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      Being the mate of Jake Thomas isn’t what Karma expected. He wants to keep her safe. She wants to find out the truth behind the kidnapping of baby Annabelle Greenwich, the case that had resulted in their marriage.

      

      The truth can only be found in murky waters, and with a betrayer in their midsts, Karma is forced to choose between the man she loves and justice.

      

      In order to untangle the web of lies destroying her life, Karma partners with a rogue wolf who faces execution should she be caught by the Inquisition. On the run from the authorities, her mate, and those who would kill her to protect their secrets, Karma has one chance to discover the truth before her former allies and mate are forced to make use of their license to kill.
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            Too much had changed.

          

        

      

    

    
      Within ten hours of arriving back in the United States, I went from hopeful of resuming my career to benched as a possible anchor. The edict pissed Jake off, Sebastian sighed, and something about Pauline’s expression implied the woman didn’t mind I’d be serving as an unarmed secretary, as the FBI refused to acknowledge England’s qualifications and wouldn’t allow me to qualify for a period of two months, the earliest an injury like mine would normally heal.

      To add insult to injury, due to new information the FBI refused to share with me, they wanted me removed from anything that might even smell like the Greenwich case yesterday, if not sooner.

      I held my temper, although the familiar weight of dread settled back onto my shoulders.

      Some things I handled better than others. At least I understood the dread and the weariness. I had learned from carrying both around with me already. I could endure. I wouldn’t like it, my doubts would creep in and do their best to smother me, but I could endure.

      For how long, I wasn’t sure. What I would do when I no longer wanted to endure, I couldn’t begin to guess.

      Too much had changed.

      “It will be fine,” Pauline said when we left the meeting, and her tone allowed no argument. “This is a good thing, although you probably don’t see it that way right now. In two months, you’ll be settled, you’ll qualify again, and you’ll be back to work. It benches us for the most part, too.”

      Jake grunted, as the news had involved him being shifted back to violent crimes until I qualified again, and I’d be anchoring in one of the nicer subsections of CARD, which involved following up on cold cases.

      I got the feeling I’d been swallowing a lot of lies without realizing it, and unlike the Fenerec, I couldn’t tell who was lying to me. “And that license to kill?”

      “I’ll look the other way if you get a few shots off at any of those bastards involved in the Greenwich case,” Jake’s father muttered.

      “Sebastian,” Pauline warned.

      “What? It’s true. We all want that case taken care of, and they shot both of them trying to tie up loose ends. I had not been expecting the risk evaluation to backfire so dramatically, though, especially not when they told us we’d be teaming together for CARD until further notice.”

      “CARD isn’t out of the picture; it’s just out of the picture until Karma qualifies again, and they won’t allow her to play the masquerade with the Normals due to inexperience. I was expecting a different result as well, but it is what it is, and we’ll just have to deal with it. They’ll issue our license to kill when she’s ready for full active duty. Until their scents are stronger, this is unlikely. They only want solidly bonded pairings in the field together.”

      Scents? Solidly bonded pairings? “I thought there was no question of that?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at Jake’s mother.

      “Until you pass the scent check, it is what it is,” Pauline replied in a terse voice.

      I tugged on Jake’s sleeve. “Scent check?”

      Jake looked to make certain no one was listening to our conversation. “It’s how we identify mated pairs. Until someone can readily detect your scent on me and vice versa, we’re both considered available for partners. Ignore their fussing. We’re fine.”

      According to Pauline’s expression, she didn’t agree.

      Great. Just what I needed on top of being pulled from duty. “But we’re married.”

      “And that’s not sufficient for them most days of the week. They care more about the scent. My wolf views you as my mate, and that’s all I care about. They don’t agree, and they’re only putting up a fuss because they expect the scent to be stronger by now, and it’s not.”

      I should have guessed some things were too good to be true. While I had no idea how the future would play out, I’d deal with it as needed. “So, what’s next?”

      “I take you home, I get you settled, and we look into things for you to do to keep you from being bored while the interior staff find a placement for you,” Jake replied, parroting the briefing notes with disgusting accuracy. “You need time to settle, and you need time to get used to the house—and if you don’t like the house, we need time to buy a house.”

      Having been to Jake’s home numerous times, I raised a brow. “Your house is fine.”

      “Our house.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s your house, but I can move some of my stuff into your house and claim some territory. Some time to deal with my apartment isn’t a bad idea, but that shouldn’t take me more than a week or two. I’ll pretend this anchoring bullshit is just giving me time to handle my apartment. I’m going to be poor pretty soon, though, if I don’t get a paycheck. I guess I can file for unemployment.”

      “You’ll be working interior,” Pauline reminded me. “Interior staff are paid.”

      “I would rather start dropping acid while eating rusty nails in the hopes of contracting tetanus.” I wrinkled my nose. “I’ll likely resign and reapply to join if I’m going to be jerked around on it. I have zero interest in working interior. That is not what I worked so hard to do, and I won’t be doing it. I can pursue another career field of my choosing if interior is my only option.”

      Pauline scowled. “That is not on the table for discussion, Karma.”

      “If I wanted to work interior, I would be working interior. Fine, I can’t qualify for two months. At least put me on proper leave then. I can evaluate in two months. I am fine with that. It’s not the first time I’ve had to do medical leave, and it won’t be the last.”

      In two months, a lot could change, and it could be for the better, although I doubted I’d appreciate the restrictions.

      “Medical leave is an appropriate solution to this problem, Pauline,” Jake’s father stated. “Medical leave doesn’t revisit a poor situation, it allows her to receive pay, and it gives her a chance to settle. Jake can handle his work as normal. He has worked in the field long enough, he has the experience, and will be fine in the violent crimes division.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t like it because you expect her to understand how we operate as a pack in the FBI. She has been cultivated as a Normal. If she wants to take medical leave, you will let her without complaining about it. It’s not your choice. She isn’t in the pack, and as she’s not a Fenerec, she won’t be in the pack. Don’t apply pack rules to her when they don’t apply and can’t apply. Leave it be. If she wants to go back to school and become a teacher, you’ll not say a single word about it.”

      While Pauline had always crossed me as the inevitable victor of any disputes between her and her husband, she nodded without putting up a fight.

      Interesting.
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      The days dragged into each other, and the bitter transition from active FBI special agent to on medical leave to a stay-at-home wife wore away at me. The promised two months turned into three months, and I stared at the rest of my life with a relentless chill in my chest.

      I’d been right about the weight of dread and how it could smother me. I’d also been right about my abilities to endure.

      Every time I asked about qualifying and reapplying, someone made up some damned excuse. When it became apparent my medical leave would end in termination, my fox focused on what was important to her: having the family group Jake, his parents, and the member of his pack enjoyed.

      I could tell when Jake sensed something from his pack. His eyes grew distant, and he forgot I existed, focusing on something I couldn’t see or hear.

      My fox grieved, and after having asked Jake yet again, sometime after three months bled into four, if I could become part of his pack, he’d started working longer hours to avoid me.

      By the time the fifth month slogged around, I accepted nothing would change. My packed bag waited by the door along with a new cell phone with an equally new number, and in an exercise of hubris, I’d texted my ma identifying myself in case she ever wanted to give me a call. Her reply offered the only glimmer of hope I’d had in months. She’d think about it and get back to me in a day or two; she had some business she had to attend to first.

      My fox could wait for a day or two for the chance to become a part of even a broken family.

      I could have left without a word, but my ma hadn’t raised me to be a coward. I’d tell Jake I was leaving right to his face, take my bag, and hit the road. I’d be hitting the road without a car, but I had two feet—and four feet when I got far enough away from civilization. I’d walk to the bus stop ten miles away, get a ticket, and find somewhere new to call home.

      I figured I could find something in New York. I’d survived there once already.

      As he had every other day since our last fight, Jake came home late, and he smelled of some other woman. He lacked the stench of sex, but the scent broke my fox’s last hope there’d been an us.

      “I’m leaving,” I announced before my courage broke.

      Jake halted near the door, and his brows furrowed. “What?”

      “I’m leaving. You come home smelling like other women every night, you’re working late to avoid me, and I’m tired of being here, so I’m going. We’re over, Jake. That’s what your pack wants, isn’t it? Well, you’re getting what you asked for. We’re over, and I’m leaving.”

      “Let’s talk about this,” Jake replied, but I questioned his sincerity.

      His voice lacked emotion.

      Mine did, too, when I thought about it.

      No, it was better for both of us if I pulled the plug without wasting our time with any other half-hearted, pointless efforts. “We’ve done all the talking we’re going to do. Why should we repeat the same old damn fight? I’m a fox. You’ve made it clear foxes don’t belong in wolf packs. You can’t give me what I want, and because I’m unstable, or so says everyone without even bothering to do a psychological evaluation, I can’t work. I’m tired of waiting, so we’re done. It’s been five months. I’ve been waiting here for five months doing nothing. Five months. Two of medical leave, three of me being a trophy wife sitting in this house doing nothing at all.”

      My only contribution to the house had been the new coffee table, and I hoped the bastard thought of me every time he saw the damned thing until he got rid of it, too.

      Jake continued to frown. “Has it been that long?”

      “I guess you Fenerec just don’t notice how time passes, do you? It’s been that long. You lied to me. You gave me a lot of hopes and shit promises, and I’m done. I’m leaving. I only waited because you deserved to hear it from me directly. I deserve better than this.”

      That counted as a lie, and I wondered if Jake smelled the truth on me. I wasn’t sure I cared. I strolled towards the door, and he caught my arm. “Wait, Karma.”

      “My guns and keys are in the kitchen, and I took a few hundred dollars out of the bank account until I can get settled elsewhere. You had your chance. You had five months worth of chances. First, you supported me being benched because you were worried about my shoulder. Then, because your parents thought it was a good idea, you thought it’d be better for me if we took our time. While you worked and ignored me here because you couldn’t deal with me wanting in the pack. Not only have you been working and ignoring me, you’ve been doing so with other women. Maybe nobody can smell me on you, but I can smell them on you, and I’m tired of it. I won’t have my husband smelling like other women when he can’t give me the time of day. I don’t even care if you’re not cheating on me. Since scents are that fucking important to you, maybe you should have respected me enough to keep away from other women while still married to me.”

      Jake grimaced at that. “I can’t bring you into the pack.”

      I shrugged. “Deal with it. It’s not my problem now. We’re done. You should have picked someone who cared a little less about being an equal.” I jerked my arm free. “Don’t touch me again.”

      “Karma.”

      “Stop saying my name while you’re at it. This isn’t up for negotiation. You missed your chance to negotiate. You’re staying out late with other women, and you stand there daring to claim you want to talk to me? Fuck you. It’s over. We can talk about finalizing our divorce later, but there’s no us. I’ll send papers along after the separation period. You picked everyone else over me, and I’m tired of being the leftovers. You had your chance, and you decided to use it working cases while leaving me hanging out to dry. Goodbye. Don’t call, don’t bother me, and don’t look for me. Since I’m no longer on the active duty roster, I don’t need a partner, so I don’t need or want you in my life anymore.”

      “They’re reinstating you as an agent.”

      Maybe a few months ago, that load of bullshit might have mattered. “The likelihood I am going to believe that is zero.”

      “The FBI can overturn your leave at any time and give you special agent status at their discretion,” he reminded me. “You’ll have to qualify again, but that’s a simple matter for you. Let’s talk about this.”

      “I told you, Jake. I’m done talking. If I’m magically reinstated and I fail to show for duty, well, they can send somebody to arrest me. Prison’s a better deal than this. Don’t wait up for me, and don’t bother with following me. I’m not going to change my mind.” I grabbed my bag and slung it over my shoulder, and I closed the door behind me. I headed down the steps to the walkway and into the darkness.

      For once in his life, Jake listened to me, and he didn’t follow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            My first mistake was believing my ma would always, deep down, love me no matter what I did.

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent the first night in a dingy motel I paid for in cash to limit anyone’s chances of tracking me. I waited for the morning, sleeping in fits and bursts until dawn, when I texted my ma that I could meet with her at any time.

      When she texted and asked where she should pick me up for a talk, I thought things might not be as bad as I’d believed. She hated divorce, and she liked Jake when she wasn’t angry at me for being stubborn. If anyone could figure out how to make things better, it’d be her. I couldn’t tell her about the men and women who could become wolves, but I could ask where I’d gone wrong, if it was worth fixing, and if she’d forgive me for failing within a year of foolishly marrying the man.

      My first mistake was believing my ma would always, deep down, love me no matter what I did.

      Staring down the barrel of a gun did a pretty good job of making it clear where I stood with her. The shock of her pointing a gun at me partnered with the ruins of the rest of my life and made my choice simple.

      What was the point of fighting back? I had nowhere left to go, nothing to do, and the hope of having a family if I couldn’t have a pack crumbled to nothing.

      My fox’s despair drowned me.

      A swift end would be better for both of us. She—no, we—had fought for life in England, but the reasons we’d fought no longer existed.

      I would have burned the world for Jake when I’d believed him dead and gone back then, but those days were over. He’d embraced the work I couldn’t do and kept secrets when I proved to be a less than ideal wife and not the mate I was supposed to be.

      That hurt my fox most of all, and her heartbroken cries echoed in my head.

      My ma didn’t say a word, and neither did I. She drove with the gun on her lap, easy enough pickings if I decided to make a grab for the weapon.

      I didn’t.

      My fox understood and didn’t question my choice.

      She’d lost her reason to fight, too.

      Ma took me to the woods to a rundown trailer, and I smelled the old blood and decay long before we reached it. With the gun still pointed at me, she gestured to the battered door. “I hope you’ve said your prayers.”

      I breathed in deep, and beneath the blood and decay, the one scent I didn’t want reaching my nose did.

      My pa was inside, and I didn’t need to see him to understand his fate. “You killed Pa.”

      “You sound so certain. I always knew you were a little too smart for your own good. I suppose this is the perfect sort of place to make bodies disappear for a while, isn’t it? Well, it’s time you paid the piper. If you’d been a better human, we wouldn’t be here. But no. You had to be one of those sick animals that just looks like a human. I should have killed you the moment we figured out what you were, but no. You charmed us both. What harm could a little baby do? We should have known better. We thought we could make you human. We were wrong. And he refused to believe in your sin even at the end. You infected him.”

      I’d done worse than just infect Ma and Pa with my nature; I’d influenced Jake as well, and I’d left when he couldn’t give me what my tainted heart had wanted most of all.

      Ma would kill me like she’d killed Pa, and I deserved it.

      “Tell me why first.”

      Ma narrowed her eyes. “I got offered money to get rid of you and any of the evidence associated with your death. Your pa wanted to bring you home for a while. That part of what I texted you was true. I just changed his plans is all. Now you’ll get to visit for a long time. You two can rest together.” Ma pointed the gun at my leg, steadied the weapon, and squeezed the trigger.

      The fox in me barked and chittered in my head, and her fury flared. Before I could comprehend more than the flash of pain in my leg, the beast took over.

      She’d done so once before in England, and she’d battled for our survival.

      Those enemies hadn’t been family, but the fox in me didn’t care.

      Ma had killed Pa, and if I let her, she’d kill me, too.

      Terror didn’t belong in the den, and we could die another day.

      One of us wouldn’t be walking away alive, and the fox didn’t want us to be the one to fall.

      Not like this.

      Rather than voice her rage, she made use of our good leg and lunged for my ma, groping for the gun. A second shot went off, and I yelped at the thump. I couldn’t even tell where I’d been hit.

      It didn’t matter.

      She fired several more rounds before the fox got a hold of a weapon and closed my fingers around the grip.

      Long years of training took over, and my body moved without any intervention from me. The first second of possessing her firearm, I took aim at my Ma’s temple. The next, I stabilized the weapon, made certain of my aim, and I fired.

      We collapsed onto the cold, hard ground.

      I breathed. Ma didn’t.

      I dropped the weapon, turned to the trailer, and crawled there, trailing blood in my wake. I couldn’t tell where I’d been shot; the shock numbed my body, and it wouldn’t be long until I lost the ability to even crawl.

      Before I lost the war I waged against my own body, I needed to see what she’d done to my pa.

      The stench of death promised there’d be no happy ending for any of us, but until I confirmed with my own eyes, I refused to believe. My hand shook, but I caught hold of the door’s latched and opened it.

      Pa rested a few feet inside, and three entry holes in the skull promised he hadn’t suffered long. According to the skin color and state of his body, he hadn’t been dead for more than a few hours. My fox’s grief joined with my own, and I made it the few feet to his body, sighed, and slumped beside my pa, regretting everything in my life that had led to that moment, leaving me alone in a world that no longer wanted me in it.
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      By all rights, I should have died. In either a cruel twist of fate or the world determined to prove life wasn’t fair, a wolf found me before I could make a permanent escape from my misery. I’d never seen her before, but my nose told the truth.

      The wolf wore a woman’s body, and she kept me alive through the unfair usage of bandages and basic medical treatment. Whoever she was, she knew her way around field treatments, and by the time she finished with me, I’d come out on the other side of recovering with a few more scars to show for the latest turn my life had taken.

      Instead of taking me to a hospital, she dumped me into the back of an SUV that had seen better days, buckled me in, and headed west.

      “Are you going to ask who I am, where I’m taking you, why I’m taking you, or how I found you?” she asked.

      Her amusement intrigued my fox. It annoyed me.

      I lacked the strength to care.

      “Unless you’re planning on shooting me and dumping me in a ditch somewhere, why waste the effort?”

      “I see you’re going to be a tough nut to crack. Here’s the deal, princess. You know I’m not human. I caught you sniffing at me when I got close, and you’re married to someone in a pack, and us Fenerec don’t keep that secret long once marriage is involved. As such, let’s get down to the chase. We’ve got a bit of a system we use to communicate with each other, and while I’m not in a pack right now, I pay attention. Last night, two things happened. One, the black market had a hit put out for you—the lethal kind, which landed you in that mess at that trailer. Good job on not dying, by the way. You’re worth a cool two million dead right now, and I enjoy when I can stick it to the assholes who decide to go the murder route. Well, I’m not the only one who noticed that kill order. Your husband’s pack put out word you were MIA, that you’d been notified you’d be returning to FBI duty, and that you’d bailed town. Fenerec are damned stupid sometimes, and in some misguided effort to try to make sure you get back to where you belong, they laid out the situation in a fairly frank manner. They benched you for too long, and you’d found your limit on being benched, so you decided you’re done. And they tried to put you back on the roster without your consent, so they don’t have a foot to stand on, since you’re past the medical leave limitations and had tendered your resignation.”

      “Can’t postpone that one, can they?” I asked, allowing my bitterness to enter my tone.

      “No, they can’t. Add in how the Alphas of the pack are disputing your status as mated with your mate, and it’s quite the problem. They’re idiots. Male wolves don’t bring a female into their homes without being invested, and the files say you were living with him and married to him, so he’s invested. I don’t know or care about that, frankly. I just don’t like seeing people get knocked off because they’re inconvenient.”

      Inconvenient was one way to put it. “Well, he came home at night smelling of other women, and that was that. I had enough, so I left. Since they care about scents that much, he can just go fuck himself and like it.”

      “Well, I’d be pretty pissed over that, too. I’m just telling you he’s going to try to get you back once he gets his head out of his ass. That’s what Fenerec males do.”

      “Sounds like a him problem more than it is a me problem. I’m out.”

      “Except there is an alert out on you, and they’re trying to say you’re due to go back to duty in a week. The note does say you are unaware of the return date or the assignment, so you’re mostly covered there, but you’ll face some sort of dereliction of duty charge. They’ll mostly drop it, but you’ll get a token slap on the wrist. So, you’re pretty banged up, you’ve left more blood than most can survive in that trailer with the bodies, and the only clues they’re getting out of me are my shoe size, as I’ve already destroyed the shoes. If you leave it alone, you’ll be flagged as presumed dead with your body taken. Once the FBI starts to move on your murder, the bounty will disappear out of the system, and they won’t know if it’s because the kill was confirmed or if the asshole behind it doesn’t want to get caught. That depends on how long it takes for the bounty to be dropped.”

      “Lovely.”

      “It’s not all bad. I’m a rogue, and I like the underdog. We’ll team up until you can settle in whatever life you want. If that wolf of yours hadn’t allowed himself to be pressured by his Alphas, he wouldn’t be in the mess he’s in now, so let him suffer a while. No skin off your back. And if the Alphas are right, next year, he’ll be back on the market to be mated.”

      I scowled at the thought of Jake pursuing other women.

      I’d been wrong before, and my nose hadn’t lied about the women. I just didn’t know why he’d smelled of them all the time. Every time I’d asked, he hadn’t given me an answer. “And if they’re wrong?”

      “Once he gets over himself and figures out Alphas can get it wrong, he’ll probably chase you to the ends of the Earth until he somehow gets you back where he thinks you belong.” The woman shrugged. “That’s just a guess, of course. But that’s what most Fenerec males would do. I don’t know what’ll happen if they assume you’re dead. I expect he’ll spend the rest of his time hunting revenge, and then there’ll be mass confusion when he’s not ready to mate again anytime soon, which will make him doubt you’re dead. That will be a problem, although it’s sometimes years before a Fenerec pursues a mate once theirs dies.”

      “Why are you being so helpful?”

      “I can. No other reason. As I said, I like the underdog.”

      “Fox.”

      “What?”

      “I’m a fox. I’m not a wolf. I turn into a fox.”

      The wolf stared at me as though I’d grown a second head. “And they’re fussing because they are expecting you to behave like a wolf when you’re not?”

      I shrugged. “My fox wants the pack Jake has, but I’m not good enough.”

      The woman flinched. “Right. They’re purists. Out west, there are packs who’ll take just about anyone, but over on this coast, they’re purists. If it doesn’t look like them, smell like them, and act just like them, it’s not welcome in the pack. That’s part of why I left the packs and went on my own. Now I work as a mercenary—or I do my own thing when the law doesn’t work quite right. As a bounty hunter or what have you. I do what’s needed. I just didn’t like somebody trying to off some former FBI agent who hadn’t done anything wrong, so I became involved.”

      I could understand that. It was something I’d do. “Well, thanks for that. I think.”

      “You’re welcome. The note said you’re probably depressed and possibly suicidal, to add to the fun. I thought you should know.”

      I shrugged, as I didn’t see a point in denying it, especially considering the death of my pa.

      My ma could rot in hell for all I cared.

      Still, admitting the truth might help. Eventually. Or at least keep me out of the deep end long enough to get my feet under me and figure out what to do with the rest of my life.

      My ma had wanted me to die, so I’d keep on going to spite her for what she’d done to me and my pa. I could only hope the resentment would last long enough for the grief of the ruins of the rest of my life to wear down to something I could shoulder. “If I wasn’t before, I am now.”

      “Yeah. I’m not surprised. As I said, they made quite the file on you and put it on the network last night. A few Alphas from out west have already inquired about obstruction.”

      “Obstruction?”

      “Regarding why the Alphas are interfering with a pack member’s choice of mate. Hold this close to your sleeve, because your mate will ultimately need to get his head out of his ass unless you decide to go hide out in the west, but that’s an option for you. If you need to go somewhere, the packs feud enough you can probably find a home out in the west without your husband’s pack being the wiser for it.”

      “Why are you telling me this? I don’t understand.”

      “I really don’t like assholes, and these Alphas of your husband’s seem like assholes.”

      “Well, they’re his parents.”

      “Ah. That explains things. Asshole Alphas would only want perfection for their son, and they must have decided you’re not it. Typical.” The woman pulled over at a rest stop, got into the back with me, and took hold of my hand, bringing my wrist to her nose. “I smell male wolf. Sure, I have to put my nose to you to get it, but it’s there. You’ve been doing something with a male wolf.”

      “Well, not recently,” I muttered.

      I’d found ways to keep myself busy or feigned sleep when Jake had been home to avoid him and all of the problems he currently represented in my life.

      The past few months had been hard.

      “That’s just more evidence you’re bonded to a wolf. It’s not your fault they’re too fixated on whatever the fuck it is they want than with working on the reality of your situation. And if you’re not a wolf, I don’t know why you’re expected to fall in line with the wolves and the Normals they normally mate with.”

      That was a good question, one I didn’t have any answers to. “Well, he made his stance clear, coming home smelling like other women all the time.”

      “Well, you’re just as jealous as any wolf, that’s for sure. For all you know, those women could have been co-workers, mates of his pack members, or part of his current assignments, whatever those might be.”

      “Hell if I know. He did not see fit to keep me up-to-date with his current affairs, and if he decided to cheat, that’s his problem and not mine.”

      “Fenerec don’t cheat.”

      “If you think I’m going to believe that, you’re wrong. Sure, I didn’t smell sex, but that’s nothing a shower and some care can’t fix.”

      “You’re right. That’s fair. I won’t try to convince you otherwise. I don’t believe he would cheat, but he’s your mate, and that is a battle you’ll have to fight or not as you want. Were you aware of what he is before you married him?”

      “No.” I shrugged. “I hadn’t known I was a fox before marrying him, so we’re even.”

      “No, you’re not. When I decided I would help you, I decided I’d do my best to make sure you get out of this situation alive and better than when you entered it. So, when you decide what you want, tell me, and I’ll do my best to make it happen. I’m just a rogue, so I can’t do as much as I’d like, but if you want to leave him in your dust and become an unsolved mystery, that is something I can help you with.”

      I could only think of one thing I wanted: to find those who’d killed my pa and rid the Earth of them. “That man in the trailer was my pa, and my ma killed him before trying to kill me. I want the assholes who hired my ma to kill my pa, and I want to be the one who spills their blood. The rest isn’t important.”

      “Now that’s up my alley. If that’s what you want, we’ll team up and work for that. And after?”

      “I don’t care about the after. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Amelia.”

      “Karma.” I drew in a steadying breath. “Thank you.”

      “Glad to help. Tonight, we’re going to hit up a campground. I have an RV and a truck there, so that’ll be our first stop. I’ll look on my networks, see what I can find about whoever put out the hit, and we’ll make plans. If revenge is what you want, then revenge is what you’ll get, for there’s nothing a wolf loves more than a good hunt.” Amelia’s smile possessed a sharp edge. “It’s been a while since I’ve enjoyed a good hunt.”

      Hunting wouldn’t change the past, but it would give me and my fox purpose, and killing those who had hurt us was something she understood and embraced without remorse.

      I hoped I might one day be able to follow her example.
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      Amelia’s RV needed a huge truck to pull it, and I marveled at the size of the damned thing. Thanks to my new collection of gunshot wounds, I could barely hobble, although Amelia didn’t resort to carrying me. She did keep a firm grip on my arm to make sure I stayed upright on my sole functional leg. In an effort to forget about how helpless I’d become, I asked, “How do you even move that?”

      The Fenerec laughed. “It’s a fifth wheel, so it’s easier to move than it looks. But it’s a large RV. It’s a lot easier for a rogue like me to hide using one of these babies. I change campgrounds every two or three weeks. I moved here two days ago. You got lucky. Had the hit for you been put out much earlier, I wouldn’t have been in position to do anything.”

      “How do you deal with two vehicles?”

      “That’s simple. I tow this behind the RV. Some states don’t allow double towing, so when that happens, I just ditch the second vehicle and go with just my truck for a while or pay somebody to drive for me. When I’m moved to the new campground, I just tow the SUV behind the truck. This hop was only five hours, so I paid somebody to drive me back to my SUV and brought it over rather that tow it. I needed the socialization anyway. If we stick together a while, you can help drive.”

      I pointed at the truck. “Can I drive that?”

      “You sure can.”

      “I’m in.”

      “My truck is an evil seductress. She’s also an equal opportunist, so she’s happy to seduce you into driving her.”

      It hurt to realize I could still smile over little things like a seductress of a truck. “How old is she?”

      “She’s three years old. She’s got a gas engine in her, which is her only true flaw, but I want to replace my truck every seven to ten years to keep up with my RV, and if I’d gotten a diesel, I would feel a lot worse about that. When I earn enough from my side jobs, I sell off the old stuff and replace it with new stuff.”

      “How much do you make doing this sort of work?”

      “A decent amount. I’m comfortable. I’d say an average year for me is two hundred thou. I’d make more than that if I were to play nice with your mate’s pack, but I won’t do that unless you want to, so don’t you worry about it.”

      No matter what she said, I would worry about it. “What now?”

      “I get you inside, you rest, and I start doing research on these assholes who tried to kill you. I’ll also submit an anonymous tipoff regarding the location of the bodies, and I’ll continue the ruse a little slip of a vic had been dragged off. I’ll make sure they understand your pa was a vic rather than accomplice. It won’t take them long to figure out, considering the age of the bodies.”

      “One can hope. My pa hadn’t been dead that long.”

      Amelia took me inside the RV, which was sparsely decorated, sported a television and two couches, and had enough room for somebody to live comfortably. It amazed me how elegant a home on wheels could be. “This is a lot nicer than I thought RVs could be,” I admitted.

      “It helps I bought a good one. Sit down and don’t worry about any blood. I don’t care about a few stains, and if I really need to get it reupholstered, I don’t care. I can afford it.”

      I sat down, careful to keep from banging the gunshot wound. I longed for painkillers, but I’d have to take the non-prescription crap and clench my teeth while I healed. “No painkillers,” I warned her.

      She stared at me as though I’d grown a second or third head. “That has to hurt like hell. Why don’t you want painkillers?”

      “Morphine is basically the only thing I can take without becoming a homicidal asshole out for blood, and morphine turns me into a monster, too, but at least I’m not a bad monster on it. Just a happy one prone to mood swings. Mostly.”

      “In good news, I have morphine. In bad news, it’s illegal, and I bought it off the black market.”

      I stared at her. “So?”

      She smiled. “I see you’re not going to have any problems with going rogue.”

      “I figured my days as a law-abiding citizen were over approximately five minutes after I walked out the door knowing they were going to try to put me back on active duty.” I shrugged, a mistake considering the number of holes Amelia had plugged in her effort to keep me alive. “Just give me enough morphine I can’t remember my name for a while.”

      Maybe that would help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            I would prefer to believe I am a being completely lacking in emotion.

          

        

      

    

    
      For two weeks, Amelia gave me enough morphine to knock out a horse, and I appreciated the respite from trying to cope with the ruins of my life. The time didn’t help as much as I would have liked, but I could live with the lessened pain on all fronts rather than being overwhelmed by everything I’d lost.

      I made killing those who’d tried to kill me my last mission in life, and I refused to think about what would happen beyond that. Perhaps I’d find a different purpose, perhaps I wouldn’t.

      It didn’t matter.

      For the moment, I had a goal, and I would make that be enough.

      I began the slow, tedious climb out of the drugged fog with a cup of coffee. “I don’t know how you did it, but thank you for preventing any infections.”

      “Antibiotics,” Amelia informed me, and she pointed at her refrigerator, which hosted the medications she needed to keep chilled. “The nice thing about the black market is it’s possible to get just about anything. The bad part about the black market? I think I got the drugs cheaper than I would have at the damned pharmacy.”

      “Seriously? Wait, that’s a bad thing?”

      “Sure, for those who like keeping things legal. It turns out when the black market buys their drugs from other countries that don’t overcharge for it, they can undercut the regular market and still make a fortune. I’m not going to complain. I got your morphine for at least twenty times less than I would have paid if I were to be some law-abiding citizen.”

      “Twenty times?” I blurted.

      “Well, even more than that. Around here, it’s something like sixty dollars per milligram. I got yours for seventy-five cents per milligram.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “And now you know why the illegal drug trade will never go away.”

      I scratched my head. “I mean, logically, I’m aware, but it never occurred to me to really do a comparative per milligram. I used to get involved only when things got violent.”

      “Well, now you know. The black market I purchase from is clean—as in, the drugs are never contaminated. They source it from good markets in Asia and Europe, so they’re safe for use unlike a lot of the street stuff, which often has additives to make them more addictive. I paid a little extra for the best stuff I could get. If I’d gone cheap, I could have gotten it for fifty cents a milligram. Your antibiotics were a little more expensive, as I wanted the best I could get my hands on. But even then, a little more expensive means eighty cents a milligram.”

      Jesus. “No wonder people work the drug angle. You could make a fortune while saving people a lot of money.”

      “As I said, now you know why the illegal drug trade is never going away. How are you feeling?”

      “Not bad.”

      “Emotionally?”

      “I would prefer to believe I am a being completely lacking in emotion at this period of time.” I remembered not to shrug. “Right now, I only care about revenge. After that, I’ll sort it out.”

      “Whatever keeps you going, Karma. While you’ve been recovering, I have been doing some groundwork. At this point in time, you’re flagged as missing and either kidnapped or dead. The pack has been unable to confirm you are dead, but there is a notation that your mate has rejected or shown no interest in women and is not showing evidence of the grief expected from a lost mate, so they’re working the kidnapped angle. They’re assuming critical injuries, so they’re trying to push as hard as possible.”

      “How nice of them.”

      “I approve of your use of sarcasm.”

      I almost smiled at that. “So, I’m kidnapped or presumed dead. What does that mean for me?”

      “It means makeup, maybe some spray tan, a hair cut, and being very careful to mask your injuries when we move. Our next stop is South Carolina, where we’ll camp for a few weeks before moving on to Georgia. I have a lead or two in South Carolina I want to follow regarding this operation. You’re healing a lot slower than a Fenerec would, but given another week, you’ll be able to walk without much of a limp, although you’ll want to be careful about banging any of the gunshot wounds into something, as that would hurt a lot.”

      “Understood. What can I do?”

      “I picked up a laptop for you, so you can start with reviewing the information I’ve gathered and comparing it to what you know about any related cases. As expected, the bounty for your murder was removed from the system, and there’s no information on if it was paid out or not. The black market operators don’t really care about that, and the specific system the assholes used is less regulated than most. It’s a cesspool, frankly. The Fenerec network is buzzing over this, because wolves are a lot of things, and if one wolf’s mate is attacked or murdered, even with your current status as disputed, it means others may be attacked, too. Nobody is happy with that.”

      “That I can believe. Other wolves seem to actually care for their mates.”

      Or, at the very least, didn’t reek of other women when heading home after work. I’d seen enough of their culture to recognize they normally kept some distance to prevent that from happening.

      One day, maybe I would understand where I’d gone so damned wrong.

      Amelia sighed. “I can’t help you with that problem, but someone in that pack is concerned about you, and I’d bet on that being your mate. Really, he’s probably freaking out right now. And blaming himself for having driven you off, especially if you told him you were sick of smelling other women on him.”

      “I did.”

      “Well, let’s just say he’s an idiot and move on. Since the assholes who’d put out the hit on you used a pretty shitty network, I was able to bribe the operators to get some information, which is why we’ll be heading to South Carolina and Georgia. I have several addresses, the bank where the funds came from, and a few names. You’ll get to use the names to help track the assholes while I try to dig into the banking situation. The bank issue will be fairly easy. It’s a larger bank, and I have contacts who can be bribed to abuse their access to get more names and addresses. They made a stupid mistake. In that network, you pay off the operators if you want your work to stay secret, else someone—like me—can get intel.”

      “Let’s say I wanted to be a dirty agent and make sure of that to get intel. Can it be done?”

      “Sure, if you know the ropes and who to talk to and what to say. I can help you with that. It’s bad for business if all the assholes get busted, so if you want to do a hit on somebody who has used the system, you clear it with the ops first. If they don’t want to clear
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