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Chapter 1
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Karma





10 years post-earthquake

It all started with an earthquake. Not just any earthquake. The earthquake.

Ten years ago, when the floor of her trailer shook for the first time, Karma's world began to crumble right along with it. 

The Fairway Fault Line shouldn't have existed. It was in the center of a tectonic plate, so it never should have happened. But when it did, it shook the entire continent. Rumor had it that it caused the eruption of a super volcano on the west side of the plate it occupied, but communication within, or outside of Fairway, ceased to exist in a single moment. Church bells rattled thousands of miles away to the northeast. What the mainshock didn't destroy, the nine months of aftershocks slowly whittled away. 

Chaos reigned. The few bridges remaining after the mainshock were unsafe for travel and slowly crumbled into the rivers they spanned as aftershocks continued. In some spots, roads were split. Underground gas and waterlines were sheared off. Getting basic supplies to those at or near ground zero became impossible. Radar was disrupted all along the region. 

Once the heart of the great continent, it was now a forgotten wasteland no one dared enter. 

One company crawled to the top, providing much-needed supplies to the areas affected: Phoenix Corps. 

Ten years ago, Phoenix Corps called for skilled, able-bodied men to help rebuild the city. Dorian, Karma’s husband, had answered the call. 

Ten years ago, he left for the job. Ten years ago, he didn't return. 

Karma had done what she could to survive since then. She learned to cobble things together, forage for food, hunt, and trap. She didn't have time to feel lonely; she didn't have time to cry. 

At almost forty years old, she was the mother hen of the ragtag group of people still living in a broken-down trailer park. 

A startled cry caught her attention. Karma shifted her gaze to the broken window of the long-ago looted grocery store. The emptied shelves tossed askew, and scorch marks on the walls and ceiling revealed evidence of a long-ago fire. She crept in through the broken glass, careful of the sharp edges, and entered the darkened room. The familiar whimper ratcheted up her anger, but Karma tamped it down. She needed to keep her head on straight and her emotions out of it if she wanted to get Lily out of whatever trouble she'd managed to find this time. It seemed her survival lessons weren't enough to keep the orphaned teen out of trouble. 

Karma skittered across the floor to the closest wall and climbed one of the few still-standing shelves. Her night vision, worse now than before, made seeing anything inside the darkened building a challenge. She focused on what she could smell. Old smoke, dirt, and dust were the dominant scents, but she could smell Lily's fear and the musky scent of feline…


      [image: ]When she went to Phoenix Corps one year after Dorian disappeared in desperation, starved and hurting, she was looking for help, for food. They made signing up easy. The woman who interviewed her appeared to be grandmotherly and genuine. Karma only thought her life since the quake had been a nightmare. Phoenix Corps showed her what true nightmares were.

The utopia promised, if she signed their contract to work, seemed too good to be true. She'd be provided with a comfortable apartment, meals, free medical care, and a generous stipend for other items. The sweet old woman explained that she would undergo a battery of tests to determine her strength and skills. From there, she'd be placed in one of their work programs. She'd struggled for so long. The prospect of not being solely responsible and having her needs provided for was far too tempting. She signed on the dotted line.

If she was being truthful, she also signed because she wanted to see if she could find Dorian. They'd been happy. Why would he sign up and never return? Had something happened to him? Why hadn't Phoenix Corps contacted her?

When they refused to let her return to her trailer for her meager belongings after she signed, she should've known something was wrong. Three unnaturally large men entered the room before the ink dried. She never saw the fabled apartment. Instead, she was dragged to a lab, surrounded by people in white coats and surgical masks. They strapped her to a table and drew vial after vial of her blood, so much that she was lightheaded by the time they shoved her into a room with white, padded walls and a prison-style cot. The stainless-steel toilet and sink were within reach of the door, which had a metal slide midway up. 

By day two, she'd lost her voice from screaming. Her hands were bruised and bloodied from pounding on the white steel door, which sported brown, dried blood stains. No one came. No one cared. Once she stopped screaming, she could hear other newcomers. Like her, they'd scream for a couple of days, then resign themselves to their fate, and the halls would be quiet until the next victim.

There were no windows in the room, only noisy fluorescent lights that were never shut off. With no way to discern one day from the next, Karma had no idea how long she'd been trapped in that room before the same three men lumbered through her door and pinned her to the floor, zip tying her wrists and ankles. The bruising force with which they slammed her into the ground knocked the wind from her, and she struggled to breathe, sparkles dancing in her vision.

One roughly jerked her to her feet, while the second grabbed her long, dark hair and yanked back, shoving a pill into her mouth. His meaty hands clamped her mouth shut and pinched her nose, refusing to let go until she swallowed the pill. The brute's sleeve rode up to the middle of his forearm in her struggles, revealing a tattoo emblazoned on the inside of his wrist.

[image: ]

The stylized letters matched the innocent and heroic logo Phoenix Corps showed to the world. The added markings resembled some sort of animal print.

The third brute jammed a long needle into her hip while she was focused on the man in front of her. Her vision faded to black. 


      [image: ]…Karma shook away the unwanted memory the feline scent—an Altered—triggered as it threatened to overwhelm her.

"I won't hurt you." The deep voice penetrated the silence of the store.

Lily whimpered again.

Karma climbed down onto the floor, using the fallen shelves for cover as she made her way silently across the floor. 

Lily repeatedly stomped on the top of her captor's foot, wildly swinging her arms, trying to hit him. The man, however, was unfazed by the attack. 

Karma's hand brushed against a small piece of metal, a shelf clip, and curled her fingers around it. She tossed it, its clinking sound drawing Lily's assailant's attention, while also alerting Lily.

Karma burst from her hiding spot and hurled herself at the assailant, knocking Lily away and driving her shoulder into the man's ribs. At barely five feet tall, Karma was outmatched in height, but her weight packed a punch.

The moment Lily was free and heading for the exit, Karma backed away, her eyes never leaving her threat.

The man shook his dark hair out of his eyes. Like a cat, his eyes seemed to glow an eerie green in the darkness. Shoulders rounded and back arched like a cat, he prowled forward, stalking her every move. 

The musk smell in the room intensified, threatening to choke her. 

"Didn't your mother teach you not to touch girls without their permission?" She backed up another step and nearly stumbled as her heel hit a toppled shelf. 

"Don't you know you shouldn't run from predators?" he countered. Karma heard the smirk in his voice more than she could see it on his face.

Karma spun and lifted the entire section of shelves, hurling it at the man. Scrambling over the rest of the shelving, she was out the door, grabbing Lily by the waist, lifting her as she sped down the road, and swerving into the closest alleyway. She tossed Lily up, making sure she'd grabbed onto the rusty metal fire escape and hastily climbed up the wall until she could grasp onto it too. 

With their combined weight, the bolts and the building groaned. 

"Get to the top. Watch for soft spots in the roof. Make your way to the other side. There should be a matching escape there." Karma stopped moving and turned, watching for the man. Her hearing had suffered along with her vision from the experiments performed on her; very low- or high-pitched sounds didn't register to her ears any longer. The rancid smells from rotting trash and human refuse in the alley clogged her nose, making the one improved sense she had useless. She waited with bated breath. 

When he still didn't appear, Karma scaled the fire escape as quickly as she could. She picked her way across the roof, avoiding the worst spots, leaping away as one area gave way beneath her. Adrenaline surging through her veins, she peered over the side of the building. 

Lily stood frozen on the lowest section of the fire escape, midway down the building. Huge chunks missing from the brick below told the story of the old fire escape, now long gone. Lily's eyes were wide with terror as she gripped the railing with white-knuckled hands. The bolts above her creaked and cracked, separating millimeter by millimeter from the building, and the man with glowing eyes stared at her from below.

"In, Lil!" Karma screamed from her position. 

Lily's terrified eyes met hers. She didn't move. 

Karma forced her voice to soften. "Kick in the glass. Get off the escape."

Lily blinked at her. 

"Lil, like I showed you." She nodded her head once. "You can do this."

Lily blinked once, twice, then shook her head and kicked with her heavy boots, splintering the glass of the window at her level. She kicked again and dove through, as the fire escape crashed to the ground.

Karma sucked in great gasps of air, turned, and raced for the rooftop door. She leapt over the rotted section of roof in front of the door, slamming her shoulder into the old wooden door, which happened to be one of the only solid things left in the building. The hinges groaned, but didn't give way, and Karma slid down the door, through the rotted roof, and into nothing.








  
  

Chapter 2 
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Karma





Karma grappled with every wire, pipe, and joist she encountered as she fell. All of it crumbled away as she hit, until she'd gone at least four floors. She caught a joist under her right arm. Her legs dangled through the ceiling. Plaster dust, old dirt, and construction debris rained around her, falling through the hole and down, down, down. She was above a stairwell. 

Lily's gasp from below drew her attention. She stood on the landing, just emerging from one of the doors on the floor. 

Karma followed Lily's gaze to the glowing green eyes at the bottom of the stairs. "Fuck." Those eyes of his were captivating. She shook off the unwanted sensation, concentrating on the threat he posed.

Slowly lowering her body until she hung by her hands, Karma kicked her feet, widening the hole. Debris rained down on the man at the bottom. She swung her feet back and forth, gaining momentum. She let go, twisted her body, and landed beside Lily. One of her feet plunged through the floor of the landing, knocking her off balance. Dragging her foot back up, Karma pulled Lily behind her as the man stalked up the stairs. The only saving grace she could hope for was that the stairs below were missing two entire sections.

Karma wiped blood from her mouth. 

"You already took everything I caught! Take it and go!" Lily yelled, her voice cracking, betraying her fear. "Leave us alone!"

His eyes, still reflecting the little bit of light from various holes in the walls and ceiling, glowed eerily. He paused at the end of the last stairs in his section and made the impossible leap, catching the lowest section. With ease, he pulled his body up onto the stairs and resumed his stalking.

Keeping Lily behind her and her eyes on the man, Karma walked backward, following the wall, pushing Lily until they were back on the side of the building with the most fire escape left. She kicked a door open and shoved Lily inside, back toward the windows. "Get out. Get back to the others. I'll catch up when I can."

As soon as she was out the window, Lily raced to the bottom-most level, then dropped to the ground and took off running. 

Karma turned to face those unusual eyes once more. "Took her catch, did you?" 

He cocked his head to the side, his midnight hair fanning over his forehead with the movement, looking at her as if she was a puzzle he needed to figure out. 

She schooled her features, not giving anything away. 

He shrugged. "I'm hungry."

"Welcome to my world, asshole. You shouldn't take food from kids." Karma shifted her stance. She could dive out the window or charge him with a simple shift of her weight.

"You're not a kid."

"You didn't trap me. You trapped a kid." The longer she kept him talking, the longer Lily would have to get away. 

He prowled closer. His unbuttoned flannel shirt caught in a breeze from the open window; his black t-shirt underneath molded to his flat abdomen. At each step, his threadbare and faded jeans accentuated the powerful muscles they otherwise hid from view. If he wasn't such an asshole, she might admit just how attractive he really was.

Karma lowered her center of gravity. 

He reached forward, grabbing her arm.

Karma ignored the powerful zing pulsing up her skin at their first contact, skin to skin, his hand grazing hers. She twisted at the last minute, and he only managed to snag the sleeve of her long-sleeved shirt. She sneered at him, grabbed his sleeve, and kicked. The sound of tearing fabric echoed through the otherwise empty room.

As his arms windmilled and he stumbled back from the force of her kick, she caught the blur of a marking on his forearm. Similar to the one that marred her own skin, but different, confirming what she already suspected—he was Altered. He hit the floor hard on his butt, the floor giving way and trapping him with his arms and shins above the floor, but his torso and thighs hanging below. 

She spun on her heel and dove out the window Lily used. As she raced down the fire escape, it groaned and shuddered under her weight, ripping away from the wall when she leapt from the last level remaining. It crashed to the cracked and pitted asphalt below, barely giving her time to tear her leg from the area in time. 

Shards of metal and brick exploded into the air, becoming shrapnel and embedding themselves in the debris and remaining walls of the alleyway, embedding themselves in her. Damnit.

Ignoring the burning in her calf and hip, Karma fled down the alley and into the streets, using whatever debris she could find for cover, glancing behind her every few seconds to make sure the man wasn't following her. 

She raced down street after street, zigging and zagging randomly, retracing and crossing her other tracks, taking the longest route possible. All the while, she watched behind her, making sure she hadn't been followed. 

When the trailer park came into view, Karma huddled behind one of the first trailers, barely more than a rusty metal shell anymore, to wait and watch. She sat there catching her breath and looking for the man she'd encountered, while pulling shards of metal and brick from her legs. Time ticked by, but she wanted to be sure he hadn't followed her before returning to Lily and the others. 

By the time all the shrapnel was removed and the bleeding stopped, she was fairly sure he'd given up the chase. 

She pulled up her pant leg and checked her wounds, shaking her head at the chainmail-like plates now visible under the breaks in her pale skin. As she ran her fingers over the osteoderms, her fingernails clicked audibly against them. She gritted her teeth and wrinkled her nose. Damnit! She'd gone so long without injury, and now it would take months before those damn scales would be fully covered over with opaque skin again. 

Pulling her pant legs back down, she looked at her now exposed left arm. He'd torn one of her favorite shirts, too. The tattoo on the inside of her wrist mocked her, moving and shifting with each movement of her hand, but it would never go away. Phoenix Corps. Those bastards had altered her, fundamentally. 

Andrew Phoenix, philanthropist. He'd promised to bring in food and supplies, to deliver to those most in need. The company would provide construction supplies and build crews from strong, able-bodied men to offer not only jobs, but also relief and the ability to rebuild some of what they had lost. 

The bastard did none of the things he promised. The able-bodied men disappeared. The buildings were never rebuilt. Food was only given to those Phoenix Corps deemed worthy. Or those who signed their lives away under a pretense of aid, only to be tortured and tested on—to be made into monsters.

She tipped her arm this way and that. The ink had a shimmery quality to it, catching what little light fought its way through the permanent dust cloud hovering over the area. 

When she'd first escaped from Phoenix Corps, she'd tried to cut it out, along with the tracker they'd embedded. While she'd successfully managed to dig the tracker out from deep in the muscle of her left deltoid, dulling several knives to cut through the tough scales beneath the surface of her human skin—that damn ink shimmered on her scales too.  She still cringed at the remembered pain from skinning the osteoderms from her sensitive inner wrist, only to have those regrow and the ink bleed back up to the surface, mocking her. She didn’t understand what they had done, how they had done it, but the tattoos were impossible to remove. No one would ever call her a genius; street smarts were her strength. But if she ever figured out how to undo what they’d done, Karma would jump at the chance.

She shook her head and stood. 

It was there forever. Just like the scales beneath her human flesh and the abnormal strength she had for her size, she'd be living with the consequences of going to Phoenix Corps for help for the rest of her life. Karma looked around, making sure no one was in sight, stood, and backtracked the last half mile. If the man was going to catch up with her, he should have by now. She wouldn't rest until she knew for sure. Endangering the people in her care wasn't an option. She’d worked too hard and too long to build the sanctuary here at the trailer park. No one would mess that up for her, especially not another Altered.

Karma jogged past some signs, long overgrown with weeds and vegetation, using them for cover. The few bits of buildings in this area were slowly being consumed by the plants and earth around them. It left her with good cover, but it was dangerous, especially in the waning light, because deep holes and sharp edges were hidden by the very vegetation useful for hiding in. One bonus of this extra precaution—she could check her traps and hopefully bring back dinner to the others. 

She couldn't smell the musky scent of the Altered man. Taking another roundabout way, she entered the trailer park from the other end, meandering around in circles to mask her trail if he happened to catch up. Satisfied, she headed to the center of the park, where Lily and the rest of the people who relied on her were.

Entering the trailer she'd shared with Dorian so long ago, Karma trailed her hand over the kitchen countertop she’d so lovingly refinished. It was now cracked and worn, and as usual, devoid of food. No lanterns were lit in this room or the next. Going more from memory than sight, Karma walked down the hallway and hung a right, pushing at the faux wood paneling and opening a door into an addition she'd built on. This one was a glorified hallway, too. The walls, if there'd been enough light, would display drawings done by the kids over the years, using the charcoal left over from a fire they'd cooked over. She stepped down onto the ground she'd leveled and painstakingly covered with paneling she'd robbed from a few other trailers in the neighborhood. 

Pushing through another door, she entered the side of a neighboring trailer and down its hallway, into the kitchen. She pushed the rag rug aside and lifted a panel in the floor. The darkness hid the stairs she'd carved into the earth. Karma bent as she closed the hidden panel again and made her way down the tunnel. Her increased strength and sudden talent for digging allowed her to carve out this tunnel and the room it led to. She trailed her hand down the walls and ceiling, checking for places in need of repair. Finding none, she knocked twice on the makeshift door at the end and pushed it off to the side. 

Warm light, made brighter by the pitch dark she'd just traversed, poured through the doorway. A threadbare couch, scavenged from another trailer, and army-style cots lined the room. They'd made cheerful rag rugs and hung them around the room, making the dirt and stone walls a bit less stark, and helping to insulate them. Old plastic bags they'd found and scavenged were woven into mats to cover the floors.

Lily rushed to her side. "Are you okay? What happened to the guy? Did you kill him? I'm sorry I lost the catch!" The words spewed from her mouth at an alarming rate, too fast for Karma to answer anything, as Lily just kept going. 

The others joined in, asking their own questions. Karma lifted her hand to stop them all. Three fairly large rats hung from her hand. She tossed them to Lily. "Clean these. Don't light any lanterns on the way. Leave the guts in the canister in the kitchen. I'll take care of getting rid of them in the morning." She dropped her hand to Peter's perpetually mussed, light brown hair. 

He was a few years younger than Lily, around thirteen years old. 

"Help her cook them. Keep the blinds closed. I covered my tracks. The other Altered shouldn't be able to find us here, but be cautious, just in case."

"He's still…" Lily started, her voice trailing off. 

"Alive? Yes. I didn't kill him." Karma placed her hand on the young girl's shoulder. "You and I will work more on your defense techniques tomorrow. You did well. If he'd not been Altered, you most likely would've gotten away from him."

"If he goes back to Phoenix and tells them about you, about us…"

"We'll deal with that when the time comes. For now, dinner."

Lily nodded. Her short blond hair flapped with the motion, and she waved for Peter to enter the tunnel, scooting around him to take the lead once inside.

Rosie sat on the threadbare couch watching their interaction, but her fingers never stopped moving as she worked to weave another plastic mat. Rosie was a friend of Mrs. Thorn’s, the neighbor who'd once lived in the trailer they now lived under. When Mrs. Thorn fell ill a few years ago, they'd invited Rosie to live there and help care for her and the others while Karma was out catching and trapping food or scavenging.

Rosie's graying strawberry hair was kept short, her natural curls standing up in all directions. In recent years, she'd become sicklier. Her skin had taken on a grayish tinge, and she found herself out of breath very easily. Luckily, it had been years since Karma had stumbled on a young child needing care, and most of her charges were self-sufficient now, or they’d left the area. Lily and Peter were the youngest remaining. Several others were living in other trailers in the compound, able to fend for themselves. Their little community had grown over the last six years since she'd escaped the clutches of Phoenix Corps, but everyone kept to themselves.








  
  

Chapter 3
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Karma





The wind-up alarm clock buzzed angrily. And just as angrily, Karma slammed her hand onto it, silencing it. She'd spent most of the night dreaming of the eerie, glowing eyes of the man from yesterday. 

The others stirred as she rolled out of her cot, her joints aching from the long falls she had taken the day before. She stifled a groan when the enormous bruise on the underside of her upper arm protested loudly. 

She jammed her feet into her shoes and headed up into the trailers. Karma needed coffee. But since that was no longer an option, she needed to make her brew from the dandelion roots she kept stockpiled in the trailer. One thing about that hardy weed, it could even grow here. Apparently, dandelion coffee was better nutritionally. "Nutrition my ass," she muttered to herself.

She downed the mixture when it was ready, wishing for the caffeine kick of real coffee, then washed up her metal "mug" and placed it back in the cabinet with the others. 

Canned goods served multiple purposes now. Not only did it provide food, but the can could then be washed up and used for dinnerware. She kept a substantial collection of them, and Lily and Mrs. Thorn made small rag weavings as can cozies, so the can wouldn't burn skin when it contained something hot.

"Where are we headed this morning?" Lily asked, coming down the hallway.

"I'm headed out to see what I can find to eat today. I want you to stay here with Peter and Rosie."

Lily looked hurt. "I didn't mean to mess up yesterday…"

Karma walked over and tilted Lily's chin down, so their eyes met. "You didn't mess up. That guy was an Altered. If it had been a regular guy, you would've easily gotten away, and probably with the food." She gave her a quick hug. "This isn't punishment. I have some things to do today. I need you to stay here. Okay?"

Lily nodded, appeased for the moment. 

"Work with Peter. See if you guys can find some more dandelions in the compound. We are starting to run low."

"You know that's more like tea than coffee, right?" Lily teased.

"Hush. I get so few pleasures. Leave me my delusions!" Karma shrugged on her black leather coat over her black, long-sleeved shirt. "It'll be an unusually chilly one today. Stay close to Peter and within the compound."

Lily saluted as Karma walked out the door.

When she walked out the door of the trailer, Karma was instantly alert. In the last year, she'd been a little less paranoid of Phoenix Corps trying to find her. After the encounter with the Altered the day before, she was back to being paranoid. Her eyes darted from trailer to trailer, looking for anything out of place. Her nose on alert, she sniffed at the air but found no unusual smells. Still, she crept from place to place, scanning her surroundings and waiting for the boogieman to jump out from every darkened corner. 

The moment the trailer park was out of sight, she relaxed a bit. The further away, the less likely someone she stumbled on could associate her with it. Keeping its location quiet kept the others safe. 

Approaching town, she crept down an alleyway, then climbed a crumbling wooden fence. Up and over, then down another street. She crossed the road, oblivious to the weeds and vegetation pushing through the crumbling asphalt, growing around long-abandoned cars. Their paint was sun-bleached, and orange-brown stains surrounded the vehicles' footprints where the acidic water from the rain had run over the rusted metal, leaving a creepy chalk-like outline. She vaulted over the last car, down another alley, and up to the more recently constructed brick wall. 

She scaled the wall, then hanging from the top by her arms, peered over. The steel and glass structure stood gleaming, even with the overcast sky. A stark contrast to the decaying cityscape behind her, this building was state-of-the-art, clean, and well-maintained. It looked like any office building from before. But she knew the nightmares it held inside.

Karma released her hold on the wall and dropped back to her feet. Hightailing it out of the alley, she darted down the next street and into what used to be a popular park. For a long time after the quake, someone had been coming to the park and keeping the benches free of the creeping vines that seemed to cover every available surface. But a few years ago, that stopped. The person either died or became a victim of Phoenix Corps, or both, and no one else took up the mantle. Bench-shaped greenery dotted what used to be a lovely path. She followed that path now, weaving around and through the benches, veering off only when the path reached the trees. 

There was no discernible path through the trees, but Karma knew the way. She plowed through the bramble bushes, ignoring their grip on her jeans. The trees ran right up to the electrified fence, and beyond. Despite the electricity running through the chain-link, foliage covered it from top to bottom, insulating her from the worst of the shock when she spread the opening she'd made long ago. The arrogant idiots running the facility still hadn't figured out how Karma had escaped six years ago. 

On their side of the fence now, she hugged close to it, staying within the cover of the trees until she was near the gate. Once the next supply truck was inspected and allowed to pass, Karma dashed by the guard shack, while they watched the next truck driving in. 

Karma sped past the rear axle of the box truck and dove under, gripping the undercarriage and hanging on as the truck followed the road and into the loading dock. 

She nearly lost her grip when the truck slammed to a sudden halt. The driver shouted at the dock workers to "Hurry up with the damn door!" She readjusted her weight and waited. A moment later, a screech pierced the air, followed by the clinking of chains. 

The driver stepped down from the truck, his steel-toed boots coming into view as he grunted at some of the workers and screamed at others. They disappeared again when he jumped onto the tailgate. She used the sound of the door rolling up to mask any sound as she dropped to the floor and rolled away from the voices. 

She'd done this routine a number of times, usually to pilfer food. Karma slipped around a corner quickly, barely avoiding the rotating camera there. She slipped into the closest office and grabbed a dock worker's coat from the racks along the wall. 

It was so weird that it was easier to break into this place during the day than at night. 

She tugged on an old Fairway Falcons hat. Back before the quake, the Falcons had been her husband's favorite baseball team. Her long hair, a strange brownish-gray the color of a Komodo dragon's scales, tucked easily inside the overly large hat. She grabbed a clipboard from the stack sitting on the desk, tucked it into her arm, and hurried back out into the hall.

Keeping her head down, Karma walked into the empty box of the truck at the end like she was checking to make sure they got it all. She turned on her heel, clomped back out, and turned, heading down the next hallway. She tossed her dock coat into the nearest trash can, quickly picked the lock of the next office, and darted inside. 

The pungent smell of salt water and too much cologne, but somehow not enough to cover the body odor, made her nostrils burn and her eyes water. Great. Pip was here. From the strength of the stench, he’d not been out of the room long.

She reached into the cabinet and yanked out a lab coat, throwing it on over her leather jacket, and tromped back out into the hallway. 

Halfway down the hall, the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. That scent. The Altered from the night before was here somewhere. Questions swirled in her head. He had been alone. Goon squad members were rarely out of the compound alone. And he was scavenging for food. He shouldn't have been going hungry if he worked for Phoenix Corps. 

Karma followed her nose. 

She turned right, heading down one of the other offshoot hallways, and heard muffled sounds of struggling behind the second door she came to. This room was a torture chamber for those who'd run. 

Another grunt caught her attention from inside the room, and the repeated snap of flesh meeting flesh. Was the Altered with those mesmerizing green eyes doing the beating? Or was he the victim? 
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