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        The world has gone mad! Absolutely nuckin’ futs crazy! Well, maybe not yet, but Dr. Winifred—please call her Freddie—Lightfoot is sure all hell’s about to break loose if she doesn’t stop the idiot who’s destroying the world’s coffee fields.

      

        

      
        Life without caffeine is a no-go for this FUC superhero. A world without her favorite drink is not a world she wants to live in. Time to throw on her rainbow wings and kick tail, even if it means putting off meeting a certain sexy-as-the-day-is-long honey badger.

      

        

      
        Retirement was boring. Buck Blackthorne needed adventure, purpose, and to be on the front lines again. One quick email to Furry United Coalition Newbie Academy—FUCN’A—and everything was a go.

        With more years of combat under his belt than all the cadets combined, he just knew training would be a snap! Well, like a bang, boom, kapow and a trip to the infirmary… on second thought, maybe retirement wasn’t so bad.

      

        

      
        But one whiff of a certain sexy winged tree frog and all bets were off. He was in for the long haul and ready to claim her as his own… But where the hell did she go?

        One unanswered phone call, a supersonic trip south, and jumping from a perfectly good plane was all in a day’s work for this honey badger hero. There wasn’t a jungle that could stop him, but prehistoric shifters? Well, that was a new one.

      

        

      
        Time to save his mate, save the day, and, heaven help him, save the coffee! Oh, baby, put your head between your legs and kiss your booty goodbye. Time to get FUC’d in the best possible way.
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      “Well, hell, Buck,” his little sister grumbled, crossing her arms over her chest and furrowing her brows. He was pretty sure she even added a harrumph before going on. "If I'd known you wanted to go into law enforcement, I could've put in a good word for you at the Agency. We could've worked together. Just like old times. Like here at the bar, only we wouldn't have had to clean up messes and Mom isn't there to tell us what to do."

      “Yeah, I know.” He tried not to sound ungrateful for the offer. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to work with his sister. Heck, they were family, and in the Blackthorne clan, that meant everything. It was just that… that… “I really wanted to do this on my own, sis. Ya know?”

      “I heard that, Miss Missy," came the immediate gruff rebuke from Janice, his mom, the leader of their honey badger clan. Not anywhere near done, the owner of the renowned Sundowner—the largest and most popular paranormal bar in the whole southern half of the U.S.—grumbled, her index finger pointing right at his sister. "Workin' with me is a pleasure. I'm a damned delight every minute of every day, and you know it."

      “Yeah, Mom.” Shauna sighed, without the slightest attempt at being subtle with her sarcasm. “You’re a number one, top of the list…”

      "Queen of the hill," Buck's youngest brother, Jack, chimed in, singing the rest of “New York, New York” in the background.

      Ignoring everything else but making her point, as was the usual, Janice pointed out, "And you know that your brother's always been that way. Always had to do things for himself. Never wants anyone's help. Hell, he demanded to be born a month early, kicking and screaming, ready to get a move on, not even giving your daddy or me time to call the midwife.”

      Shaking her head and chuckling, she added, “He walked before he crawled at five months old and had a black eye ten minutes later.”

      Winking in his direction, Buck's mom turned back to his sister, not missing a beat or taking a breath. "Shauna, my girl, you know damned good and well every single one of your brothers is the same way. They get the stubbornness from your daddy's side. God rest his soul. They just gotta do every damned thing the hard way."

      Her chuckles getting louder, the honey badger matriarch added, "Usually through the mud, the muck, and the blood."

      “You are so right, Momma, I wholeheartedly agree.” Shauna nodded like one of those bobblehead dogs in the back of Old Lady Simpson’s bubble-gum pink 1959 Cadillac Eldorado.

      "Can you help a guy out?" Buck asked Abe, his brother-in-law, a revered Dragon Guardsmen and member of the Dragon Protection Agency—another super-secret, protect-the-world-but-stay-hidden, and deal-with-the-shit-nobody-else-can Agency that only took the best of the best from the paranormal community. Abe was a true warrior, inside and out. "I mean, I know Shauna is your mate and all, but, daaaaaamn. Throw a guy a bone. We're bros. You're supposed to have my back."

      The dragon they all called a Hell's Angels' Reject because he was big, bald, bad to the bone, heavily tattooed, and rode an extra-large Harley Fat Boy, chuckled, snaked his arm around Shauna, pulled her close, and laid a kiss atop her head. "Son, I know which side my bread is buttered on…"

      “And he knows what the couch feels like if he pisses me off,” Buck’s sister growled before giving in and letting out the chuckle that already had her shoulders bouncing up and down.

      "Wow, sis," Spencer, the second male in the Blackthorne family pecking order, yelped as he entered the backside of the bar carrying two cases of Corona and one of Jack Daniels. "You women are so cold. Go straight for the kill. Know you got us guys right where you want us. Y'all are scary. Hope to hell my mate never finds me."

      "Yeah, right." Abe's low rumbling laugher filled the empty bar. "You say that now, but just wait till she's close. You get that first whiff of something so sweet, so wonderful that you just wanna find her, pick her up, and throw her over your shoulder and head for the hills." Pausing to take a quick breath, his laughter getting the best of him, the Guardsman nodded with wide eyes. "Listen up, kid. I know what I'm talkin' 'bout. Your sister had me tied around her finger from the get-go."

      Kissing Shauna's cheek, Abe winked. "And that's exactly where I wanted to be. Still do."

      Buck couldn't help but roll his eyes as Shauna and Abe did the whole “lookin' into each other's eyes” thing that lovers—especially shifters—did. It was sickening in the best of times and downright obnoxious as of late.

      Yeah, well, it’s ’cause you’re trying to hide the fact that you met your own sweet little mate that it pisses you off so badly….

      Yep, it was true. There was no denying it. He could damn sure try to hide it, especially from his family, but facts were facts, and they were staring him right in the face.

      Buck Blackthorne was the biggest, roughest, toughest honey badger the world had ever known—at least in his own mind. He was eldest child and the first son of Janice and Henry Buck Blackthorne. He was a highly decorated Marine in more conflicts and wars than he cared to count.

      Yet even he was vulnerable to being bit by the mating bug. His coarse-pelted ass had walked right into the Furry United Coalition Newbie Academy—FUCN'A for those in the know—and within a week found his one and only mate.

      He’d been in the middle of his first solo demonstration in his favorite class—Advanced Explosives—showing the cadets how to make a bomb out of a can of beer, a pair of lady’s silk skivvies, and a paper clip. Then that shit blew right up in his face.

      That crap had never happened. Not in all the years he served as a Marine and was deployed to every country worldwide. Not once when he used that very device to get rid of moles— not the shifter kind, the bratty kind that got off being pains in the ass in his mom's garden. Not even when he'd taught Shauna how to make the device to impress her buddies at the Agency.

      Nope, had never happened before that day. Not even in a foxhole in a desert on the other side of the world with bombs exploding on one side, gunfire on the other, and a tank full of the enemy about to crawl up his ass. Nope, Buck was the picture of cool under pressure, assembling three identical bombs in ninety-two-and-a-half seconds, lighting their fuses, and making it to cover before the first grain of sand was flying through the air.

      Shame he hadn’t been so lucky in his debut at FUCN’A...

      It was a shitshow from the very beginning. A few seconds in, he dropped the paperclip and kicked it across the room to parts unknown. At ten seconds on the dot, he was supposed to attach a thin thread he'd torn off the waistband of the panties to the tab on the top of the beer can and snapped that son of a bitch right off. Shit, couldn't even drink the beer that way. Not without shotgunning the SOB, and who shotgunned cheap beer?

      Frat boys, maybe? Damned sure not me.

      But did he stop? Ask for a do-over? Request being moved to the end of the line so he could take a breath before starting over?

      No. No. And no.

      Instead, the never-say-die, too-cocky-for-his-own-good honey badger kept right on going. So, at thirty-one seconds on the stopwatch, nine seconds ahead of schedule, when he lit the fuse—aka the crotch of the panties, twisted tight—and the damned thing blew up right in his face, Buck wasn't really surprised. Pissed and embarrassed, but not surprised.

      Laughing their asses off, his fellow cadets were merciless in their creative teasing and inventive names, his favorite being Blown-Out Badger. Hell, he didn't blame them. Had the boot been on the other paw, Buck would've done the same thing. He'd have been leading the chant, more than likely up on a desk, beating his hands on the ceiling for effect.

      To his credit, Professor Matthew Firestone—a dragon shifter with one hell of a sense of humor and a good friend of his brother-in-law’s—worked really hard to keep a straight face and didn’t flunk him on the spot. Nope, Firestone was super cool. Even gave Buck extra credit for “courage and perseverance under fire.”

      All of that should’ve been enough to make Buck rethink all his plans, but there was more. He’d been covered from head-to-toe in nasty, boiling Pabst Blue Ribbon beer, the stench that emanated from his very pores smelling worse than the bathrooms at the Sundowner the day after the all-night Schnedeker Skunk’s Family Mating Party. Any sensible person would have, at the very least, taken the day off. But bowing in the face of defeat was for cowards, and no Blackthorne anywhere had ever been called a coward.

      Crazy? For sure. Stupid? The males, after too much whiskey. But never, ever, a coward.

      He tried to laugh it off as he pulled pieces of aluminum can from the stubble covering his jaw, the exposed skin of his arms, and way too close to the family jewels on the front of the crotch of his pants and both of his thighs. Matt Firestone demanded he see the Academy doctor, even though Buck’s honey badger was already working to repair the plethora of gashes, cuts, scrapes, and burns. All Buck could do was blow out an extremely exasperated breath and head to the infirmary.

      Climbing the stairs of the Academy was the first time he'd stopped to ask himself if he was doing the right thing. From one step to the next, he started seriously contemplating going back to the lovely, quiet retirement he'd been enjoying since leaving the Marines.

      Stepping onto the main floor, he unconsciously made an immediate right. Three steps toward the clinic, lost in thought, Buck was damned near bowled over by the scent of fresh, clean moss just like the swamp right out his backdoor. Inhaling deeper, he caught a whiff of ozone, the clean aroma that filled the air right after a lightning strike. As if that wasn't enough, the whole wonderful perfume was topped off with the citrusy scent of verbena. It was the best thing he'd ever smelled, and dadgummit, his honey badger was right there with him.

      Pushing against the inside of his skin, doing his damnedest to jump right out into the open and make his presence known, that badger was hot on the trail of something good. And, well, so was Buck’s cock.

      Jumping to attention, pushing against the zipper of his camos so hard he was sure the zigzag design would be there forever, it took all of his considerable control not to sprint down the hall. Walking slowly, counting his steps, and trying hard not to draw attention to himself, Buck's eyes slid side to side.

      It was a covert mission of the highest order. She—that elusive creature known as his mate—was somewhere close by. She had to be. No other scent could make both man and badger stand at attention.

      “Where is she? I know she’s here. Why can’t we find her?”

      “Hell, if I know,” Harry, the honey badger with whom Buck shared his soul, growled. “If you’d have let me outta here ten seconds ago, we’d already have found her, have her naked, and be having our wicked way with her.”

      “Yeah, okay, Casanova,” Buck grumbled. “Save it for somebody who doesn’t know you.”

      “Like you’re any better. Do you even remember the last time you got laid?” Not waiting for an answer, the surly, old honey badger snarled, “Nope, neither do I. You need—”

      “I need you to shut the hell up,” Buck snapped, slamming his mental shields tight as he opened the door to the infirmary.

      Instantly engulfed in a heavenly fog of the same tantalizing scent from the hallway, Buck bypassed the waiting room by sneaking in behind another patient and followed the softest, sweetest voice he'd ever heard.

      "No, I cannot go easy on these cadets, Del. What the hell do you want me to do? Tell them it's okay to skim that mountain with the bottom of the plane? As long as you don't crash land or blow us up, we can fix the rest?"

      It was her. His mate. She was close. Really close.

      "Oh, I know." There was a sharp snap of fingers followed by a loud single clap. "The doofuses that can't fold their socks, let alone pack a chute. You know the ones, they always had momma to do everything for them. Doesn't matter if they have wings or not. They think I'm gonna be a stand in for their dear old mum."

      Slapping his hand over his mouth to keep from laughing out loud as she put on a posh British accent, pronouncing mom as mum, Buck wanted to see her more than he wanted his next breath. Not only did his mate smell absolutely edible but she was also sassy and full of life. He already liked her…a lot. And so did the raging hard-on in his camos.

      Creeping forward, he kept watching, moving ever closer as the conversation he was eavesdropping on just kept rolling along.

      “Yeah, I get that,” a second female voice, the one he knew went with the name Del and also happened to be carrying a shit-ton of irritation in it that was directed at his mate, retorted. “Nobody knows your process better than I do. This is the second cadet you’ve carried in here today.”

      “They’re alive, aren’t they?”

      “Well, yes, but…”

      “I’ve never had one die on my watch, have I?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      "No, but…" Chuckling, the sound full, robust, absolutely fantastic, his mate went on. "Is that your professional opinion, Dr. Weathersbee? Can I get a second? Don't you have like nineteen specialties?"

      "I could ask you the same thing, Dr. Lightfoot." The doc's voice was filled with friendly admiration and a lot of affection. "Don't you have something like seven Ph.D.s and an M.D. but chose to jump out of completely good airplanes? And what's worse, teach others, who do not have the benefit of wings like yourself, to do the same?"

      “I do!” Dr. Lightfoot—Buck’s mate—laughed right out loud, that sound even a hundred times more intoxicating than her chuckle.

      Heart racing, his palms suddenly sweaty, and his cock asking “What the fuck, man? Can you hurry it up?” Buck damned near hit the floor when she admitted with a serious case of the giggles, "I actually have ten, well, eleven if count the M.D., but they're all in stupid shit that keeps me inside and my eyes glued to a microscope. I need the feel of the wind through my wings…"

      "And the sound of your own voice barking orders." Dr. Weathersbee laughed before dropping her voice several octaves. "Freddie, you can’t toss cadets out of airplanes without their consent ever again. Is that understood?"

      “Ma’am, yes, ma’am,” his mate barked right back before hooting with laughter. “But honestly, Del, I didn’t throw either of them out of the plane. They literally jumped out of their own accord, pulled the ripcord perfectly, then ran right into the same damned tree.” Stopping to gasp and wheeze—even those sounds turning Buck on as he imagined her doing them naked and in his bed—his mate laughed, “It was like George of the Jungle in fatigues.”

      Needing to see her, to lay eyes on the one woman in all the world made just for him, Buck forgot to take another look around before he inched forward. Hand on the doorframe, eyes just about to get their first look at his mate, the honey badger's ears nearly fell off his head as a roar sounded from over his shoulder.

      "What do you think you're doing, Cadet?"

      Head slamming into said doorframe, Buck didn’t even get to enjoy the stars dancing before his eyes. It all happened so fast.

      A clawed hand clamped down on his shoulder, saving him from hitting the floor headfirst. Then before he knew what was happening, the entire world had gone on a spin cycle. "What do you have to say for yourself? Skulking around, listening to conversations that do not concern you. Speak now before I call Ms. Cooper and have you tossed out on your ear." The voice that had startled him, as well as the clawed hands that had grasped him, belonged to the biggest, angriest crow shifter he'd ever seen, who was dressed in FUCN’A nurse’s scrubs.

      “Well, I was… It’s just that…”

      “Looks like he’s been in the wars, Hetty.” Dr. Weathersbee chuckled from just over his other shoulder.

      Pointing at the doctor, Buck attempted to keep the stammer out of his voice as he quickly explained, "Yeah, what she said, nurse"—eyes flashing to her gold name badge then right back to her narrowed, angry black eyes—"Thomas." Chuckling, an attempt to ease the tension and defuse the situation that failed miserably, Buck searched his mind for all the things he'd said to his mother to get out of all the similar situations that had come before. Sadly, Nurse Thomas was not the only authority figure to want to beat the fur right off his ass. The honey badger had more than ample references who could quote, chapter and verse, his many misdeeds and fuckups.

      “I was sent here after an accident in Advanced Explosives. Professor—”

      Not bothering to let him finish, her eyes already rolling as she pushed him toward a patient room, Nurse Thomas growled, “That damned dragon. When will he ever learn? These cadets are not ready for this shit. One day…”

      “It’s okay, Hetty,” Dr. Weathersbee pacified. “I’m sure Professor Firestone does what he thinks is best for his students, just like you and I do. Let me finish with Dr. Lightfoot while you get Mr…umm…” Eyes flying back to his, the doctor shrugged. “What’s your name, Cadet?”

      “Blackthorne. Buck Blackthorne.”

      Then right back to the crow without missing a beat, she added, “…Mr. Blackthorne cleaned up and get his chart started.”

      “Yes, ma’am, Dr. Weathersbee.”

      And that was where it had ended. He didn’t get to see his mate. Didn’t even hear her voice one last time.

      For the next four days, Buck had tried to get a look at the illustrious and incredibly elusive Dr. Lightfoot. Unfortunately, right after she visited the infirmary, Freddie—at least he knew her name—had left the Academy on some special mission.

      Not even Olivia Owlgenthorpe, the second-year cadet with a specialty in computer hacking and a minor in web-based applications, had been able to get him any information on Freddie Lightfoot's whereabouts. So, when the weekend came, and he could go home for a couple of days, Buck jumped at the chance.

      Tuning back into the running conversation between his family members, Buck was just about to give his vote for steaks on the grill and corn on the cob for dinner when Shauna asked, "So, you gonna tell us who she is?"

      “Or do we have to come up to that fancy school and find out for ourselves?” Jack inquired.

      To which Spencer demanded, “And don’t try to tell us that you haven’t found your mate, ’cause we all just said the words Mom’s strawberry pie with homemade vanilla ice cream and you didn’t so much as blink an eye.”

      “Well, fuck,” Buck groaned, running his fingers through his hair. “There are times I seriously hate each and every one of y’all.”

      Crinkling her nose and blowing him a kiss, Shauna teased, "Aww, I'd be hurt if I thought you were serious." Picking up the rag off the bar and throwing it right at his head, she ordered with a wink, "Now dish. I wanna know all about my future sister-in-law."
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      Flying over the tallest peak of the Serra da Mantiqueira just outside São Paulo, Brazil, for what felt like the hundredth time, Freddie cursed Kloe, her mission director in the Furry United Coalition. "What the literal fuck?" she spat to her empty plane.

      "Why do I have to be the only available FUC agent who flies a plane that has ten Ph.D.s? Why do I have to be in nerdy, brainy crap like toxicology, physics, microbiology, and a lotta crap that doesn't go together but I wanted to learn? Oh, and why did I think it would be cool to learn ten languages, including Portuguese and Vietnamese, arrrrrggggh, whatever! Why wasn’t I born without a brain?!”

      She paused her monologue with a frustrated growl, the leading doctor in the field of more things than she wanted to think about beat the yoke of her Lightfoot FUC jet with both hands. “Never do what your mom and dad tell you to do, kids. Do what you want. If you want to fly planes, do it! If you want to be a paratrooper and jump out of perfectly good planes, do it! If you want to be a scientist, well, fuck, do that, too. But make damned sure it’s what you want. ’Cause let me tell you…”

      Ending her rant with a huff and more guilt than she wanted to think about for dissing her parents, Freddie, aka Dr. Winifred F. Lightfoot, sighed. “Sorry, Moms. Sorry, Pops. You know what a shithead I can be when I’m having a rant.

      “And it’s not really them you’re mad at,” she mumbled.

      She’d wanted to stay at the Academy. Wanted to go see her old friend, Matt Firestone. Wanted to get a good, hard look at the honey badger who made her heart go pitter-pat and her inner minx scream, “Come home to momma, big boy!”

      But she’d had no choice but to follow FUC orders and fly off to investigate the nutjob in the middle of Fucking Nowhere, Brazil, who was destroying every last coffee bean and the fields where they’re grown.

      Freddie focused on what had to be done instead of what she couldn't change. So, if our intel is right, this idiot—whoever they may be—thinks they can corner the coffee market by hijacking shipments and killing the crops.

      Shaking her head, running the fingers of her gloved hand through her long black curls, the winged tree frog shifter shook her head. "Why are people so stupid? Coffee? Really? Talk about cutting off the lifeblood of the world. Thank the Goddess I have three cases hidden in the back of the pantry at home."

      Hand to her forehead, she blew out an exasperated breath with such vigor that it ended in a raspberry. "I gotta fix this shit before I run out. Freddie Lightfoot without caffeine is not a Freddie Lightfoot anyone wants to meet.” Especially not her one and only mate.

      Shaking her head, she added with a grumble, "Come to think of it, there's not one damned person in the whole world I want to meet before they've had their morning cup o’ joe or I've had mine."

      Laughing out loud, her mood lifted at the thought of her dear old dad, the King of the Royal Blue Butterfly Frolic and the man who’d poured Freddie her first cup of steaming hot java. Freddie, my girl, you can't fix stupid with duct tape. Try coffee. If that doesn’t work, there’s always the blow torch.

      “Damn, Dad, I miss you like crazy.” Refusing to think about the loss of her parents, or anything else sad for that matter, she returned to reciting the chemicals used by the latest Most Wanted Dickhead on the FUC's list.

      "Okay, I get everything on the list, but why the hell did the techs find wolfsbane in the soil samples? That shit doesn't grow in Brazil, and it's not worth diddly-squat to anybody except florists to make an arrangement pretty and purple." Needing more clarification, she hit the button on her plane's yoke, the one decorated with a picture of a phone receiver. Directing Fifi, the automated attendant she named after her first puppy, a coal-black, two-hundred-pound Great Dane, she deadpanned, "Fifi, call Delilah."

      "As you wish, Freddie," the high, Scooby-Doo-sounding automated voice responded.

      Listening to the annoying ring of the phone, she was just about to hang up when her best friend, the resident doctor at FUCN'A and one of the smartest women she’d ever known, Dr. Delilah F. Weathersbee answered, "Hey, Ace, how's tricks?"

      “Holy shit.” Freddie laughed out loud. “How much have you had to drink?”

      "Not even a drop," Del slurred. "My new research assistant forgot to turn off the valve on the nitrous oxide and we're all recovering from a serious case of the giggles."

      “Dammit.” Freddie chuckled her curse, smiling from ear-to-ear. “You have all the fun when I’m not there. Something about that isn’t fair. Puhlease tell me somebody videoed that shit.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Del giggled, the effects of the gas still quite evident in the usually calm, collected, and always politically correct physician. “I’m not sure it’ll be in focus and not of the floor, but everybody had their phones out.”

      “Even you?”

      "No," the doctor scoffed. "You know I never know where that damned thing is." Voice trailing off, Freddie had her suspicions that the dragonfly shifter had taken so long to answer because she hadn’t been able to find her phone right away.

      “Okay, Del, I’m gonna let you go.” She snickered, knowing she wasn't going to get any answers from Delilah until her friend was sober.

      "No, no, no, no, no." The doctor made it into a song ending with a giggled "No-no-nonononono - noooo" to the tune of The Kink's song, “Lola.”

      Not wanting to be rude, Freddie suggested, "How about I let you go for now? You can call me back when you’re feeling more like yourself.”

      “But—but, but… But…”

      There was a long pause. Freddie could hear the shuffling of papers, the whir and the slam of a drawer being quickly opened and shut before Delilah chuckled. “I just love you so much, Freddie. You’re my best friend. I don’t know what I would do without you. What am I gonna do without you?” Her voice went from mushy to concerned in the blink of an eye. “What am I…”

      “Del. Del. Delilah!” Freddie ended up yelling, hurrying on when the doctor finally stopped speaking.

      “I don’t want us to hang up.”

      “I know, honey, but I need to let you go.”

      “You do? Oh, yeah, that’s right. Bye, Freddie.”

      And with that, the phone went dead.

      Blowing out a long breath, Freddie sighed and hit Fifi's button one more time. "Call Miranda."

      Two seconds later and half a ring, the always cheerful, bouncy voice of her FUC buddy and saber-toothed bunny shifter, Mirada Brownsmith, bubbled through Freddie’s jet. “Hey, chica. What’s up?”

      “Hey! I have a favor to ask.”

      “Shoot.”

      "Are you anywhere near the Academy?"

      “Nope. Why?” Miranda quickly answered, sounding a little distracted.

      "I needed somebody to check on Del. Her research assistant gassed the whole clinic with nitrous oxide, and well, let's just say, it's worse than Susan St. Bernard's bachelorette party last year."

      “Oh, damn.” Miranda snickered, quickly adding, “Hang on just a sec.”

      Listening to the rushed murmuring of one of the best and smartest and caring people Freddie had ever met, she was ready to tell the bunny that she'd let her go when Miranda came back. "Sorry about that. We just finished a case out here in the middle of the swamp somewhere, and I had to call it in."

      “Oh, damn, I’ll let you go. Sorry…”

      “Oh, hush,” Miranda shushed with a giggle. “I always have time for you. Let me call Matt. I know he’s still at FUCN’A. He can run up and check on Delilah for us.”

      “Well, hell, I should’ve thought of that.”

      “No way, chica, then I couldn’t have been the superhero of this tale.” Laughing out the loud, the sound always making Freddie feel better, the bunny added, “Now, I do have to let you go. Sorry, but my bear is testy. It’s been at least three hours since he had anything to eat. Be safe and call me when you get back.”

      “How did you…”

      But Miranda had already hung up. Muttering to herself for the umpteenth time, how did she… son of a buckethead! She’d heard the sound of the engines. Bopping herself in the forehead with the heel of her hand, she snickered. "Note to self, create nonflammable insulation to silence the rumble inside the cabin of a jet. Rule number whatever—never let anyone know what you're doing till you want them to know. Where is my brain today?"

      On the impending shortage of your dear sweet coffee and thoughts of that sexy-ass honey badger…

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She answered her own wayward thoughts. “I seriously do not have time for this lovey-dovey crap right now.”

      But you want it…

      "Oh, shut up," she growled, shutting off that side of her brain, switching to her analytic side, which everyone called her super-computer because of its ability for total recall. Freddie named it her “little grey cells,” quoting the famous Belgian detective in her favorite old movies,

      She brought to mind the list of substances found by the crime scene techs, and she kept coming back to the wolfsbane. “Okay, so if I were an evil genius, or a dipshit looking to corner the market on the sweetest, dark liquid to ever be poured from a pot, why would I use wolfsbane?”

      Tapping her bottom lip while she bit the inside of her cheek, she said, “Well, we know it’s harmful to humans, shifters, anybody with a body chemistry close to homo sapiens, but all the antidotes are readily available. And even when it’s a threat to shifters, there’s a large percentage of us dual-natured hotties who aren’t bothered by it all. Let's see…"

      Her analysis was paused as she approached her destination and realized that a particularly weird-looking cloud was going to make her change course. Taking the jet left and making a wide circle, she flew over the burned-out coffee fields. Mile after mile of blackened stalks and soot-covered soil. It made her heart hurt not only for the coffee but also for the environment and all the living creatures she knew had perished.

      "I'll avenge y'all, my friends. I promise." Inhaling deeply, the fresh scent of coffee filling her senses, she was forced to groan. "That's just not fair. Something this horrible should not smell this good."

      Turning her attention back to the burned fields, she used her enhanced vision and the binoculars built into the lenses of her sunglasses. They were the coolest things ever. Something she and Willem had worked to perfect, the glassnoculars were only to be used by FUC Agents and were the godsend she’d intended for just such a mission.

      Making another, tighter circle, she dropped closer to the treetops on the perimeter of the fields. Just about to give up and land anyway, a flash in her peripheral vision had Freddie jerking the yoke to the right and pulling back as hard and fast as she could.

      Climbing higher and higher, listening for gunfire, a rocket launcher, hell, even a peashooter with good range, Freddie leveled off and banked left. Decelerating ever so slightly, she zeroed in on the exact spot of the flash.

      Tapping the arm of her glasses, increasing the magnification on her glassnoculars, it took less than a heartbeat to locate the source of the flare. "Debris," she hissed. "Glass and metal. Probably wood, too. Gotta check this shit out. Seems stupid, but so does everything else about this case."

      Heading straight for the most massive outcropping atop the smallest mountain in range, Freddie expertly landed her plane. Jumping out of the cockpit while the propeller was still spinning, she shoved her arms into the straps of her multi-colored camouflage backpack, giving it a wiggle to be sure it was in just the right spot.

      Walking to the edge of the outcropping, Freddie called to the being with whom she shared her soul, the winged tree frog and princess with major ‘tude, who she'd nicknamed Rainbow Bright because Raeanna Bree sounded way too formal and stuffy. It also helped that her wings were nothing short of a gorgeous kaleidoscope of the best colors when unfurled. "Hey, Bright, how about we take a spin? Check out what smells so good?"

      “Oh, now you need me, do you?” came the winged tree frog’s sassy reply. “That stupid machine was good enough for you an hour ago. You said you didn’t want to tire me out. Said you didn’t—”

      “Okay, smartass,” Freddie huffed. "I wanted to get here as quickly as possible, and you tend to, well, that is to say, oh fuck it, you dawdle, Bright. You want to stop and smell every damned flower, taste every dewdrop, look at—"

      “So, because I appreciate the beauty in the world, of life, of every living thing created by the Great Goddess Herself, I get left up here in the dark all the time? Is that what you’re saying, Winifred?”

      "Don't. Call. Me. Winifred," Freddie replied through gritted teeth, trying really hard not to snarl and failing miserably. “And I did not leave you trapped up there in the dark. You can see everything I see, every day, all the time, without fail. Stop with the drama queen act.”

      "I am not being a drama queen, I am a drama princess, because we are, in fact, the Princess of the Royal Blue Butterfly Frolic. We have been blessed by the Goddess. We are—”

      “Special little snowflakes,” Freddie scoffed with a very adamant roll of her eyes, which she was sure to turn inward so that her alter ego couldn't miss it. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know all about us. Now, can you—”

      “And about this thing with the honey badger. When exactly are you going to introduce yourself? Don’t you think you should at least get to know him before he expects you to start popping out little rainbow-striped furbabies with wings?"

      “Well, fuck, I hadn’t thought about that,” Freddie groused, instantly changing her tone and sighing wistfully. “I was just fantasizing about those big, strong arms wrapped around me, holding me close while we stare into each other’s eyes. And what the muscles in that super-fine ass will feel like when I get my hands on them. And if he knows how to kiss me till my thighs go up in flames… Do you think he knows how to kiss like the big, strong, burly, sex god he looks to be, Bright?” Fanning herself, suddenly way more turned on than a woman without a man by her side should ever be, Freddie blew out a long breath, letting the words ride her exhale. "Please, dear Goddess, tell me he knows how to kiss. Can you even remember the last time we were kissed by a man?"

      “No, I cannot,” Bright snapped way too matter-of-factly. “And I don’t think that’s what’s most important. First of all, you need him to understand who you are, that you are not cold-blooded, and that he is your mate, ordained by the Goddess and the Universe and the only man you are meant to ever be with… forever.”

      “Damn, girl, you are a serious buzz kill.”

      “No, I most assuredly am not,” her alter ego snapped. "I am a realist and here to keep you from leaping before you look and getting our collective asses in a sling we cannot get out of. And you know as well as I do that he is the first son of Janice Blackthorne, the Leader of the renowned Blackthorne Honey Badger Clan. We both read the file. And, as such, she, Janice Blackthorne, will forbid your mating to her son if she thinks you are cold-blooded, as your heritage initially suggests. She wants a gaggle of little Blackthornes running all over the countryside. It’s the way of the furry shifters. There is no denying that. The call to procreate cannot be denied.”

      “Well, shit, I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “I am aware.” Bright heavily sighed. “I am sure you remember, but it bears repeating that, for a large part of the time, pretty much always and forever, we share a brain.”

      “Yeah, the highlight of my life.”

      "And your sarcasm fills me with all the happy tingles, too."

      “No, you’re right. I’ll deal with my love life when we get back,” Freddie snapped in return, pulling herself together and shoving all thoughts of one very sexy, panty-melting honey badger to the back of her mind. "Now, hop to it, Princess Raeanna Bree. I bow to your excellence in flight and promise to keep my mouth shut until we are safely at the bottom of this mountain. Also, take a whiff once you're out here. The scent of sweet, sweet java is magnificent. Just don't think about why it's here or the black smoke polluting the air."

      "Guess that'll have to do."

      “You betcha. ’Cause that’s all you’re gettin’, hot stuff.”

      Giving the reins of her body and soul to her alter ego—the human-size frog with wings—and making sure her backpack was still secure, Freddie went back to working on the puzzle of the wolfsbane. The herbicide diquat made perfect sense. It killed everything it touched above ground—leaves, buds, the precious little coffee beans themselves. Glyphosate was a systemic herbicide. It would’ve killed the roots of those little beauties in less than twenty-four hours. Then there was pentachlorophenol that the lead scientist of the ICS—Investigation of the Crime Scene—Enzo, a really book-smart aardvark shifter who needed more practical experience, in her humble opinion, had told the boss didn't make sense.

      Yes, it does, dear Enzo, Freddie thought. Because the two herbicides together give the stupid dipshit trying to take away one of my top three reasons for living, my coffee, a ninety-nine-point-nine percent chance of killing every one of those precious little white-flowered, red-beaned, life-giving plants in one fell swoop. Can you say asshole? I know I can.

      Growling the last part, she finished her thought. Then to be sure he'd murdered them all, the shit-for-brains bad guy of my very own horror story made the easiest, cheapest, and from the amounts on that report,- biggest homemade bomb. Using fertilizer, gunpowder, and hydrogen peroxide finished off any of the leafed lovelies who fought hard to survive and, in its wake, left the ground unfertile for… for…

      Quickly calculating the amounts she'd seen in the report, she shouted in her mind, "Ten years? What the heck and hootenannies? Hurry up, Bright. We gotta figure this shit out, like yesterday. Just let me get my hands on the little SOB."

      “How do you know he’s little?” Rainbow Bright offhandedly asked.

      "Because they all are. If not in reality, in all the ways that matter."

      Bringing them in for a landing as smooth as creamy peanut butter on hot toast, Rainbow Bright happily chirped, “Your turn now,” before receding to the back of Freddie’s mind with a, "and you were right. The scent of roasting coffee is only tainted by the act of terrorism that caused it."

      Freddie returned to her human form and replied, “My thoughts exactly.”

      Shifting for the woman and her winged tree frog had always been precisely that seamless. Even from the first time, there'd been no pain, no dysphoria, nothing more than moving from the front to the rear and then back again in her soul. Freddie really felt sorry for the big, brawny shifters who'd told her how painful their change could be.

      “Wonder if it hurts when Buck shifts into his honey badger?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t know,” Bright sassed. “Because you didn’t talk to him before setting off on this foolhardy mission.”

      "Foolhardy? Exactly how is finding the asshole depriving the world—and me—of the greatest drink in the history of all history foolhardy? Tell me, Bright. Tell me now. Do you really want to be stuck with me for the rest of forever without the aid of caffeine in its most splendid form?"

      Sucking in a deep breath, she added before her alter ego could respond, "And if that's not enough, he's a murderer of at least three humans and of more little critters than we can ever ascertain the number of.”

      “I am not saying that, and you know it. I am simply voicing my opinion. Of course, all of that matters way more than your coffee consumption. I’ve been telling you to make the switch to green tea for a month of Sundays.”

      “And I’ve been telling you to get stuffed.”

      Completely ignoring that Freddie had even spoken, the winged tree frog kept going. “I think that coming out here alone, with no backup, in the back-ass of Nowhere, Brazil, in the middle of a valley surrounded by a mountain range where there is absolutely no cell reception was not your smartest move. And you, my dearest Freddie, are no dummy.”

      “Did I have a choice?”

      “You always have a choice, Freddie.’”

      “Yeah, well, up yours, too.”

      Slamming her mental blocks into place and securing them with the enchantment she’d inherited from her mother’s side of the family, the magic of the great witch and Celtic goddess, Cerridwen, Freddie gave a sassy retort of her own. “Now, just sit there and think about that, Miss Raeanna Bree, princess of my big round booty.”

      Shaking off her irritation and shoving aside the guilt she felt over putting Bright in time-out, Freddie dressed quickly, then opened her mind as far as it would go. Letting her eyes slide shut, she blocked the images of the one and only incredibly sexy honey badger, in the buff, spread out on her bed, waiting for her to join him, and focused on finding the exact location of the fire.

      "Thank the Goddess that I got a decent sense of smell from both Mom and Dad. Sure, I sometimes wish Pops would've been a wolf or a bear. Hell, I'd have taken chimp, anything with a few more muscles. It would've… Whoa, looky right there, folks. Got it on the first try. Give me a cookie. Preferably chocolate chip and dipped in coffee."

      Yep, gotta get this crisis under control. My brain is not firing on all cylinders.

      With her mind's eye locking on the smoldering rubble of what she immediately recognized as a rather large ranch-style hacienda, Freddie opened her real eyes—the two just above her nose—and with the map in her head, marched forward. Almost immediately entrenched in a dense forest of kapok-bearing ceiba trees enlaced with vines and creepers, she pulled out her machete. Designed by Willem, an Amur leopard shifter, the head of the FUCN'A Design and Development Division and one of her good friends, the machete went on every mission with her, even those in the middle of the city. However, she hadn't gotten to try the leopard's newest modification.

      Swinging the long sharp blade like it was a bat, she was Babe Ruth, and it was game seven of the 1932 World Series. From one slash to the next, a loud whir emanated from the leather-covered handle, and the machete started to vibrate in her hand. Stopping midstride and midstroke, Freddie felt her eyes open as wide as they would go when long, sharp spikes appeared, covering all the edges of the blade, and began to spin like a buzz saw.

      “Son of a biscuit eater!” she cheered. “Way to freakin’ go, Willem. You are the rock star of all rock stars. I’m gonna kiss you square on the lips the next time I see you.”

      Pushing through the rest of the thick foliage between her and the smoldering rubble, careful not to damage anything the creatures who called the woods home would need, Freddie stopped fifty yards after emerging from the dense foliage. Sliding her thumb up the inside of the handle, she happily mumbled, "And that's another reason why you're my brother from another mother, dear Willem. The simplicity of your designs does my heart good. Make the off switch the opposite of the on switch. Perfection."

      Stowing the machete back in her pack before digging out a bottle of water, Freddie used the guise of getting something to drink to engage her fantastic echolocation and keen sense of hearing. Although there weren't as many sounds as she was sure there'd been the day before, she quickly picked out the scritch of a sloth's long nails scratching across tree branches and the capybaras in their caves at least five miles behind her.

      "I see you looking at me through the leaves of that fern, little monkey," she whispered, smiling when the tiny guy's eyes opened even wider before he turned to scamper off.

      Tired of talking to herself and her conscience working overtime to make her feel like a real horse's ass, Freddie opened her mental shields and beamed, “Hey, Bright!”

      When no reply came, but she could see the winged tree frog pouting in the deepest corner of her mind, Freddie gave up and went straight to the apology portion of their scheduled programming. “I’m sorry, Bright. Really sorry. That was a dick move. Just ’cause I didn’t like what you were saying doesn’t mean I get to play the Wicked Witch of the West and lock you in the dungeon.”

      Watching as Rainbow Bright's head turned to the side, the beautiful shine of her emerald green and red-rimmed eyes slowly returning to their usual glowing luster, Freddie went in for the kill. “How about, to make it up to you, when we get home, I let you take our cadets out on a hang-gliding exercise? We’ll call it Professor Bright’s Intro to Riding the Winds.”

      Up on her tiny little webbed feet and doing pirouettes from one side of Freddie’s mind to the other, Rainbow Bright sang, “Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Oh, yes.” To the tune of Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus.”

      “Are you sure, Bright? I’d hate to have to twist your wing.” Freddie chuckled, a sense of relief washing over her that she and her alter ego were once again on good terms.

      “Oh, Freddie, you are such a…WATCH OUT!”

      And just like that, shit got really real.
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      “Come on, Buck,” his mother cajoled, her voice carrying that mom tone that meant she was about three-point-three seconds from demanding he tell her everything. Even her hand was cocked at the ready to bop him in the back of his head.

      Running his fingers through his hair for what seemed like the hundredth time, the honey badger took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Preparing to spill the beans, ready for the piles of shit his family would shovel—all in good fun—his prayers were answered. Just like that, he was saved.

      The huge wooden double doors at the front of the bar swung open. The scent of grizzly bear and saber-toothed bunny filled the air. Head popping up, eyes opening as wide as they would go, he’d never been happier to see two people in his own long life.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” Buck teased with loud laughter as he planted his hands on the bar and vaulted the scuffed wooden top in one easy move. Holding out his hand, the heels of his boots hitting the hardwood as he crossed the room, he greeted his friends with a cheery, “Long time, no see.”

      "Hell, yeah," Chase Brownsmith, the huge, usually grumpy and always direct grizzly bear, agreed. Grabbing Buck's hand, he added with a glare that had his bushy eyebrows completely covering his eyelids, "So long that you forgot my phone number."

      "Huh?" Buck was momentarily confused.

      Then it hit him like a ton of bricks, making him backpedal so fast his whole family started laughing and his brother Jack shouted, "Kick his ass, Chase."

      “Oh, shit, no…” Shaking his head, trying to extract his hand from the unrelenting grip of the grizzly bear, he scrambled to explain to the old family friend. “It’s not like that. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. I mean ever since Shauna joined that other Agency, I’d been thinkin’ about doin’ somethin’ besides sittin’ around here and runnin’ a bar.”

      Nervously scratching at the stubble covering his jaw as he wondered if Chase was ever going to let go of his hand, the honey badger’s rambling explanation continued, getting faster with every word. “You know how it is. I missed the action. Wanted to be doing something that made a difference.”

      Snapping his head to the side and looking right at his mother and brothers, he winked. "Goddess knows, Mom, Jack, and Spence have got this place under control. They only put up with me ’cause they’ve got to.”

      Turning back to the couple only when his mom smiled and nodded, Buck looked to Miranda, Chase's wife, and a saber-toothed bunny shifter for support. "It all happened so fast. I made a call. Talked to a recruiter, and within two hours, they emailed me all the entrance stuff. Said that I was fast-tracked because of my extensive military background."

      "Guess they needed somebody to blow shit up," Spencer heckled from the background
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