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Chapter 1
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Karma





The dim light from the small lamp with a bare bulb and no shade barely penetrated the darkness of the basement to the corner where Karma sat on her cot, frustrated and angry. The light glinted off the iridescent ink embedded in her right forearm. PC in fancy scroll, the footprints of a Komodo dragon, and the number “5713″ stared back at her. Karma clenched her fist, then turned and fought to stand from the cot she had lain on all night. 

Ridge was already up and out of the hidey hole he called home. He’d been extremely generous, allowing her and her two teenage charges to stay with him since they couldn’t return to the trailer park Karma had called home for almost two decades. 

The room spun with her movement, and chills swept over her body. 

If she closed her eyes to try to concentrate on steadying herself, she’d end up on her ass, so she focused on a random spot on the wall until the wave of dizziness passed, gritting her teeth so hard she thought her teeth would crack. Aches pulled at her from every joint in her body. 

Karma leaned hard on the crutch, made from a branch Ridge brought back a few weeks before. He’d stripped the bark from it and smoothed it. She was forced to use it to steady herself any time she moved around.

Ridge had taken over her duties of keeping everyone safe for the last two months. When he rescued her from the Phoenix Corps facilities, after they injected her with something to take away her Komodo dragon, he’d brought her back here and taken care of everything she could no longer do. He went to the trailer park and cleared out the others who lived there, helping them to find new places to inhabit. He even took some of them to the borders so that they could leave the area entirely. Ridge and Lily went out to check the traps daily for fresh meat, and the supply truck they’d stolen on their way out of the facility provided canned goods and clothes to tide them over for a while. He’d kept up with Lily’s training, since Karma still barely had the strength to move around their small basement even two months later. Ridge also added Peter into the mix, teaching him to fight as well. 

They lay low, as much as possible. The goon squad from Phoenix Corps patrolled all around Fairway, looking for any sign that Karma and Ridge were still around, itching to recapture them after the destruction they left in their wake while escaping the clutches of the mad scientists.

Karma smiled at the memory of the explosion she and Ridge had set off on their way out of the docks. Ridge snuck up to one of the fences a few weeks ago. Phoenix Corps’ loading docks were still out of commission, with scaffolding set up as they worked to rebuild the area. They hadn’t even started on a new guard shack as of his last visit. 

Her smile quickly dropped as she tripped over air, her leg giving out, almost dumping her into a pile on the floor. She growled in frustration.

Light flooded in from the trapdoor to their basement home, and Ridge appeared, leaping the steps and coming straight for her, wrapping his strong arm around her waist and steadying her until she got her legs back under her. 

Awareness prickled over her skin as her shirt rode up, his fingers resting on the bare skin at her waist. Her breath quickened and became shallow.

His cocky grin slid over his mouth as he pulled her flush against him and dropped his forehead to hers, breathing her in. “You should be resting.” His voice held a husky quality that sent shivers down her body, and his grin widened.

“I’ve rested for months. I need to build back my stamina, so I can at least function as a human, again.”

“The fevers are less, but you are still getting them daily. Whatever they injected you with is still in your system.” 

She nodded, dropping her eyes. “Maybe if I can move around more, my body will get it out faster.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “I hated what they did to me, what they turned me into. But now, I can’t even walk across the room to help with dinner.”

Ridge lifted her, carried her over to the table, and sat down on one of the old chairs, holding her on his lap, his arms cocooning her in. “You have me now. I’m here to do what you can’t, until you are back on your feet.” 

His thumb rubbed lazy circles on her ribs, and she struggled to have a coherent thought. “What if this never gets better?” Her voice cracked on the fear threatening to overwhelm the mix of comfort and tingles his touch caused.

“I already told you. I’m not going anywhere, Karma. I walked into hell to get you. We blew it up to get out. This? This is a cakewalk.” His hand left her side and cupped her cheek. His thumb tilted her chin until their eyes met, and he dropped his lips to hers, taking her in a slow, languid kiss. 

She whimpered and held tight to the security he offered, gripping the shoulders of his shirt in her fists, deepening the kiss. Memories of their one night together before Phoenix Corps had captured her engulfed her, driving her to pull him closer, wanting to climb into his skin. 

Quiet laughter penetrated her senses, and she disentangled herself from him, her breathing heavy.

Lily and Peter stood at the bottom of the steps, hiding their giggles behind their hands.

Karma shifted her weight to get up, but Ridge tightened the steel bands of his arms around her, keeping her in place.

His voice had dropped another octave, and he sounded like he’d swallowed shards of glass. “Don’t move yet.”

She felt the evidence of his arousal against her hip as he shifted her back into him. She felt her cheeks warm.

Ridge cleared his throat. “You two get cleaned up. I’m sure you’re both filthy after gardening and training.”

He hadn’t kissed her like that since she’d been captured by Phoenix Corps. 

Ridge turned her face to him. “The bruise is finally almost gone.”

She nodded. “It took much longer than it would have taken to heal even before they altered me.”

“You had a lot of injuries, not to mention whatever is still fighting within you.”

Karma shrugged. She bit down on her lower lip.

Ridge pulled her lip free from her teeth and kissed her again, sucking her lower lip into his mouth. His breathing had sped up again when he pulled back. “Say it.”

“I’m practically useless,” she said, sounding defeated even to her own ears. “Please, let me help with dinner.”

“I have a map to use to get in and out of Phoenix Corps now. I’d say useless is the farthest thing from what you are.”

“They could’ve found all of my entrances by now.”

Ridge shrugged. “Maybe. But I doubt it. You were able to get in and out under their noses for years before they figured it out, and even then, they needed someone to tell them. For all their mad science-y smarts, they sure are morons.”

Karma gritted her teeth. Karma had saved Annabeth from what Phoenix Corps did to her father. Their experiments drove him mad, and he attacked Annabeth, knocking her unconscious. When he went after her, Karma stopped him. Yet, Annabeth had gone to Phoenix Corps to get injections under Karma’s nose. Then she sold her out. 

Ridge dragged her into another searing kiss, drawing her back to the present. They were both breathless when he pulled away. “Forget about them. We’ll deal with them when you are better. For now, let’s make some dinner.”

Everything in her wanted to say, “I should have gotten better by now.“ But she held her tongue and nodded. 

Ridge lifted her onto her feet and kept a steadying hand on the small of her back as they walked the short distance to the kitchen. He stayed within arm’s reach of her, and she caught him stealing glances at her from the corner of her eye.








  
  

Chapter 2
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Ridge





Ridge followed Karma into the kitchen, distracted by her swaying hips, but keeping a close eye to make sure she was still steady on her feet. He worried constantly about her. Whatever they’d injected her with when she was in the clutches of Phoenix Corps had ravaged her system. She seemed to be taking it in stride, but she couldn’t hide the fear from him. 

Karma stepped up to the counter and propped the crutch he’d made her against it. Her hand trembled as she reached for a knife to chop up the herbs waiting on the countertop. 

Ridge placed his hand over hers, steadying it. “I can do this.”

She tightened her hand on the knife. “So can I.”

He nodded and stepped to her side, grabbing his own knife to clean and prep the latest catch from their traps.

Lily and Peter emerged from the darker side of the basement and started setting up the table. 

They’d turned into a little family. The thought made Ridge smile. He’d found purpose since he met them—the night he tried to steal food from Karma’s traps. 

Karma was as tough as they came. She’d fought fiercely for these kids, who weren’t even hers. 

Peter looked at Ridge as if he were a hero; it made Ridge uncomfortable. He’d done too many bad things for Phoenix Corps and was nowhere near balancing the scales with good deeds. He didn’t think he ever could.

His eyes drifted back to Karma, determination written on her face as she wielded the knife. They’d had one night together. One night was all it took for his addiction to take hold. He reached out to her at every opportunity, which was rarer than he’d like, given they lived in a basement with zero privacy. Touching her brought him a peace he never thought he’d achieve. 

Karma turned, a smile on her lips as well. Then the color drained from her face, and her eyes rolled back in her head. 

Thankful for his lightning-fast reflexes, Ridge caught her before she hit the ground, cradling her against him as his heart pounded and silence abruptly filled the room. The kids stopped in their tracks, worry falling over their faces, replacing the rare joy they’d had for a moment.

Heat rose from Karma’s skin, through her clothes, scorching his skin. 

“Mud,” he said, lifting her and rushing back over to the cots.

Lily and Peter scattered to grab dirt and water from the barrels they had stored. 

Karma whimpered as he lay her on the stained cot.

“Shh, rest now.” He stripped off her t-shirt, exposing the tank underneath and lifting it to reveal her stomach. 

Her brows furrowed, and she pushed at his hands. She had very little strength, and he easily pinned her hands above her head. Prior to the injection she’d been given, he could never have restrained her so easily, even with his enhanced strength. 

“We’ve got to cool you down, baby. Shh.” He nodded for Peter to approach and pack the dirt around her torso, then to Lily, who dampened the dirt. He pulled Karma’s arms back down and repeated the process over her arms, shoulders, and neck. He placed the damp rag on her forehead once all the dirt was wet. 

This happened too often. They shouldn’t have a routine around this. He shook his head, worry overwhelming him. 

“Ridge,” Lily said softly, “Peter and I will finish dinner. You stay with Karma.”

Ridge managed a small smile for her. “Thanks.” These kids shouldn’t be faced with these hardships. They shouldn’t have these responsibilities. They were just kids. 

Heat radiated off her hand. 

Why wasn’t she getting better yet? Why was she still weaker than even a human? 

Another whimper, and he pressed his lips to her scorching cheek, whispering softly, “You’re safe, Karma. I won’t let anything happen to you. You’ll beat this. You are the strongest person I know.”

He jumped away as her back bowed off the cot, disrupting the mud they’d packed around her. 

Karma’s head thrown back, mouth opened in a soundless scream, and her hand clutched his, tighter and stronger than it had in weeks.

A pan clattered to the floor, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lily gather Peter in, hiding his face.

Using his free hand, Ridge dribbled water over Karma’s torso, where she’d dislodged the mudpack. Her muscles seized, not allowing him to press her back into the cot.

Fear squeezed his heart. 

Slowly, her body sank back onto the cot, and tears streamed silently down her face. Ridge kissed the tear trails and rubbed circles with his thumb on the back of the hand he held, murmuring to her.

Karma remained unconscious for hours, and he refused to leave her side. Lily and Peter occupied themselves with playing cards after cleaning up the meal they prepared. 

He didn’t notice Lily until she placed a hand gently on his shoulder and squeezed, comforting him, as he’d done for her in the past.

“I can sit with her while you rest for a bit.”

Ridge shook his head.

“You can’t take care of her unless you take care of yourself.”

Ridge shifted his eyes to look at her and smirked. “Using my own words against me?”

A cloud of sadness passed over her eyes. “Rosie used to say that, too. Karma needed to hear it a lot.”

“Rosie was a special lady. And smart,” Ridge said. She’d passed away just before Karma was captured. Ridge walked over to the cot he used, pulling it next to Karma before lying down. He took her hand in his and closed his eyes. 

Her hand twitching brought him out of shallow slumber. Lily and Peter were both tucked into their beds, so hours must have passed. Ridge sat up and placed his hand on her forehead. 

The fever was down. 

Karma blinked open her eyes. They drifted over to Ridge.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, helping to sit her up and guiding a glass of water to her lips.

Karma took a small swallow. “Like I’ve been run over repeatedly by one of Phoenix Corps’ supply trucks.” Her voice was scratchy and strained.

“This was a bad one.”

Lily spoke up. “Should we try to get some kind of medicine from inside Phoenix Corps?”

“Absolutely not.” “No.” Ridge and Karma spoke at the same time.

“It has to work itself out of my system at some point, right?” Karma continued.

“I wouldn’t even know where to start to find the right stuff to give her,” Ridge chimed in. “Whatever I bring out could make things worse.”

Karma gripped his hand. “I wouldn’t let anything brought out of there be injected in me again. I don’t care if it is labeled as a cure-all for their other concoctions.” She turned her head to take in Lily. “And, you won’t be going anywhere near Phoenix Corps, ever.”

“But I can help.”

“No.” Their simultaneous refusal echoed off the walls of the basement.

Lily looked like she wanted to argue, but she didn’t say a word. She lay back down and turned away from them.

Karma’s eyes welled with tears, and she dropped her chin. 

Ridge placed his fingers under her chin, bringing her eyes back to meet his. “She’s worried. We all are. She wants to help.”

“I hate this.” Her words were barely a whisper.

Ridge lifted the damp rag from where it had fallen when she sat up and began washing away some of the mud from her neck. “I know that. You’ve taken care of everyone for so long. It must be hard to have to be the one taken care of.”

Karma’s eyes closed, and anguish spread over the features of her face.

“Hey.” Ridge waited until her grey eyes opened and met his. “You are going to come out on the other side of this. I won’t settle for anything less.”








  
  

Chapter 3
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Karma





Karma sat on the edge of her cot, trying to determine if she had enough energy to walk to the kitchen without falling on her face. Ridge and the kids were up on the surface. He’d said they were going to tend the garden before they left. None of them wanted to leave after her episode the evening before. But their hovering made her feel even more incompetent. 

The dust drifting from the ceiling revealed someone walking on the floor above, but she couldn’t hear or smell them. 

She shifted her weight, preparing to move, when the trap door opened and Ridge’s familiar boots stepped down the stairs. Relief flooded her.

His intense green eyes collided with hers. “You’re still awake.”

Karma struggled to stand before he reached her, supporting her weight with an arm around her waist. 

“How are you feeling?”

She gave him the best annoyed face she could muster. “You had to help me stand up. How do you think I’m feeling?”

Ridge’s lips pressed against her temple, then her cheek, finally landing on her lips, coaxing her to open for him, as he turned, pulling her fully against him. 

Her knees went weak for an entirely different reason. 

He dropped his forehead to hers and closed his eyes, breathing deeply. 

“Where are the kids?” she asked.

“I’ve stashed them in a building about a block from the garden. I picked up a scent nearby and wanted to investigate. Turns out, the person I found wants to talk to you.” He pulled back, meeting their gazes. “I don’t want to take you out of here, but I also don’t want him to know where we are staying.”

“Who is it?” she asked.

“Jacob.”

“He hasn’t left?”

Ridge shook his head.

Karma stiffened, her eyes going wide. “He’s not still at the trailer park, right?”

“No. I told him to leave. I’d not seen hide nor hair of him since. But he’s asking to meet you there.”

“What for?”

“He refused to tell me.” His matter-of-fact tone failed to hide his irritation. “I don’t like the idea of taking you back there.”

“I need to know what he wants.”

“I figured you’d say that, which is why I stashed the kids and came for you.” Ridge handed her the makeshift crutch he’d made and kept his hand on the small of her back as he guided her to the stairs. 


      [image: ]Ridge brought the kids back after making sure Jacob had left the area as he’d said he would, while Karma ate and rested for the long trek. They secured the kids in Ridge’s hidey-hole with instructions to stay put. Setting out into the dim daylight, she and Ridge then worked their way toward the trailers.

Her legs felt like lead, and Ridge had been taking more and more of her weight the further they walked. Every time she tripped over air, Ridge’s arms tightened around her and kept her from sprawling onto her face. 

Frustration held her in a stranglehold. It was one thing to be altered. She hadn’t asked for it, hadn’t wanted it. But it had given her the strength and skills she needed to help others. Whatever they injected her with, it left her weaker than if they’d never altered her. She couldn’t even help herself now, and it rubbed her nerves raw.

Karma got her first view of the trailer park since it had been raided. Tension and anger radiated off her, and her hands clenched into fists. She made her way to the remains of her trailer and swiped angrily at the tears spilling down her cheeks. 

Her trailer had been flipped onto its side, crushing the hidden hallway she’d created and the secret cove where that herb garden had been. Any cots or remaining supplies had been carelessly tossed from the trailer and destroyed, peppering the ground with debris. Mrs. Thorn’s trailer was structurally undisturbed, leaving the underground room she’d dug undiscovered. 

She walked to each of the other trailers in the park to make sure no one still lived there, Ridge helping her each step.

“Judy crossed the river on the other side of Phoenix Corps, the place you told me about. Jacob said he’d make his own way. He packed up, but waited until I’d left before he headed out. His scent moved toward Phoenix Corps.”

“He wouldn’t go back to them.” Her tone sharpened and her body stiffened. 

“Didn’t say that he did. That’s just the direction his scent went. I left him his privacy and didn’t follow it. Just checked that he’d left.”

“Sorry.” She laced her fingers through his. “Jacob was one of the first people I pulled out of Phoenix Corps. He kept to himself. He didn’t like relying on me, or anyone, for help. I left him alone, but kept him safe. His body rejected the splicing. They tortured him, trying to override his body’s immunity.” Karma shook her head sadly. “I wanted to help him more.”

“You helped so many.”

“Not as many as Phoenix Corps hurt.”

“Maybe not, but you hurt them in the process. We won’t let them get away with this.”

Karma didn’t acknowledge his words, just turned and continued until they reached Jacob’s old trailer. A chill ran down Karma’s back, alarm bells ringing in her head. While her nose wasn’t working, her intuition screamed at her that people hid around her, their eyes locked onto her.

She stopped walking, pulling Ridge up short when he would have moved closer. 

“I won’t let them harm you,” he murmured out of the corner of his mouth. Ridge indicated an area to their right and ran a hand through his hair. He tilted his head and pointedly looked in three other directions. If he’d been an actual cat, his hair would’ve stood on end as his whole body bristled.

Karma tightened her grip on the crutch she held and pulled her weight off Ridge. He’d need to be able to move without worrying about her. She couldn’t help the tightness of the expression on her face. It took all of her energy to keep herself upright; she couldn’t afford to waste energy on concealing her expressions.

Jacob emerged from his trailer, his eyes locked on Karma. They trailed from her to the crutch and back again. She read the fear in his widened eyes, watched the rapid rise and fall of his chest as he panted.

Jacob had lived at the trailer park. His body rejected the splicing they’d tried to inflict on him with some type of bird, and they’d tortured him to figure out why. The result was a nearly crippled hand, the fingers gnarled and bent to the sides. His dominant hand’s wrist was permanently fused at an odd and unusable angle. He stayed at the trailer park, but he didn’t like anyone else who lived there. 

Karma glanced at Ridge. His posture oozed aggression, and his claws, unsheathed, glinted in the dim light that reached the ground.

“Ridge said you needed to talk to me?”

Jacob stared at her with hostility. He didn’t speak.

“We’re not going to hurt you, Jacob.” Karma softened her tone, hoping to put him at ease.

His eyes flicked to Ridge and back.

She didn’t think Ridge could look any larger or intimidating than he already did, but somehow, he bristled even further. Getting the conversation moving as quickly as possible would be the safest for everyone, so she poked the bear in the way she knew was guaranteed to elicit a response. “Jake.” Pip had called him that; it triggered him the same way it did when anyone called her ‘pet.’

“Jacob!” he roared.

Ridge shifted in front of her in the blink of an eye, her own personal shield.

Karma patted Ridge’s shoulder and stepped to the side, leaning heavily on her crutch. He didn’t stop her.

“Well, we’ve got one word. Let’s see if we can build on that.”

Jacob bared his teeth.

Ridge bristled, but Karma squeezed his hand. 

“Why didn’t you leave Fairway after leaving the trailer park? Why didn’t you go across the river?”

He glared at her.

“I only want to help you, Jacob. That’s all I’ve wanted since I pulled you out of Phoenix Corps so many years ago.”

“You should’ve left me there. At least then, I might be dead instead of like this!”

“You’ve hated me since I pulled you out. This is why?”

His voice dropped to a whisper. “You should have left me there.”

“I told you when I pulled you out. No one deserves the fate Phoenix Corps intended for any of us caught there.”

Jacob scoffed at her. He’d never been overly friendly or even mildly trusting.

Movement alerted her that there were others.  Ridge swung his gaze to the side and shifted her position, putting himself between her and a bigger threat.

A large man with a slightly hunched posture stared with a hard scowl, his teeth bared,  his massive chest puffed out at the corner of Judy’s old trailer.

Karma turned her back to Ridge, taking in a woman nearly as big as the man emerging from Annabeth’s trailer. 

They’d been boxed in.
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Ridge





They were in the open. This section of the trailer park had nothing but other trailers, five to be exact, and each one had a new occupant. He couldn’t shield Karma from all sides. He’d brought her here, and now he couldn’t protect her. 

Ridge faced the largest man, viewing him as the most immediate threat, but that put the heavily muscled woman, nearly the same height as the man, directly at his back. 

He shifted his weight and extended his clawed hands in each of their directions. It put Jacob directly behind him, in front of Karma.

Jacob was a thin whip of a man, with gnarled hands. With her crutch, Karma should be able to handle him if needed. 

That left the smaller woman with a pixie cut of dark hair at his front, and an unknown man between the two women, who kept hidden in the shadows of the last trailer. 

Ridge loosened his posture and unfocused his eyes, tracking their movements in his periphery. 

The large man picked up a hunk of rock or concrete from the ground, tossing it absently, while his eyes bored into Ridge. The woman swung a piece of rebar, twirling it like a majorette, and whistled a happy tune.

The unknown man peeked his head around the doorframe, not venturing into the light himself, but gesturing wildly to the others with his hands. “You don’t belong here, cat.” The deep bass of the voice reverberated in the air. Surprisingly, that voice did not come out of the large man to Ridge’s right; it came out of the scrawny man who kept himself hidden.

“I’ll be on my way soon.”

“You’ll be on your way now.” 

The big man cracked his knuckles and rolled his shoulders.

“When Karma’s ready, we will leave.” 

“She’s not leaving.” The voice of the woman with the rebar rivaled the depth of the hidden man.

Ridge laughed without humor. “I’d like to see you try to stop us.”

The twirling of the rebar abruptly stopped, and the woman tucked it against her body, violence oozing from her every pore.

Karma pressed her back into his. Not only could she not fight, but while fighting, he’d need to keep her safe. 

Ridge ground his teeth together as scenarios, all of them ending poorly, swirled in his head. 

The two largest people took one step, then another. The man’s fists clenched.

Karma widened her stance, and he took more of her weight. A quick glance showed him that she held her crutch like a staff in a defensive posture, ready to block or strike.

His split attention caused him to miss the man’s movement. The hunk of concrete collided with his temple, and he saw stars. Ridge struck out at the woman, who’d taken advantage of him being stunned, and closed the distance. He blocked her swing of the rebar, wrenching it from her grasp and shoving her hard into the large man closing the distance between them.
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