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  Chapter one
What It Takes to be a Renegade


They don’t call us Renegades for nothing! That’s what I’ll tell Henry when he walks in. Henry’s office is dimly lit. His huge desk and leather chair sit before me, empty. He just called me in here. Where could he be? I fiddle around with the tie around my neck. It’s decorated with foxes, grey cats, and plants. I swish my fluffy, grey cat tail around on the floor. 
Henry walks in holding a coffee cup with steam coming off it. Various pictures hang along his office walls. Pictures of his first team and everyone in between, then and now, hang gracefully. He’s had this place for a long time. Way longer than I’ve been alive. 
His eyes are a dark green and worn. He’s got a dark grey smoky coat of fur. Some animals say I look like him, just fluffier and a lighter grey than he is. He sits in his chair, eyeing me. His eyes raise up and down as I talk and he puts his paw over his mouth as I explain myself. 
“Listen, Comrade. I know you did your best, but I don’t know if you’re ready to go out in the field yet or not,” Henry says. 
“But, Henry! You said I passed my practice mission. Even some of the originals praised my work.”
“Oh, I did. Didn’t I?”
“Yes, I turned twenty today. You said if I passed the practice mission and written exam on the laws of The City, I could become a Renegade Operative. I’m so ready to help the animals of The City. Be just like you.”
His eyes widen at the statement. He puts his mug of coffee down. Number One Boss is written across with red letters. Henry gets up and begins walking around his office. His sleek tail drags behind him. He goes over to his bay window that lets in most of the light in the room. His tail waves for me to join him. 
Getting up from my chair, I make my way over to him. He puts his tail on my shoulder as we look out at The City together. Towering buildings surround us, followed by sidewalks so the residents can pass through safely. A mother fox walks down with her pups in a stroller. A young cat couple walks, the lady holding on to the fella’s arm as they chat. A mother opossum sits at a light blue table with an umbrella eating ice cream while her babies dangle off her. The City is full of such biodiversity. 
“You see all these creatures, Comrade? It’s our job to protect them. Keep evildoers away so the innocent can live in peace. Part of my job as your guardian is to keep you safe as well. Also, one of the team said you brought a grappling hook to the mission and flew around The Forest. What were you thinking?” Henry says. 
“I brought it in case I fell off a cliff or tree, I wouldn’t get hurt or die. I could just zip back up.”
He proceeds to put his paw up to his face, pinching the middle of his nose. A grunt escapes his mouth. For a moment, he frowns, then a smile appears. A slight giggle escapes from him. 
“Comrade, I’m just worried about your safety. You’ve always been…smaller than the rest. I don’t want someone to overpower you. If something were to happen to you, I couldn’t forgive myself.”
“Henry, please. You let Zack join last year and he’s your grandson. If he can join, I can too.”
“He’s a big fella though and has a little one to support. I don’t put him on dangerous missions. Knowing you, those would be the ones you’d want to go on.”
I tap myself on the forehead. Of course that’s it! Those are the fun ones. Henry gives me a slight frown at the enthusiasm. 
“Ding! Ding!”
“See! It’s like you’re drawn to danger.”
Henry stops, staring back out the window. He sighs while walking back and forth. His eyes close tight before standing tall in front of me. 
“Since you passed your exams and are now of operative age, I suppose I owe you a real mission. I do have a proposition for you. If you fail at this mission, I will promote you but you will do paperwork. You’ll do office work similar to what Zack does. You’d still get paid good money but you wouldn’t be out on the field. Sound like a deal?”
He sticks out a paw. I grasp it and we shake. A huge smile rushes across my face. My tail flails around for a second. 
“Sure thing, Henry! I’ll pass. You’ll see. You’re the one I learned all my skills from, so I can’t fail. Then you can put me on more missions and I can help more animals.”
I glance over next to the window. A beautiful portrait of a Blue Point Siamese cat towers above us in the corner of Henry’s office. Her eyes glisten, almost as if they are real. Her fur sways in the painting. Henry’s had this piece of art since I was a kid. I wonder what significance she holds. Was she part of his original team? Past perhaps? 
Henry lets out a little laugh under his gruff voice. He walks over to a picture of his original team. I stand by him to see it clearly. Henry stands front and center with many types of creatures. As I glance at the photo, Henry looks proud. Henry, a red fox, a grey wolf, and a Siamese cat stand in front of the building. They all have hopeful looks and smiles on their faces. Henry looks to be around the same age as myself.
“These here. They really made this place. Too bad many have fallen over the years. I hate seeing them leave. Everyone here is my family and I love them all. I don’t want to lose any more family. Sometimes, I even think of retiring.”
An audible gasp leaves my mouth. Henry retiring? No way! He’s too important to ever leave this place. He’s so good at his job. I don’t think anyone else could do it better than him. 
“You can’t retire, Henry. You got to keep on protecting everyone, both City and Forest. You’re good at your job. It’s what you were meant to do.”
He looks down, shaking his head back and forth. He pulls me in for a hug and I return the favor. Henry isn’t the hugging type. I’m glad he is now. Feels nice. 
He motions for me to sit back down at his desk, so I sit. He sits in his brown, leather chair and twiddles his fingers around one another. 
“I’ll assign you a partner and mission later today. I do have a surprise for you. I think you’ll like it. I’m going to be taking you to Mama Sandy’s Pizzeria later for dinner this evening. Twenty is a big year if you ask me. Meet me after work at five o’clock at the pizzeria. Got it?”
“You didn’t have to do that for me, Henry. Thank you. You’ve always been there for me.”
We shake paws as I get up off the chair. While we shake, Henry gives me a smile. I start my way out of the office. 
“Before you go, have you been seeing that nice lady I recommended for your, uh, family troubles? I know your mother has been a hot topic for you lately. Being an adult and knowing the situation you were in more fully can be a bitter pill to swallow. I think it would help.”
“No. Not yet. I don’t think I need to see anyone, Henry. I’m perfectly content with everything. Really.”
“The offer always stands. No shame from me if you need it. I should probably see someone too.”
I walk out of Henry’s office, closing the door quietly behind me. As I turn, a long hallway lays before me. Red carpet lines the floors to his office. It’s soft on the bottoms of my feet. Henry says this building was a hotel, then a mall before it became Renegades. This floor was the movie theater part of the mall. Henry gets the red-carpet experience. The walls are full of pictures of anyone who has ever worked here. Young. Old. Short. Tall. All kinds. 
A young grey tabby kitten skips down the hallway in a pink tutu. Quietly, I sneak up behind her, letting out a small boo. She jumps and squeals. Her baby blue eyes shoot me daggers. Her right one has the same mark as Henry and her dad. She slaps me with her little arms while laughing. 
“Not funny, Uncle Comrade! Imma tell Daddy on you!” says little Maggie.
“I’m not afraid of your daddy. You know, back when we were kids, I used to scare him. All the time. It was quite funny,” I say smugly. 
A medium push hits my back. I jump as I look behind me. A tall, grey tabby with brown mixed in his fur stands before me. He has blue eyes and a red mark on his right eye just like Henry. He smirks at me and I smile back. In his paws float four happy birthday balloons. 
“Might want to refrain from your story there, Brother. Might come back to bite you,” Zack says in a mocking tone. 
He paws me the balloons and I hug him in return. Zack towers over me. He must’ve gotten that from Henry’s daughter or her mate. Henry isn’t this tall. Though, I’ve never seen either of them. 
“You didn’t have to do that, Zack. You should have spent the money on her.”
I point down to little five-year-old Maggie. Her blue eyes beam up at me as she rushes over to give me a hug. I hug in return, swinging her around. She laughs and so does Zack. 
“It’s a big birthday this year for you. You’ll become a real Renegade. I’m proud of you. I’m glad you finally get to join the club. Feels like just yesterday we were scrubbing toilets and watching the originals train to one day be like them,” Zack says. 
“I feel the same. I got to go. My shift ends in a few and Henry is taking me for pizza later. Thank you guys for the balloons.”
“You’re very welcome. Enjoy your birthday, Comrade. See you around.”
My stomach rumbles as I walk past the two. Down the hall, a tall snack machine sits beside the break room. Many snacks sit before me behind glass, waiting to be eaten. Which one shall I get? Hmm. 
In the break room, my ears pick up on two operatives conversating back and forth. I pay no mind until the name “Comrade” is mentioned. With ears perked, I listen in. 
“Can you believe Henry is actually letting Comrade have a practice mission? Hasn’t he had to bail him out enough over the years?” I hear a fella say. 
“Oh yeah. I know. He was always getting into fights and such when he was in school. What if he starts up here?” a lady says. 
“Henry should have led him somewhere else. I know he feels responsible for him but his troubled past may come back to bite Henry in his tail.”
What?
“Did you know he dyes the top of his head fur light grey like the rest of him? If he didn’t, he’d look just like his criminal father. A head full of dark grey fur. It’s only a matter of time before he ends up like him or his troubled mother. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”
My ears drop at their conversation. I look up, seeing my reflection in the vending machine glass. A few dark grey furs stick out on the top of my head. Oh no! I tuck them under the rest of my fur to the best of my ability. 
No longer hungry, I make my way down to the elevator. They don’t think I have what it takes to be a Renegade. They never have. I thought this was a place for second chances. For new starts. I have every right to be here as they did. Why does everyone seem to doubt me?
Shaking my head, I get to the elevator. I head down to the ground floor. It goes down and stops to pick someone up. A tall grey and white cat gets on. The tip of his tail is white along with his muzzle, stomach, paws, and feet. He wears a black suit top that isn’t buttoned. His eyes are a dark green and he gives me a nervous smile. 
“What’s your name? I haven’t seen you around here before,” I ask.
“Oh. I’m Kit E. Evans. I’ve been here for a while. Henry just sends me on a lot of missions around town,” Kit says. 
“That’s so cool! I’m going on my first mission soon. Henry is assigning me a partner to go on missions with.”
“Exciting. Here’s my stop.”
The doors open, exposing the lobby area. A large, circular desk lays a few feet from the elevator. Mrs. Orange sits in a rolling chair, chatting with others over the phone. Many operatives walk about the place conversating with one another. Each wears some type of professional clothing. Kit makes his way out of the elevator. I keep his pace. He gives me a nervous smile as we walk towards the main entrance. 
“Mine too. Where are you heading to, Kit?”
“Um, the pizzeria later today. What about you?”
“Me too. What are the odds?”
We both exit the building. Kit makes his way to the left while I go right. As I walk down the block, I walk past many animals. They give out friendly waves and hellos. The buildings tower over us like the trees do in The Forest. Windows shine, revealing animals working behind them. I get past all the work buildings and start to hit apartments. A few more footsteps forward and I hit mine.
The apartment is a light blue color. Five small steps pop up to my door. I reach in the pocket of my tie to get a fox shaped key out. I put it in the door and unlock. Darkness greets me before I flick on some lights. 
Not too much is around. Some game systems and a TV sit on a stand. On shelves sit old college psychology books with some odd nick-nacks I’ve found in old stores. One is a really long grey cat with green gem eyes. Next to it is a figure of a cat dumpster diving. I think they are neat. 
I enter in my room, walking past a large bed. The walls are a light blue color, like that of the sky. The bathroom sits in the corner of the room.
My reflection greets me. My eyes shine a light green. Those sneaky furs are still sticking out on the top of my head. Nothing a little fur dye can’t fix. I stick a few drops on the furs and they instantly turn a light grey. That should keep them at bay for a while. 
A bed sits in the center of my room covered in soft, white sheets. I flop over on it, rolling on the cloud-like bed. Looking up at the ceiling, glow in the dark stars spread across the ceiling. The moon sits in the middle of them. They were here when I moved in. I thought they were neat, so I left them alone. The way they shine when I turn the lights out helps me sleep. It’s like I’m out star gazing inside.
A few hours are to be killed while I wait to meet Henry. I wonder who my partner will be. I hope they’re nice and don’t judge me because of my size or past. Hiring me has been such a debate between Henry and his team since I was young. They thought I was too troubled to have around. That I would cause too much trouble around the office. Henry gave me a chance and I will never forget that. He said that’s what this place is all about, second chances. I couldn’t agree more!
The hours pass by fast and I make my way over to Mama Sandy’s Pizzeria. I walk past many nice creatures as I walk down The City. Lights line the sidewalks. I swirl around one and jump off. 
Finally, I get to the pizzeria. Her outside lights are on with a red neon light that says “Come on in.” A doorbell rings from the top of the door. Upon entering, I notice the nice fella I met earlier sitting in a corner booth. I go over to him while I wait for Henry. 
“Hello. Kit, was it? What are you doing here tonight?”
“Yeah. I’m waiting on Henry. How about you?”
“The same thing! Can I sit with you until he gets here?”
“Sure thing.”
Kit sits in a red booth with a wooden table attached to it. He pats the seat next to him and I sit by him. He looks away from me, twiddling his fingers together. His ears fall back and his tail twitches. 
“So, you’ve worked at Renegades for a while you say? I see you have an operative badge. I’ve always wanted one of those,” I ask him.
“Yes. I’ve been on the third floor. He sends me out on smaller missions usually. He said someday, he might make me part of the Elite Squad. He says I have the leadership skills; I just need to get out of my shell a bit more,” Kit says in a low tone. 
“Well, if you’d like, I can be your friend and help you get out of your shell. I used to have one when I was a kid but I broke out of it.”
We both hear the doorbell ring and in comes Henry. He goes up to the front to pay for the meal before. He searches around, finding us a second later. He comes over and sits in front of the two of us. I smile up at Henry and he smiles back. 
“I see you two have met already. Good. I have a surprise for the two of you. I’m not sure how you’ll react to it but here it goes.”
Henry stops for a moment and pulls out a few pieces of paper. He puts them on the table facing us. We stare up at him, not sure what we’re looking at. It has graphs and blood types on it but the writing is too small to see the rest. I squint trying to read it all. 
“I’ll explain. I’ve noticed the two of you have traits that resemble each other. Neither of you knew your birth fathers very well, so I took the liberty to test the two of you to see if you guys were related. Turns out, you two are half-brothers. You both have the same father. Surprise!”
My eyes widen as I look over at Kit. His mouth is agape, so I close it for him. He looks over at me, not sure what to do or say. I look back and feel a burst of joy through me. Finally, a good blood relative I can look up to! I give him a big hug and let go. He looks surprised while he stares at Henry. 
“Brother! I’m so happy I have a big brother! You are older than me, right Kit?”
“Um, yeah. I’m twenty-five. Br…brother. This is some strange news; wouldn’t you think, Henry? Shouldn’t you have asked for our permission first?”
Henry sticks his arms up in front of him. 
“I know! I know! I just wanted to see. I wouldn’t have said anything if you weren’t. Anyway, to our order of business. You guys are going to be partnered up together on your next mission. You’ll be going out tomorrow morning. Kit, you’re experienced in what we do. I figured you’d be a good fit for Comrade’s first mission.”
“Yes, sir! I will keep him safe and teach him well. I promise.”
“I know you will. Oh, here comes the pizza. It’s Comrade’s favorite meal.”
An old German Shepard with a white apron comes over and puts a fresh, hot pizza on the table. Extra, extra cheesy. Just the way I like it! I dig in and so does Kit. My brother. Wow! I always wanted a blood brother and on my birthday of all days. What a surprise!
Henry eats a piece and pushes his plate in. Kit and I devour the rest of the pizza together. We must have the same appetite. Henry wipes his paws off with a napkin before standing up.
“Alright, young ones. I’m tuckered out. Meet me in my office tomorrow to discuss the order of the mission. I still need to get the details on where I’ll be sending you two. Tomorrow morning around seven should be good. Is that a deal?”
“Yes, sir,” Kit and I spit out at the same time. 
Henry walks on out, back over to Renegades. Kit and I finish the rest of the pizza together. He leans back in the booth and looks at the lights. I do the same. 
“Well, Comrade, it was nice to meet you. Even better to find out you’re my baby brother. You know, I have an older brother and younger triplet sisters. You’d be my second brother. You already seem better than the first. Do you have any siblings?”
“Well. Zack’s my adopted slash foster brother. There’s also
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