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        Former villain. Reluctant hero. One last mission.

      

        

      
        Anson Rossi walked away from his life as Dr. Grimm’s loyal henchmen, but not before his sister Ariel was taken as leverage. Now branded as an enemy of FUC, the quick-footed and stealthy shrew has no allies, no backup, and no time. His only hope? A sharp-tongued, suspiciously sexy ASS agent who may be the best, if not the most infuriating, partner he’s ever had.

      

        

      
        Avian Soaring Society Agent Nari Lee is deep undercover, pretending to go rogue to earn Anson’s trust. But her target is more than just a large appetite and even larger guilt: the ex-henchman is smart, grounded, and hiding a heart that might just shake her razor-sharp focus. Nari’s used to seeing danger from miles away and she knows better to fall for a former villain, but tell that to her senses that spark every time he’s near.

      

        

      
        Can two spies with everything to lose work together to save Anson’s sister in time? Or will old loyalties and unexpected feelings doom the mission before it begins?

      

      

      

      Does this premise and world seem familiar? That’s because it is based off the Eve Langlais Furry United Coalition. Eve Langlais has invited her author friends to come and play in her world. To find out more,  visit worlds.EveLanglais.com.
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      “It’s perfect,” declared Agent Nari Lee from the Avian Soaring Society—ASS, for short.

      “Except for the fact that you don’t work for the Furry United Coalition,” Clarice Tertius—hawk shifter and former ASS agent, now, after many years, FUC—replied dryly. “In fact, if I recall correctly, you showed up here at the Academy uninvited, trying to recruit for the ASS training facility in Australia.” She stared Nari down with her piercing aqua eyes. That gaze said she was anything but amused.

      It was true. Nari had ventured to the Furry United Coalition Newbie Academy—FUCN’A—on ASS business, but in all fairness, where there were bird shifters, ASS would be involved. And FUCN’A had been racking up quite a population of bird shifters recently. They were all fair game for ASS recruitment as far as Nari was concerned.

      “I have to admit there is a certain something to Agent Nari’s plan.” Academy Director Alyce Cooper tapped her chin thoughtfully. Prior to speaking, she appeared carved from onyx, sitting quietly and taking the plan in. “The shrew has been reluctant to talk, and I can’t delay his imminent incarceration any longer.”

      “I think there’s a good chance that Grimm entrenched a great distrust of FUC in Anson,” Nari replied excitedly. Normally, Nari would have been cautious in front of the tall and imposing Alyce, but luckily for her, the director understood the direness of the situation. “By all accounts, Grimm prefers avian shifters, and may be one himself, so Anson might be more primed to trust a bird.” Nari wanted to add that she was just the bird for the job, but didn’t want to be too bold. Not yet anyway.

      “Then send me in to do it,” Clarice snapped. Her words were nearly as clipped and sharp as the angles of her face.

      That made Nari laugh. “Even if the shrew is completely ignorant of the inner workings of FUC, do you really think you’d get far in an undercover operation?”

      “With all due respect, Agent Tertius, you’re a legend.” Agent Cassandra Sparks quickly spoke up before Nari put her foot in her mouth even further. “It’s one thing to get Anson to believe that an ASS agent wants to help him escape FUC custody but a whole other to make Dr. Grimm believe it, too. And certainly the evil doctor would know who you are.”

      The words flowed flawlessly from the showbird. Nari smiled gratefully at her friend and mentor. She was pleased to see Cass in such a good place—something that Nari had, until recently, been unsure of. Nari’s worry about Cass had prompted this scheme to get her an ASS-covered trip from Australia to Canada. As far as her bosses knew, Nari was attempting to recruit every bird shifter who lived at the Academy under FUC care—there was a surprising number of them, thanks to the rampant experiments being run by evil scientists hidden in the Rocky Mountains. Nari’s superiors wanted the rescued bird shifters to join the flock, as it were, and stop associating with the “Furry Unworthy Cretins.” Besides, who better to help recuperating birds than their fellow feathered cousins? What could the furbrains at FUC know about avian shifters? At least that was what she’d thought back in Australia.

      She’d given up her efforts pretty quickly after it became clear that not only was FUC taking great care of all of their rescued patients, but also that no one wanted to be ripped away from the only friends some of them had in the whole world.

      Nari could understand that. She knew exactly how hard it was to be away from someone you’d bonded with. Which was why she’d let her bosses go on thinking she was still in recruitment mode, while she’d actually been catching up with Cass and helping her on the Grimm case. It was a bonus that Cass’s boyfriend, FUCN’A professor and agent, Grayson Stone, was also working on the case, because it let Nari have a chance to check him out and get to know that FUC really wasn’t as bad as the old guard at ASS would have the world think.

      In fact, Grayson Stone seemed like a pretty nice guy, one who made Cass happier than Nari had ever seen her. Cass had a permanent glow around her, which just heightened Cass’ already spectacular features. Nari wished she had even an ounce of style and class that the peahen had. Cass always looked fashionable at the office, no matter the time of day. Nari was envious of the beautiful agent in some ways. Nari hated attention and standing out. She’d rather blend into the background. Maybe it was her eagle sensibility, believing it was easier to surprise prey if you didn’t stand out.

      “Being an outsider would allow Agent Lee to leverage the tension over FUCN’A’s new aviary and ASS’s mistaken belief that we’re trying to expand into their territory,” Director Cooper mused as she steepled her fingers. She pursed her lips briefly before continuing. “It would more than account for why an ASS agent would actively try to sabotage a FUC investigation.”

      Nari opened her mouth to object at the ASS slander, but Cass placed a hand over hers in a silent gesture to keep her mouth shut while she was ahead. Nari clamped her teeth together for fear that unwanted words would pop out despite Cass’s silent advice. She’d spent too much time on the other side of the ocean, not interacting with FUC, to be used to the politics of these delicate situations. Cass had far more experience, being as ASS agent on loan to FUC for many years now.

      Alyce peered closely at Nari. Nari tried not to squirm while under the intense gaze of the llama shifter. “You really believe the shrew’s story?”

      “Don’t you?” Nari asked. Anson had been apprehended after helping Dr. Grimm recapture Gabrielle Crowe, a shifter staying at WANC that FUC was helping to rehabilitate after Grimm experimented on her. Nari had been part of the team who’d captured him, and she’d also been sitting in on his interrogations.  “It’s clear as daylight that the only thing he can think about is saving his sister. When he’s confronted with the atrocities he committed at Grimm’s behest, he shows true guilt and remorse.” With her eagle eyes, she excelled at picking up even the slightest nonverbal communication. She could spot a liar a mile away. Anson spoke the truth—when he did speak.

      “He’s not given us anything to help us find his sister. He didn’t come to us when she was taken. Instead, he aligned himself with Grimm,” Alyce countered as she leaned back in her chair, looking every bit as imposing as her nearly six-foot frame.

      “I won’t deny that, at times, he seems protective of Grimm, but I believe it’s because he’s being protective of his sister. As long as Grimm has Ariel, Anson looks at them as a package deal.” And if they didn’t get him to crack soon, FUC would be giving up on trying to work with him. If that happened, that would significantly reduce the odds of finding Anson’s sister and whoever else Grimm was currently experimenting on. The thought formed a knot of disgust in Nari’s stomach.

      In observing the interrogations, Nari had seen there was more to Anson than met the eye, and when this undercover mission had come to her mind, she knew it was the right decision. Anson deserved a chance to make the right choices. Even if he needed a little theatrical push to do so.

      It seemed Alyce agreed, too, as she gave the operation the green light, and soon Nari was heading out of FUCN’A on her first solo undercover mission. In one hand, she carried the device that would disable Anson’s ankle monitor. In the other, the keys to Cass’ sporty red car.

      “Are you sure you want me to borrow your car?” Nari asked as Cass directed her through the parking lot. Cass took great care of her vehicle, and Nari was afraid of bringing it back with even a scratch on it.

      “Sure.” Cass shrugged unconvincingly, and her short, red curly hair bounced with the motion. “Anything to help the mission. I want to nab this guy so badly.”

      “We’re going to get him,” Nari vowed. “I know Anson wants to help, and I know I’ll be able to get him to open up, and then we’re going to stop Grimm from ever hurting anyone again.” Nari was determined to put Dr. Grimm out of business permanently and rescue all his captives. She was sick of the broken people he was leaving in his wake.
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      Anson Rossi lay on the gross bed of the crummy motel where he and Agent Lee had stopped for the night. He still couldn’t believe he’d agreed to go with her, but what choice did he have?

      After what he’d done, he’d been surprised that FUC hadn’t thrown him straight into their jail. He’d been impressed with the sympathy they’d shown him when he confessed that he’d only broken into the Academy and kidnapped a student because he was under duress.

      “He has my sister,” Anson had said as they cuffed him.  He’d thought they’d tell him to shut it, but instead, they asked for more info.

      That was when Anson remembered to zip it. He’d played Dr. Grimm’s game for this long, and he couldn’t fold now. Not when he still had no idea where Grimm was keeping Ariel, or what he was doing to her. Not when he wasn’t sure if he could trust FUC. Even if they did want to help him find Ariel, he had no way of knowing that they could succeed in saving her from Grimm. Not when the doctor had evaded them this long already.

      So he refused to play ball with FUC. Interrogation after interrogation, he told them he had no information to help them in their case against the doctor.

      Then Nari showed up at the motel where FUC was keeping him. He’d seen her at the interrogations, though she’d always been in the back, seemingly paying more attention to her nails than the conversation. FUC introduced her to him in a less-than-friendly way.

      “Agent Nari Lee is with the ASS,” the hound dog shifter named Agent Stone had explained. “Because Dr. Grimm has been experimenting on many fowl creatures, we’re allowing Agent Lee to observe our meetings as a courtesy to ASS. But make no mistake. You’re in FUC territory, it’s FUC you’ll be working with, and FUC will be taking down Grimm.”

      And though she never asked any questions or participated in the interrogation, Anson couldn’t keep his eyes from wandering toward her. She was average height but always sat straight and tall, staring at him with brown eagle eyes. Her dark hair shone under the harsh fluorescent lights, her mouth never once turning up in a smile. It had him wondering what a smile from Nari Lee might look like…

      And then she showed up at his hotel door, barging in to remove his ankle monitor and declaring, “Unless you want every FUC and ASS agent to pounce on you in the next ten minutes, I suggest we leave.”

      He had no time to think. Nari was offering him his last chance to save his sister. So he followed her out to the red sports car, and after they’d hopped in, she peeled out of the motel parking lot and out of the rinky-dink town that was home to the FUC Academy.

      And that was how he ended up in the next disgusting motel room, waiting for Nari to return with food. It felt like his situation hadn’t changed much—minus the ankle monitor.

      What am I doing? he asked himself for what seemed like the millionth time.

      Doing whatever I can to save Ariel. It was the answer he’d given himself for months now.

      He fidgeted uncomfortably on the bed. The comforter appeared free of pests and creepy crawlies, but Anson feared what a black light might show. He felt dirty just thinking about it—and not the good, natural kind of dirty or the even better, kinky kind of dirty. As a shrew shifter, Anson felt at home in actual dirt, but in disgusting places like this motel room, he wanted to line everything with a buffer of plastic wrap. Rolling around in fresh earth would be a step up from this place. He had to wash his hands five times in a row to feel clean enough after touching anything in the room. If they stayed long enough, the skin on his hands would probably crack and bleed from all the hand scrubbing. He was not looking forward to any of that.

      He laughed bitterly at his thoughts. Dry hands were really the least of his worries. He was a fugitive on the run from the Furry United Coalition while also likely a wanted target of the evil Dr. Grimm, who still had Ariel in his clutches. He was a dead man walking.

      “Why are you doing this?” he’d asked Nari as she drove the sports car way too fast.

      “Because FUC thinks they’re so smart, but the writing’s on the wall. There’s no way you’re going to reveal what you know to them, and they know it. They were talking about giving up on trying to work with you and locking you up.” Her cute nose wrinkled up in disgust.

      “I figured my time was about up,” he’d admitted. “But why didn’t you let it happen, then?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know if you know this, but FUC and ASS have a long history of animosity toward each other. I happen to know one thing they’d especially hate would be having ASS break this case, especially using an asset that they previously had in their clutches.”

      “So, you’re using me,” he concluded.

      “You got a problem with that?” she challenged, her brown eyes sweeping over him as if daring him to respond. “If you’ll recall from when we first met, I already told you that I don’t trust you. So it should come as no surprise to you that this isn’t some bleeding-heart mission. It’s a tit-for-tat scenario. I’m helping you so you can get your sister back. And you’ll be helping me to get a one-up on FUC—Foolish and Uncouth Creatures.”

      He’d laughed at her butchering of the FUC acronym. Though, as a shrew, he was aligned with the furry agents, he had always been one who desired a certain level of sophistication.

      He liked his odds of being on the run with one agent better than the whole of FUC, though. Grimm might actually reach out to him if he weren’t surrounded by armed guards. But where could he start? How involved was he ready to let Agent Lee become? He hardly knew her, and she had clearly stated her disdain for him, but even so, he knew that if Grimm had his way, he’d take Nari prisoner as he did everyone else.

      And Anson had had enough of delivering innocent people to Grimm in hopes of getting Ariel back.

      I’ve gotta figure out a way to be free of him. Anson scratched his head, looking at the brownish stains on the yellowed ceiling as he lay on the bed, absorbing his situation.

      He jumped when the door to the motel room popped open without warning.

      Nari strode in, whipping a lock of silky black hair over her shoulder like a model in a hair products commercial. “What are you up to?” she asked, narrowing her brown eyes at him while juggling a bag of fast food and two fountain drinks. Those eagle eyes missed nothing and almost seemed like they could read his mind. He hoped not, or he was a dead shrew.

      “Nothing,” he snapped, a little too defensively. “I’m trying to not get a disease from this bed,” he added dryly. Anson pushed himself up off the springy mattress, dusting his chino pants off as if doing so did anything to decontaminate his clothing. Wiping his hands on his pants a few times only partially quelled the rising anxiety about the possibility of being unclean. He knew it didn’t make sense, but it helped ease his nerves, so he did it. He hoped Nari didn’t notice some of his quirks. Not only could they be embarrassing, but he also didn’t want her to exploit his weaknesses.

      “That’s not what I mean,” Nari said with an edge to her voice, which meant she heard the sarcasm. She put the food on the small, round table next to the window that gave them a nice view of the cracks and lines of grass in the asphalt in the parking lot. When they’d first pulled in, Anson thought for sure the motel was abandoned, and he’d told Nari as much.

      “It’s open,” she’d said, pointing to the open sign lit up in the office window.

      “Is this the only place around here? Maybe we should keep going to the next town⁠—”

      “I’m sorry. Is this place too grungy for His Highness?” she’d interrupted him. “Well, beggars can’t be choosers.”

      “I don’t remember doing any begging,” he’d muttered.

      She’d ignored his remark. “Not that I owe you an explanation, but just so you know, I chose this place because it’s not likely to be one of the first places FUC would check. Now, if you’d like to keep traveling on the highway and increase our risk of being caught by the agents looking for us, then you’re welcome to head out on foot. But I’m staying here.”

      “You have that look on your face again,” Nari said, interrupting his thoughts. Her voice was silk yet cut through the brief silence like a well-sharpened blade. Even when she slid back into interrogation mode, her voice left the hair on his arms standing on end. Anson couldn’t put his finger on how or why his body responded to her in this way. How could he possibly find an agent attractive? Especially one who was a bird of prey shifter who probably had dreams of eating small critters? He shook the image from his mind.

      “What look?” he asked, keeping the defensiveness out of his voice this time. He let a facade of innocence slide across his face, the one a puppy would give its owner when it didn’t want them to know it had just rooted through the trash. He didn’t like the idea of her reading his thoughts. He liked even less the smug look on her face when she felt she knew better than he did.

      They’re all like that, he thought to himself. He’d heard Grimm griping about FUC enough times to know they had a reputation for arrogance and superiority complexes. Nari also liked to bemoan the shaggy agents, but Anson found it ironic because she was no more humble than they were. It was clear Nari thought she knew everything. FUC or ASS, the agents he met all had that air about them. Anson stopped himself from rolling his eyes at the thought. Her eagle eyes would catch the gesture and jump on him for it, and though he bet she’d look really cute when angry, Anson decided not to test her patience for the time being.

      “The look that means you have a lot on your mind. It might help you to talk about it,” Nari said with a shrug that he thought meant to convey indifference. His ears prickled at the slight change in the tone of her voice, as though her pretense of friendliness was slipping. He kept his face impassive, but suspicion swirled inside of him.

      Is this an interrogation tactic? Anson’s mental wall slid back up to protect him. He’d rather share his deep and dark thoughts with an actual snake. He redirected the conversation. “It would help if I could eat.”

      “I know, I know, you said it enough times. ‘As a shrew shifter, I need lots of calories a day.’” She pulled out a silver-foil-wrapped burger and handed it over. The delicious scent wafted over to him, and his stomach growled in response. Without another word, he snatched the burger.

      “There’s four more where that came from and some fries too…” Her voice trailed off as Anson focused fully on unwrapping the burger and chowing down.

      He’d finished in a few bites before returning to his senses. Nari had apparently been watching him as she sipped from the straw of the fountain drink, making her best duck face, before pulling another silver wrapper from the bag. She unwrapped the hamburger and took a bite.

      Nari’s eyes hardly left his face, as if searching for what he wasn’t saying. She said nothing, yet kept her eyes on him as she dug into her food. She looked every bit the bird of prey nibbling on a carcass in her talons.

      Anxious for her to stop looking at him like she was trying to read his thoughts, he threw out the first excuse that came to mind. “What is the plan here? Are you expecting me to take you to Grimm’s lair? Because I gotta be honest. Firstly, I don’t have any idea where he’s moved to, and secondly, I think it would be a really bad idea for you to go up against him on your own. At any time, he could have a ton of people working for him, ready to take down agents like you.” Anson riffled through the paper bag, ignoring the dark patches of grease spreading on its surface like a rash. He pulled out a container filled with yellow fries. Their salty scent made his mouth water.

      “How about I worry about me, and you worry about finding Grimm. You don’t know where he moved to, but word has it that you’re good at tracking. So track.”

      “Rumors of my prowess may have been overexaggerated,” he admitted before stuffing a handful of fries into his mouth. His stomach grumbled its approval. High-calorie food was heaven to him. Especially when he was starving.

      “Good to know.” Her delicate chin tilted toward the ceiling. She looked deep in thought. Her face was the perfect size for Anson to cup it with his hands, to hold her close and...

      He banished the thought as quickly as it popped into his brain. If she noted the change coming across his face, she didn’t let on. Anson unwrapped his second burger and took a large bite. He couldn’t possibly think of how cute Nari looked if he was busy focusing on his food.

      “I should go back to my house,” he finally suggested. “If I have access to my encrypted network, I can see if Grimm has sent me any messages.” Grimm hadn’t reached out to Anson via cell phone, most likely staying silent to avoid giving FUC any possibility of tracking him.

      “Not alone, you’re not. I’m not letting you give me the slip.”

      “Fine.” The butterflies in his stomach coalesced into a ball of heavy concrete. Nari wasn’t exactly his friend, and if he took her back to his place, there would be no turning back. What if he gave up too much? What would Dr. Grimm do to Ariel if he found out Anson was working with an ASS agent? The thought made him nauseous.

      “Where is it?” she asked.

      “It’s a few towns over, maybe an hour or two from here.” Sharing that much felt like he was giving up too much information. Though, if he told Nari about his house, he had to tell her where it was. Still, he hung his head. It was a step he couldn’t turn back from, and one that had him feeling like he betrayed Dr. Grimm. Would his sister still be safe if the evil scientist knew he was providing an ASS agent with real information? Or was he playing with fire, risking Ariel’s life? He’d seen some of Grimm’s experiments. They were messed up, some of them unable to be a part of regular society again. If he did that to Ariel… Anson realized Nari was looking at him as if waiting for a response. “Did you say something?”

      She snorted out a laugh. “I said we’ll head there tomorrow morning. That gives us the night to lay low here in hopes of not running into any FUC when we get back on the road.” She polished off the rest of her hamburger before pulling out her container of fries.

      “Yeah, the sooner, the better.” Anson put his food down. Thoughts of his sister becoming one of the doctor’s mutated experiments had him losing his appetite. The ball of anxiety in his stomach weighed heavily, feeling more like he’d eaten concrete. He started wiping unseen dirt off his pants, hardly noticing he was doing it.

      Dr. Grimm had taken Ariel over three months ago. What shape would she be in when Anson found her?

      If he found her.
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