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    Nate Johnson has gone from superstar darling of the CIA to discredited misfit and back. Offers arrive from every level of the CIA. STATUS, known as the Misfits, have become his family and his home, but Nate is ready to leave espionage behind in exchange for a peaceful life.




     




    Suspicion grows that STATUS is behind a massive government scandal. With the help of a beautiful Washington DC analyst, Nate battles personal demons and political corruption in the CIA, uncovering a startling and very powerful enemy in the process.




     




    Rebel is an action-adventure young adult/adult crossover novel appropriate for ages 14 and up. There is moderate violence and several deaths.
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    chapter one




    The world spun in a dizzying array of colors and sounds, sliding past without recognition or substance. Time stood still, irrelevant. Perhaps it moved forward, continued, but passed him by like a statue in the park.




    Sometimes the motions of someone around him would crystallize in the blur, become a standstill moment. A child dropping chocolate ice cream. A skateboarder going much too fast, causing passerby to shriek in startled anger. A woman spilling coffee on her neat suit jacket. They slowed into focus, became real, then blurred again a moment later.




    His name was Tim, though it wasn't important. He was a simple man, with a simple life. Perhaps that's why they chose him. Made him their runner. He didn't know much about them except blood and fear. They had a lot of money, and they had scary men working for them. Men who liked blood and fear more than money.




    Turning his hands over, Tim examined the rough callouses. Strong hands. Welder's hands. Welding dealt a lot with leverage. Place pressure or heat on a seam and you could break it or make it stronger. Just depended on technique. Knowledge. This business was the same way — put pressure where men were weak, and they broke. A little money, a little pressure, and they gained new clients or lackeys. In life and in death, everything came down to leverage.




    They tried threatening his life, but Tim didn't care. His life could be void, forfeit. Only the lives of his wife and tiny daughter mattered to him. These men, they knew where your weakest point was, and they knew what it took to make it break, and fast. He patted his jacket, feeling for the envelope inside. The envelope meant peace, safety.




    Tim waited for one of the scariest men he had ever met. Tim identified the man by the scar across his eye, but didn't know his name. The others just called him “Boss”. The man with the scar was always running the pickups, sending Tim scurrying from Chicago to New York to Philadelphia, always with a reminder that Tim’s family would be gone should he not complete the task.




    Ice Man was the most dangerous. That one had cold eyes and few words. He rarely came to the warehouse, but when he did the others jumped when he glanced at them, even the man with the scar. Ice Man only ever said one word to Tim, "Go."




    The man on the phone, the one with the scar, told him to be here at five that evening. “Bring the package, and come alone,” he said. He didn’t know the man, and he didn’t care. He only wanted his family. Safe. Uncertainty still raged in him about how he got into this mess, but they had killed someone in front of him, made him watch. The man with the scar held the gun, shot without hesitation. They were serious, of that he was certain.




    Someone tapped his shoulder. A tall, blond man in an expensive suit pointed at his watch. “Do you have the time? My watch battery seems to have died.” The man had warm green eyes and an easy smile.




    Tim felt dizzy, weak. He shook his head violently. Go away. Go away. Go away! Sweat dripped into his eyes, trailed down the sides of his face. He backed away from the blond man, but stumbled slightly and froze. The man took a step toward him, closer. Tim held up his empty wrists. He opened his mouth, but only squeaked, his throat closed.




    “Ah, that’s too bad,” the man said. “I suppose I will have to...” The blond man grunted as the skateboarder whipped past again, knocking them into each other. “Can you believe kids like that? I don’t think skateboards are even allowed on the sidewalks. Where are the police when you need them?”




    The blond man gripped his arm. Tim pushed him off and walked a few feet away, turning his back. This blond man endangered him and his family. Nothing could go wrong for the pickup.




    Ten minutes later another man appeared in front of him. “Do you have the package?” The man had a scar over his left eye, and he wore dark clothing. An accent tinged his words, maybe British or Australian.




    “Y-yes.” He reached inside his jacket, but found nothing. He patted his clothing a few times. Desperation seized his stomach, and shed his jacket and turned out all the pockets, trying not to look as panicked as he felt.




    “Where’s the package? This will be very bad for your family, you understand?” The man grabbed the collar of his shirt and shook. Fear caused his body to seize. The scar on the man’s face was inches from his own, and he couldn’t help but looking at it, wondering what had caused it, and what revenge the man had exacted for its price. Whatever and whoever this man was, forgiving he was not.




    The skateboarder appeared from the other direction and ran straight into the man with the scar, sending him tumbling to the ground.




    “That’s for the last time.” Yanking off the cap and vaulting from the board, the skateboarder leaped onto him and punched him in the nose. It was not a boy, but young woman, maybe in her twenties — an Asian woman with chopped hair. She punched him again, a fast jab. The man choked on blood. “And that’s for the first time!”




    The blond man appeared behind her and hauled him up by his shirt, ignoring the blood dripping on his fancy suit from the man’s nose. “Mr. Rignall, we meet again. So good of you to show up for us today.” He smiled benignly at the girl. “Don’t rough him up too much, short stuff. We need him.” She glowered at the man with the scar, stance wide and shoulders tensed.




    “But my family! They’ve got my family!” The man began to panic. Dizziness returned. The man reached out for the man with the scar, to pull him back and toward him, but a light touch on his shoulder caused him to spin around. A woman with dark curly hair stood next to him, dark eyes concerned. “No, they’re fine. We’ve got them covered now, just in case.” Why would he believe her? Who were these people?




    The man with the scar lashed out with his left hand toward the blond man, who just barely countered it, taking the impact on his forearm. The punch still gave him enough momentum to slip out of the man’s grasp. The man with the scar darted into the crowd gathering on the sidewalk.




    The blond man took off running after the man with the scar. The Asian girl darted to the skateboard and jumped onto it. Instead of kicking off with her feet, she kicked the back of board, right where it curled upward. The man gaped as it rose off the ground several feet. She zoomed after the man with the scar.


  



  




    chapter two




    I really hate this guy.




    Nate Johnson kept pace with Rignall fifteen yards ahead. Built to be a sprinter, the man spent a lot of energy dodging people. He would do something desperate soon or risk being caught. Rignall had eluded them for over a year, since Arena stumbled into a mission, accidentally stole a hoverboard prototype, and was coerced into the CIA. Rignall kidnapped Sophia, threatened to hurt Arena on more than one occasion, and managed to vanish every time.




    Though closer to Rignall on the hoverboard, Arena had to weave around people, many who stopped to gape at her. The new protocols demanded that the hoverboard function only be used in emergencies, but this seemed as good as time as any. Her new board, built by Sterling, Anita, and some CIA engineers, looked much more like a large skateboard than the prototype surfboard, and had very light wheels so it could be used as one. Arena had a lot of input on the design, and she’d been training at skateboard parks in New York for months. Arena was used to carrying surfboards around, but even in New York, people noticed someone carrying a surfboard down 34th Street.




    He kept both Arena and Rignall in his field of vision as he sprinted down the side of the street. Arena’s hair flopped over her eyes. Now the choppy cut grazed her chin, several inches longer than the ultra-short cut she adopted before basic training. He kind of liked it short. It showed off the back of her neck. Not like his opinion mattered at all. Getting kidnapped lost him that chance, but he insisted to himself that it didn’t matter. At the compound her and Sterling were rarely apart, but she did improve his mood considerably.




    The package the man carried turned out to be useless. Arena scanned the pages and uploaded them directly to Sterling, but they turned out to be online maps of the local area. There was a number written on it, forty-three, but what that meant was a mystery. A diversion. Sterling said they had no other leads. The assignment had come down from Langley. Rignall was a prime suspect, so bringing him in would be worth the trip. Lorna would take care of the poor man Rignall had blackmailed into being his lackey, though unfortunately, his whole family would have to be relocated into witness protection.




    Rignall took a sharp turn down a side street. Desperation and exhaustion edged closer.




    “Atticus, we still haven’t found his drop-off vehicle. Maybe he took the L train.” Sterling’s voice boomed over the comm.




    “Copy, Catalyst. We’re following him on foot and board down North Garland.”




    Arena pulled up next to Nate. She crouched on the board and kicked back, raising to five feet, making her eye-level with him. “I’m with Atticus, but I’m going to kick it.” She responded on the comm, a sly smile spreading over her face. Gone was the indecision that hampered her early missions. She transformed into a sharp and adept agent, and a capable partner.




    “Copy, Cyclone,” said Sterling. “Be careful.”




    Sterling never said “Be careful” to anyone else. Face it, that’s what you were going to say to her, too.




    Arena took off down the street. Rignall slowed. He spun wildly around, looking for a quick exit, then dashed into a building. She hopped off her board, then pushed through the rotating door and disappeared. Nate launched into a full run. As he pushed through the door, he saw Arena dash through a side door. A guard at the front desk yelled at them.




    “Federal agents.” Nate flashed his gun and an ID at the man and took off through the door. That ID was faked to be FBI, but it usually got him out of stuff as long as he didn’t show it to anyone up close. He did have a real CIA ID, but he avoided using it except when the CIA required it. None of the Misfits wore IDs at their compound in New York, so his ID only made appearances for boring meetings at Langley. Glue a picture of a monkey over his face and see if anybody noticed. Sterling could make him one.




    Feet pounded on the stairs above him. The guard still bellowed behind him. Taking the stairs two at a time, he caught up to Arena. The door above them slammed. When they emerged in the hallway above, Rignall was running toward the other end, a phone to his ear.




    A man in a dark suit emerged from one of the offices and stopped, startled. He stumbled back as Rignall passed, then tried to flag down Nate and Arena.




    “Get out of the way!”




    The man ignored Nate, and found his voice. “Stop! Please stop! I’m going to call the police!”




    “Go ahead.” Nate pushed the man gently out of the way as Arena slipped past them. “But until then, stay out of the way.”




    Rignall escaped up through a doorway at the end of the hall. Another stairwell. They opened the door to two men with guns. Rignall was gone.




    “Get back,” one shouted. Nate and Arena both put their hands up and backed through the door. The men followed, guns pointed at them. The man in the suit appeared behind Arena, also pointing a gun at them. Should have known dark suit was a plant. He wasn’t afraid at all.




    One angled toward the side, lowering his gun. He swiped out with a low side kick. Nate expected it and danced out of the way. The two other men smiled, eerily in unison, then also lowered their guns. All three of them lunged at once.




    The man in the dark suit leapt at Arena. She ducked out of the way and kicked at his knee, but missed. True to her training, she turned so her back was to him, and he did the same to her, closing the gap between them. Assailants often targeted the weakest first, picking off team members until they dealt with the strongest as a group. Nate could probably take all three of them at once if necessary, but she should be able to take the one on her side.




    The other two came after him. One had dark hair, and the other light. They weren’t bad, but they weren’t as good as he was. Distractions. Just keeping them busy while Rignall escaped.




    He parried one foot with his hand, but spun a kick out toward the other dark-haired man, which landed in his ribs. Nate felt the sudden release of pressure which indicated a break. He spun around and punched the other man, but it glanced off his jaw. The blond man was better than his companion. He dodged more easily and kicked harder.




    Arena had improved considerably in nearly a year with the CIA, and she was about even with them, despite her size. Nate had her focus a lot on speed, and it allowed her to compensate in terms of power. She punched her assailant and he stumbled back, but recovered. She spun and kicked low. He jumped over her leg, and tried to kick her face. She leaped up, but she caught the kick on her thigh and cried out.




    Nate leaped and landed on the dark-haired man’s back, using him as a shield. The dark haired man tried to spin around, but Nate covered his eyes and walked backwards up the wall, using the momentum of the spin to gain height. He flipped over the man, grabbing his jacket and tumbling him to the ground. Nate landed straight into the blond man. As soon as he regained his balance, he punched out at the blond man, catching his chin squarely. He fell back into the wall. Then he spun and caught Arena’s attacker in the knee. The last two went down together.




    Nate and Arena hurried up the stairs, until they found the roof. They opened the door to witness the helicopter’s ascent. Machine gun spatter hit the wall next to them, causing bits of concrete to explode and turn to dust. Nate yanked Arena back behind the door.




    Rignall had escaped again.


 



  




    chapter three




    Langley bred a certain type of person with great intention. The human resources department required nearly as sophisticated of analysts as the foreign intelligence department. Apply the massive computing technology of the CIA to hiring, along with the naive appeal of the exciting, though perhaps not so lucrative life of a spy, and any headhunter would be jealous of the results.




    Langley was not Nate’s favorite place, but he knew how to behave there. Baseline expectations were pretty clear: look the part, dress the part, act the part. He could look and dress the part, and although he was capable of acting the part, the reason and desire to do so failed him.




    He fanned the envelopes in his hand, noting slight differences in weight and paper. One was much thicker than the others, on finer paper. The second was wrinkled and stuffed roughly, but that may have been his own fault. The third was plain and straightforward, an expression of efficient business sense. He had just emerged from another meeting where he acquired yet another envelope, the newest manila and printed on the lightest setting, a rather unfortunate combination. Each envelope represented a job offer, and each one made him more frustrated. Four envelopes. Three offers to transfer to different units, one would put him in charge of one.




    The CIA wanted him out of the Misfits. A few of the offers came from people who made that quite clear. They didn’t gloss over what they thought was a bad situation. They really thought it was bad, and they believed they were saving him. They ignored the part where six months ago they all hated him and thought he was a loser. A loser at best. Some of them wanted him tried for treason, and a few would have been happy to see him executed or taken out.




    “The Misfits” were what many people in the CIA called STATUS. STATUS stood for Special Technology Advanced Tactical Unit Service. Governments and their acronyms. Gotta have an acronym for every stupid thing. Nobody ever called the unit STATUS except on formal papers, even the members of STATUS themselves.




    The unit took up the moniker as a badge of honor. They liked being different, and they used those differences to extract information as spies. It made them very good at what they did. The rest of the CIA failed to see that. They just saw geeks and freaks who shouldn’t be in the CIA.




    Has it been two years in New York already? The time in Celeste’s unit dragged, but it vanished like smoke with the Misfits. Doubtful Celeste thought the Misfits were the punishment Nate deserved for reporting her. Somebody else must have made that decision. Her methods were considerably more violent, and she viewed him a traitor. Not to the country. She required fealty only to herself. Her death after trying to take Arena hostage last year probably saved many more lives than just Arena’s.




    “Nate?” The voice was familiar. Please, no more envelopes.




    Perky, blond Sophia Kershaw and willowy, flame-haired analyst Haley Kane stood behind him. Sophia favored him with a huge grin, but Haley fastened him with a baleful glare. The glittering stone on Sophia’s left hand flashed under the florescent lights.




    “Sophia. Hey. Nice to see you. Congratulations on your engagement.” He kept his gaze steady as he faced Haley. “And you, Haley. It’s been… awhile?”




    “You two know each other?” Sophia turned toward Haley, who was still glaring at him. “Oh wait, I forgot you were in Celeste’s unit, too.”




    Haley had every reason to hate him. Celeste had made her life as miserable as his, though he never spent much time around Haley when they did work together. Celeste had been very careful to keep him away from any other women.




    Sophia tilted her head toward his stack of envelopes. “New missions? I didn’t hear anything about that.” She was the Langley liaison to STATUS.




    “Uh, no. Job offers actually.” He avoided looking down at them, wishing he could tear them up right then, but they would likely contain information he’d find useful later. He hated destroying information in any form.




    Sophia’s blue eyes widened more than Nate imagined possible. Haley’s scowl grew even more fierce.




    “You… you’re not seriously thinking about taking one, are you?” She peered at the envelopes like she could see through the envelopes and read the contents. “Are they any good?”




    Nate shrugged, trying to remain casual. “I figure they’re worth a look. One is for a unit director, but it would pull me off the field more.”




    “Nate!” Sophia rushed him. She clutched his arm with the grip of a linebacker. “Please consider this carefully. They need you, and everything you can do.”




    Nate opened his mouth to respond, but Haley snapped, “Oh please. Johnson thinks he’s too good for them.”




    “That’s not true at all.” Despite the indignation he felt, Haley’s presence meant that he could not speak openly. He didn’t know her well enough to decide if she could be trusted, nor the level of her current classification while working with Sophia. Move on. “But I should at least look things over. And they are doing quite well, now.”




    Sophia looked like he had stolen her kitten and became famous making Youtube videos with it. Nate had a feeling the rest of the Misfits would either share that response or have a more vehement one.




    Anxious to change the subject, Nate faced Haley, concentrating on her eyes. “What are you doing now?” Her expression didn’t change.




    “Justin just assigned her to me,” Sophia said. “She’s helping us with various projects.”




    “I’m sure she’s doing a fantastic job.” No matter what he said, she wouldn’t believe he was sincere. It was too late to redeem himself in her eyes. Celeste had dealt plenty of damage to a number of people, and many no longer had a pulse to even discuss it. Even though scarred, they could move on to something more worthy.




    “She really is!” Sophia practically bounced. “Especially as things become more… complicated.” She was referring to the unknown organization that seemed to be targeting Justin Yates, the CIA Director of Covert Operations, who also happened to be the boss of all the covert operations units, including STATUS. And Sophia’s new fiancé.




    Haley’s stony glower flickered. At least she realized Sophia was not out to get her. Sophia was easy-going, a bit too cheerleader happy for Nate’s taste. He kept expecting pom-poms to appear. Either that, or a corporate lecture on the lack of “I” in “TEAM”, complete with a slideshow, graphs, and epic soundtrack. No wonder Arena didn’t suspect Sophia as a CIA agent in the year they roomed together at UCLA.




    “Things are always complicated here.” Nate sighed. Complicated showed up daily at the CIA in all sorts of costumes and followed them around snapping pictures to post online. The type of photos hard to explain to anybody who wasn’t there.




    “What else are you planning to do at Langley, Nate?”




    “I have a meeting with ADD Fieldhaven in a little bit. Sterling’s already been up here to talk to him in the past couple weeks, but he was pretty tight on what went down.”




    “Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t know anything about it.”




    Haley’s eyes narrowed, and she tightened her grip on her tablet. As a political analyst, she didn’t have as much training on tells, but she projected her feelings like a third-rate television comedy-romance that nobody admitted to actually watching. Let her think what she wants. The only people he had to please were himself and the Misfits. He owed them that. The rest of the CIA could collapse, for all he cared.




    “Well, Johnson, looks like you’re back to being the darling of the CIA again. However will you deal with the fame and fortune?” Haley’s sarcasm made him tense than the envelopes in his hand or the meeting with Fieldhaven, but he understood where it stemmed.




    “I just want to do my job,” he said quietly. “I’ll do what I think is best. For me, and for STATUS.”




    Usually the Misfits had no trouble referring to themselves by their nickname. Why did he?




    “I must go meet with Fieldhaven. It was nice to see you all.” He shook Sophia’s hand, but Haley remained resolute, clutching her tablet computer to her chest and glaring at him.




    “Bye Nate!”




    He waved at Sophia, gave a weak nod to Haley, and hurried off.


  



  




  



  

    chapter four




    Fieldhaven’s large, modern office sat just off the analyst’s corridor. Assistants and analysts gave him puzzled stares or giggling glances as he navigated desks and one lopsided, big-leafed plant that generously shed its leaves all over the tile floor. The door was open, so he put his head inside.




    “Mr. Johnson, please come in.” Gerald Fieldhaven was the Assistant Deputy Director of the CIA, and as far as Nate could tell, the Misfit’s biggest fan. He allowed Sterling to create STATUS, and supported their operations from its inception. His appearance gave the impression of a stern general, all sharp angles and grizzled features, but he had a wry sense of humor and a tendency to go against general consensus which Nate admired. Rumors hinted he was once a decorated field agent who had a large part in the fall of several dictatorships, and before that was some sort of military hero. Nate kept meaning to delve into Fieldhaven’s military history, but never got around to it.




    “Please, have a seat.” Fieldhaven shut the door, pointedly looking at the desk of his young assistant, who was ten feet away whispering to another woman Nate guessed was an analyst by the proliferation of gadgets she juggled. The woman flipped her hair and returned to her seat with an unnoticed silent plea to her friend, now absorbed in the wonders of her tablet computer.




    “Think I might send her back to training. She’s never where she’s supposed to be. Supposed to be promising, but spends more time in the bathroom than my wife.” Fieldhaven sat with erect grace and muster. “Usually I don’t even get to pick who sits out there, though. Somebody shows up one day, and leaves the next.”




    Nate grinned. “I’m sorry, sir.”




    “I suppose you are wondering why you are here? I know you’ve gotten some offers today, and some of them aren’t bad. They all had to come through me for approval to even consider it.” Fieldhaven sat back, regarding him calmly. “You’ve done well with the Misfits, and they needed you. It is, of course, up to you to decide if you remain with them. However, I wanted to bring you in to discuss some particular details with you.”




    Nate had no idea what particular details Fieldhaven had in mind. The offers all seemed straightforward. “Details, sir? About the Misfits, or about the jobs?”




    “Both. I’ve given it a lot of thought, and now that you and the others have turned Agent Schmidt into a fine field agent, it is time to let her take the reins.” He shifted forward in his chair, resting his forearms on the table casually. “We have a number of people in the CIA, but not many with your abilities or experience. I think I will find you more useful here at Langley. I realize your experience has come at a very high cost, but it is considerable, nonetheless.”




    It was Nate’s turn to shift in his seat, but more from sheer discomfort. “I appreciate your confidence, Director. I haven’t ruled out anything at this time. I have not had a chance to even give each offer due consideration.”




    Fieldhaven nodded sharply, but Nate sensed a sly gleam in his eyes. Maybe this wasn’t about the jobs. Perhaps Nate was about to become the target or accomplice of one of the covert operations famous, and rare, pranks. Nate hoped for the prank, but doubted even he could pull off an honest politician costume. Some things just had their limits. “I understand. I wanted to make you aware of my position, though. What might help STATUS the most is to have someone here besides Director Yates and Agent Kershaw on their side and conducting additional investigations. I let the others give you offers so you could make an informed choice, but also because I will use them to send you out. You would report directly to Yates.”




    Nate contemplated the manila envelope in his hands. It didn’t fit in his jacket. “You think I could feed them information?”




    “That is correct. You could also investigate the things that Agent Kershaw does not have time or resources to do, even continuing on the field with her and sometimes with the Misfits in more complicated situations.”




    Nate took a deep breath. It hadn’t even occurred to him that other job offers might benefit STATUS. “Is there a particular position you had in mind?”




    “Yes, actually, but it is not one you received already this morning.” Fieldhaven pushed a folder to him. At least it wasn’t an envelope. Nate accepted it, and opened it. Shock overcame him.




    “You want me to teach at the Farm? How would I be able to have time to investigate anything?”




    “Keep reading…”




    The details coalesced, closing the gaps. The job was to teach at the FARM for two weeks per session, as a special combat instructor. The rest of the time he would work as a  roving agent, filling in where needed. It gave him the flexibility to go nearly anywhere in the CIA. Nate had heard rumors of similar people in the past, but had never known one.




    “Your newly regained popularity, and your well-established good looks and charm...” Fieldhaven rolled his eyes out the window to where the two women where whispering again, never taking their eyes off him, “..will allow you to work your magic in a variety of situations and for different units.”




    “The offer says two consecutive weeks. So two weeks out of every three months. That’s ten weeks of field work.” Depending on the nature of the assignments, that could either be good or bad. Some required constant involvement in the field, maintaining contacts, and others could be done in hours or days. It’d make sense if there were more targeted missions, but agents didn’t generally get to pick and choose.




    “That is plenty of time if you are as good as your reports indicate, Mr. Johnson. Take some time to consider this. I just found out there’s a little work that needs doing in Geneva. Since you are one of the experts in that area, and I don’t think it will take too long, perhaps you’d like to take it, and just see how things go. Consider it a temporary assignment. You can see how it suits you.”




    He wanted to stay with the Misfits, but surely a short mission wouldn’t affect them too much. Nate could hardly ignore a request from the Deputy Director.




    “Fine, I’ll do it. But I want an analyst on it. Someone good.” Could be more specific, but Fieldhaven usually got the context. Not that the Misfits worked with him directly that often, but enough that Nate knew he was efficient and had little tolerance for slackers.




    “I will see what I can do. I’m sure we have someone suitable available.”




    Nate closed the folder. “I don’t know what to say about the rest right now. I will have to take some time to consider it.”




    “Of course.”




    “You’ve discussed this with Sterling already.” Nate meant it to sound more like a question, but it didn’t.




    Fieldhaven’s eyes shaded, just for a moment. “Yes. He was displeased and said you would be a loss to the Misfits, but he couldn’t deny the logic of the situation.” That conversation must have been interesting. Not many people could win an argument against Sterling when his team or resources were at stake.




    “Is this position classified to them?”




    “No. You may share it with them if you wish, but only STATUS and their liaison. Director Yates has already been made aware of the situation.” The amount of relief Nate felt surprised him. At least he wouldn’t have to keep it a secret from them.




    “What about if it goes live? How much will units know?”




    “It is the CIA, so word about some things tends to get around. I suggest we just let people think what they want. They will be more useful to you if they do.”




    Nate thought of Fieldhaven so often as a military man that he forgot why Fieldhaven was in the CIA. The man was sly. “That is true. Everybody wants something.


  




  




  



  

    chapter five




    Dread crept over Nate’s mood riding the elevator down to the Misfits’ compound under the streets of New York City. He was apprehensive when he first joined, but it was after being totally devastated by his former boss, Celeste. This time, he was certain that no matter what he chose, he would disappoint someone he loved.




    The common area was empty, to his relief. He went straight to Sterling’s office. Thankfully, Arena was not around. Sterling turned toward the door, then nodded at a chair. One wall of the room was filled with monitors, most scrolling in various languages, some displaying media or news. It seemed impossible to keep track of all of it.




    “You going to take it?” Sterling was nothing if not direct.




    “I don’t know. It’s a lot to process.”




    The pause lasted too long.




    “Can I ask your opinion? What do you think about it?” asked Nate. Sterling and he may not have always been the best of friends, but Sterling was honest and very intelligent. He also tended to see possibilities that no one else did. In this situation, he will see potential outcomes that even Fieldhaven didn’t consider.




    “It’s not a bad deal. For either of us. You’re good enough to find the things we are missing, and it lets you move up.”




    “But?”




    “..But, I’m not sure I agree with ADD Fieldhaven that Arena is ready to take your position. Lorna is certainly capable, but we’re already overwhelmed with the extra investigations Yates has assigned. And since the Vinsons are in semi-retirement, and currently in Aruba, we don’t have them, either. I know we won’t be as effective in operations without you. I’d rather have you all here and active, working together.”




    Nate sighed. “That’s exactly what bothers me about it. I know that many agents don’t have the extra training that Arena does, but she’s still very young, and…” Nate didn’t know if he should continue. Sterling said nothing, but raised his eyebrows after a moment.




    “I just have this gut feeling like something is brewing, and it’s safer if we stuck together. I know most of the strange data is targeted at Yates, but the fact that he has STATUS investigating it means to me that the Misfits will end up right in the middle of it.” Nate drummed his fingers on the desk until Sterling gave his hand a pointed look. “Any news on Rignall?”




    Sterling’s expression turned sour. “No. That is par for his method of operation. His cover must be very good. He only comes out for these targeted offensives.”




    Nate nodded. “And his target?”




    “Gave us a location, but it was cleared out when we got there. Federal marshalls took over. He and his family are in witness protection now, “ Sterling said. Witness protection would hopefully keep them safe, but it was a raw deal. His family must be terrified.




    Sterling stared at him, waiting for him to respond. Everything in his mind twisted together until he wasn’t sure where to start unraveling. While the search for Rignall and the larger organization the Misfits were investigating warranted a deeper follow-up, it wasn’t why Nate was here. “I can only promise that I’ll do what I think is best for both myself and the Misfits. I’m not sure what that is right now.”




    Sterling didn’t seem to mind the non-sequitur, his expression soft. “That’s all we can ask, Nate. I’d like to say we want to keep you here, but if you feel you can do more elsewhere, I certainly can understand that.”




    The door burst open. “Oh! Sorry!” Lorna and Arena shoved into the room, playfully jostling each other.




    “Nate!” Lorna swooped to hug him as he tried to get to his feet.




    Arena hugged him, too, but after a glance at Sterling, showed much less exuberance. “What happened at Langley?” She peered up at him.




    “It will be better if we got the others and met in the common room,” Nate said.




    Both immediately turned serious, and the playful shoving stopped. “Is it that bad?” Lorna asked.




    “It’s not bad,” said Sterling. “But I agree.”




    They both looked at him, then each other, exchanging dubious expressions. Nate bustled them out the door. Sterling followed, typing on his handheld. “Anita’s not in yet. I will update her via message.”




    Bertha met them in the common room. “Johnson, you didn’t behave yourself at Langley like I told you to?” As tall as Nate, with cropped black hair, Bertha resembled a goth club bouncer. The weapons specialist preferred to play security guards on missions. Bertha was Nate’s favorite sparring partner. She fought dirty.




    “I think I behaved a little too well,” he responded, grinning ruefully. She laughed. “I should have taken you with me. We could have livened things up a bit.”




    When they all had settled, Nate scrubbed his hands through his hair and leaned forward. He swallowed a few times before starting. “The first thing I want you all to know is that I haven’t decided anything yet. I need to make sure the decision I make is the right one for all of us, not just me.”




    “You’re leaving.” Arena frowned.




    “I just said…”




    “But that’s what this is about. They want you back at Langley.”




    He sighed. “Yes.” If he had more time, he’d have to work with Arena on her tendency to broadcast her conclusions. Her instincts were usually correct, but she needed to prove her opinions before sharing them. It was fine here at the compound with the Misfits, but Nate had seen it a few times on missions. She had been trained in covert communication techniques at the Farm and by himself and the other Misfits, and Nate had seen an improvement, but the wrong word could mean life or death on the field. Just another sign that she was very young and still needed maturity.




    “To do what?” asked Lorna, her voice controlled.




    “I got five offers.”




    “Five?” Arena nearly shouted. Lorna said nothing, but Nate noticed the tensing of her shoulders.




    “Three transfers, one unit director, and one as an agent-on-call while teaching at the FARM.”




    Bertha whistled. “I’d heard about agents-on-call. They need you for something. You know what?” Her tone was light, maybe even proud.




    Nate shrugged. “Fieldhaven implied I would still be aiding your investigations, just using other units to find more information.” Sterling gave a quick bob of agreement.




    “That’s why you’re considering it?” Lorna no longer looked frustrated. “Because it might actually be something we need?”




    He nodded. He usually wasn’t ever at a loss for words, but they were jammed up in his throat. He wanted to avert his gaze from the fiery anger in Arena’s eyes and the curiosity mixed with disappointment in Lorna’s. Guilt twisted at his chest, the sudden doubt that Arena could make it on her own, while still a yearling rookie, when all signs pointed to something sinister focused on the Misfits.




    “I told Fieldhaven that I agreed it could be helpful,” said Sterling, his eyes flipping from Arena to Nate and back. “I’m not sure I agree with the Director’s other reasons for it.”




    Arena rounded on him. “You knew? How long?”




    He smiled at her patiently. “Several weeks. But Fieldhaven asked me to wait until he spoke with Nate.”




    Arena’s glare was glacial. He tried to pat her hand, and she yanked it back. Trouble in paradise.




    “It is Nate’s decision,” he told her. He met the eyes of each person in turn, then said, “We need to trust him to make the right one.”




    Weird having Sterling on his side for once


  




  




  



  

    chapter six




    Despite her desire to go to the dojo and beat up the punching bag, Arena figured Nate would follow her. He’s actually considering a transfer to Langley? Things just started to come together. Missions went off without a hitch, and Sterling said their investigations were more productive than the average unit. Arena felt happier in the past eight months than she had in her whole life.




    Instead, she changed, then went to the surf simulator. It wasn’t the ocean, but it felt right to seek water at a time like this. She pulled her short board from the pool closet, maneuvering it around various pieces of exercise equipment and some pool floaties. The bright yellow duck float made her a little sad — it was Nate’s. They teased him about the duck float mercilessly, but that encouraged him use it even more. They talked about finding a larger one, one that fit him, with a cup-holder, for a birthday gift. Sterling came up empty on that search, but discussion had progressed to having one custom made.




    She tried to put everything out of her mind as she concentrated on the rush of water, but as soon as she got up on the board her concentration dissolved. She forced her imagination to fill with giant waves and colorful fish.The harder she tried to block out her frustration, the more she fell. She rarely fell on the simulator. Why was this so hard? Her last fall left her sitting in the simulator, staring at her knees, water pounding her back.




    “Let it go, Arena.”




    The voice made her jump. She scrambled out awkwardly, pulling the board with her.




    “It is his decision.” Sterling had his arms folded, regarding her with the expression he got when he wanted to make sure everybody knew he was making the final decision. “And as much as I hate to admit it, I can see the merit in it.”




    She stared him down, then hurled the board to the ground. The clatter echoed in the tiled pool room, but he didn’t flinch. “It won’t be the same. Nothing will work right like it has.”




    “You’re right,” he said. She gawked at him. “It is very likely nothing will be the same. I believe we can do better with him here, and I told him so. But this decision has got to be about what’s best for him, too. Change is inevitable, as much as we’d like to avoid it.”




    She didn’t disagree with Sterling. She wasn’t really mad, either. She just needed some time to cool down before she faced the problem directly. Nate seemed happy with the Misfits, but he remained guarded with them, despite his playful demeanor.




    The door opened across the room. Lorna peeked her head in.




    “Sorry. I hope I wasn’t…” She took a few steps into the room. “You okay?”




    Arena shook her head.




    Lorna stepped carefully on the wet floor around the pool until she reached them, where she put her arm around Arena. “It’s really a big deal for him. Agents-on-call are very rare. Even the unit directorship would be a good opportunity.” She was getting all wet, but didn’t seem to care. “You know he’d be amazing at either of them. And he’s been through a lot, more than any of us.”
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