be investigated further during the flight. “We’re concerned about whether or not I can shapeshift during a pregnancy.”

      “Or if it’s mandatory for you and the developing child.”

      “Children. It does not seem like I’m built for having one at a time. And we also don’t know if I have a weird fertility cycle.”

      “May my daughters never find out I have discussed their periods with anyone, but they started at a rather normal age for human women.”

      “I had my first period at age ten. Well, at what I thought was age ten.”

      “That would be a normal average, so you share some biological traits with humans despite your variances. It could be that your true nature was suppressed and you were functioning mostly as a human. Now that you’re shapeshifting as nature intended for you to do, your body is adapting back to what should be your normal. I could see that happening. I’ll do some digging on my end and send you some texts with relevant information. When you’re in China, inquire with your Chinese contact for the best method of contacting me. They’ll likely provide you with a specially tracked phone. I’ll make some calls and get back to you. When are you leaving?”

      “At some offensive hour in the middle of the night.”

      “They must have called in a charter, then. Which airport?”

      “Atlanta.”

      “May you rest in peace should you not survive that airport,” he quipped.

      I giggled at the airport’s reputation for being a madhouse. “Thank you for your help. It’s really appreciated.”

      “I’m glad to help. I’ll text you with my daughter’s number. While your circumstances aren’t quite the same, I’m sure you can find common ground. From my understanding, you’re rather eager to look into the problem of you having children?”

      “Assuming I’m not like a cuttlefish.”

      He snickered. “If you could help impress upon my daughter she need not be perfect before becoming a mother, I’d appreciate it.”

      Ah. “Well, I mean, if she isn’t the kind to kill her infant because he’s not perfect, she’s more qualified than my adoptive mother, that’s for certain.”

      “That insight is part of why I’m grateful you had reason to reach out to me. I’m concerned it might result in her and Richard adopting an entire pack of children, but she’s just like me.”

      I could make a few guesses by what he meant by that. “You’re wired to have children around?”

      “Precisely.”

      “No matter how poorly adoption worked out for me in the long run, I highly encourage you look into it.”

      “You’re not bitter over your experience?”

      I allowed myself a smile, pausing in my search of the papers to say, “My ma made poor choices, but I am who I am now because of the things she did. All the things she did. Don’t get me wrong. She is what I view to be an ultimate evil. She murdered her son because he had been born with complications. He needed love and medical care. She beat him to death because he wasn’t perfect. She tried to kill me because I wasn’t perfect. Worse, I’d made all her sins known. My pa wasn’t innocent, either, but I recognize he had no proof. Therapy has helped. But I’ve decided I’ll be everything she was not. I don’t know if someone involved with the Inquisition can adopt, honestly. Will I be a perfect mother? Absolutely not. But I’ll be a present mother.”

      “And that’s all you really and truly need to do to be a good parent. You need to be present and sensible, even when your children are insensible as children are prone to being. And your issues with your mate?”

      “He’s still struggling, but I’ve figured my end of things out. He was patient for me, and I can be patient for him. He needs to figure out what a good balance between us and his family is.”

      “I’ll do you a favor, Karma. I’ll go venture over to Baltimore, have a discussion with his parents about the situation, and take them out west for a few days to see healthy packs and their relationships with their human and witch pack mates. Seeing will help more than the flailing I’ve been hearing about.”

      I giggled at the thought of the big bad wolf teaching Jake’s parents their manners. “My fox adores Jake’s father, and while she doesn’t get along with his mother, I can understand why everything happened. That doesn’t make it right, but there’s no reason we can’t all get along. Jake’s having a harder time with that, too.”

      “You don’t need or want overtures. You just want a safe haven,” Desmond guessed. “Am I correct?”

      “You’re correct.”

      “And when you’re a child, and everything has been turned upside down on you, not having a safe haven is terrifying. And not realizing you’re likely still a child in the standards of your species after you’ve been told for a decade you’re an adult only complicates the problem. And then the societal standards of what they consider adults versus children kicks in. That leads to some uncomfortable emotions. My daughter picked her Richard when she was fifteen. She’d matured earlier than I prefer, and she had fixated on him the moment he’d stepped through our door. In our terms, she was an adult capable of making her own choices. By humanity’s standards, she was a child far too young to be making those decisions. You don’t know what your family believes to be the appropriate age.”

      “We don’t.”

      “If you are content with your situation and you have settled out and figured out what you both need, and you both still want it, I recommend you ignore what others say. And if it turns out your species waits to engage in matrimony at a later age, well, you were almost thirty in our eyes when you decided which male you wished to pursue.”

      The Inquisitor’s tone implied Jake was just some male I’d picked up off the streets and had decided to keep around. “We both made mistakes, sir.”

      “Yes, you did. And admitting that is a good sign you both want to make the relationship last. I received a briefing on your situation, as you would have been transferred into my custody if the pack issues in Baltimore hadn’t been resolved. As it is, I’m considering bringing you both to Seattle so you can witness a healthy pack structure. Perhaps after your trip to Tibet. Should you become pregnant, I will probably request rights to help you through the pregnancy, depending on what we learn about your species. Seattle has the equipment for touchy pregnancies involving women who shouldn’t be treated in a general hospital.”

      Ah. I understood. Jake had told me about the Fenerec women who sometimes gave birth to a wolf rather than a human infant. “Considering I had a twin removed who was a fox, that’s probably wise.”

      “That discovery couldn’t have been pleasant for you.”

      I considered his statement, and after a moment, I said, “It brought up a lot of questions we don’t have the answers to, which is why we’re going to Tibet. I’d rather not have to experiment to see what I can and can’t do should we have children.”

      “That is not a battle any parent wants to fight. I’ll give my Chinese contacts a call and start asking about women who better match your personal physiology. In the meantime, try not to wear your male out too much. And should you become pregnant, well, we’ll do our best to get your little ones into the world with the understanding we may not be able to treat your pregnancy like we do Fenerec or human women. And Mrs. Thomas?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I am certain you are not like a cuttlefish, so do please try to hold on to your general sanity in that regard. Cuttlefish have a lifespan of two years. You have already surpassed them. The majority of your organs and habits are human with some differences. I’m sure you’re not going to spontaneously fall over dead post reproducing.”

      I dissolved into a fit of giggles. “I’m still going to say it just to drive Jake crazy.”

      “As long as you’re only doing it to drive him crazy,” he conceded.

      “But what if my species is like a cuttlefish? Or that we only reproduce once and that’s it?”

      “Considering I was told on the phone before speaking to you that you are producing new eggs as an adult, I suspect you’re long-lived like the Fenerec and it wouldn’t surprise me if you maintain your fertility for a long time. Frankly, you should be more concerned about how to control the number of offspring you have.”

      “But why would I want to?” I blurted.

      That got the man chuckling. “I’m going to enjoy introducing you to Nicolina. Perhaps you can convince her she’s finally ready to be a mother.”

      “Why don’t you give me her email address? I’ll send her an email, set her straight, and leave you to witness her head explode, as I will blame you for reaching out in the first place.”

      After a long but amusing silence, he said, “I am looking forward to seeing what she will do more than is good for my health. If I find out anything from my Chinese contacts, I will text you and request a call when
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