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A spear of pain tore through his side as Agent Christopher Marshall hit the mat hard enough to drive the breath from his lungs. He rolled over to his side, clenched a fist, and gritted his teeth. The pain was almost tolerable now. Almost. He pushed himself to his knees and wiped blood from a cracked lip across the back of his hand.

“One more time.” He’d lost eight times already this morning. Eventually he’d win, though he knew today wouldn’t be that day.

“You’re pushing too hard, Chris. No one expects you to be back to full strength so soon after an injury.” Jack Anders offered him a thick hand. “Besides, don’t you ever get tired of getting beat?”

“One more time, Jack.” Chris stood and took a defensive stance. He hadn’t told Jack he’d been shot twice in the chest, that he’d nearly died. He always fought in a tee-shirt to cover the scars. He hadn’t mentioned that the injury was exactly why he was pushing so hard. He gave his trainer a wry grin. “You’ll know when I reach full strength because you’ll be the one on the mat.” 

Jack narrowed his eyes, raised his hands, and took a step back. “I’m more concerned that the next time you end up on the mat, I’ll be calling an ambulance to get you back up again. How, exactly, did you say you got hurt?”

“Job related injury.”

“To the chest?” Jack folded his arms and raised a sarcastic eyebrow. “You favor your left side and get winded too quickly for someone of your obvious training.”

“It’s a tough job.” Chris shrugged. “Are we going to do this, or do I need to find someone who will?” It wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to find someone willing to go at his pace.

“Like Alternate Routes?”

Chris dropped his arms to his side and frowned. He’d been followed? His game was off worse than he’d thought.

“One of my other patrons mentioned seeing you at the Alternate Routes Gym across town last week. The same day you took that particularly hard fall with me. Are you training or trying to kill yourself?”

Kestler’s bullets didn’t kill him. This wasn’t going to either. Perhaps it was time to find another trainer, one that wasn’t so nosy. “Thanks for all your help.” Chris crossed to a bench and scooped up his towel. He rubbed it over his face and looked back at Jack. “You’ve taught me a lot.”

“Wait, Chris. Come on, I didn’t mean for you to go, just maybe dial it back a bit.” Jack laid a hand on his shoulder. “You’re a bit obsessed.”

“I get that way when my friends are in trouble,” Chris said in a low voice. He clenched his towel tightly in his fist. “I’ve got people depending on me to be on top of my game. This training isn’t going to kill me, but not being ready when they need me actually could. If you’re not going to help me, I’ll find someone who will.”

Jack looked at him carefully, sizing him up. “You some kind of superhero or something?” He was only half joking.

“Or something.” Chris smirked. “You’re not training a next-generation supervillain, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Not at all what I was worried about.” Jack laughed and held out his hand. “One more round?”

* * * * *
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IT WAS MID-MORNING when Chris finally showered and walked to his car. Three years of living under near constant threat of danger had developed a habit of, well, intentional lack of habits. Yesterday he’d taken the MARC, today he drove. The last two times, he’d gone to SATURN HQ immediately after the gym, today he was heading to Alternate Routes.

Maybe Jack was right, going from MMA to ANW with barely half an hour between was aggressive, but it wasn’t like he could ask the terrorist who’d captured his mentors and put out a hit on him to take a time out when he got winded. There were far too many people depending on him for him not to be at his best, and too many lives that could hang on his ability to be ready to step between them and the threat that had nearly taken his life.

If he was honest with himself, that was part of the problem. Scott had been counting on him, and while he’d managed to hold off the gunmen set on kidnapping the teen, Scott had seen him fall. Worse, the burden of rescuing Chris's own brother from the terrorist known as the Snake had fallen to a kid forced to face a dangerous world he wasn’t trained to face. Even after years of SATURN training and weeks of special conditioning by Marisa and Eric, Kestler had nearly broken Chris the first time they faced each other. Scott and Matt couldn’t afford to be in Kestler’s clutches, and with SATURN corrupted, Chris was the only one who stood between them. 

Lord, protect them until I can get to them again. 

Scott was at his grandparents’ ranch under twenty-four-hour guard and Matt would be heading to their family home soon for spring break. Not an ideal situation, but it was safe at least. It would take an army to breach that compound.

Chris froze. His hand went instinctively for the gun he’d not taken to the gym. At least his spare was in his ankle holster, if he needed it.

What had spooked him? He scanned the parking lot for suspicious activity. A skinny blond in a tracksuit and earbuds was entering the gym, and an overweight man in sweatpants and a tee shirt was climbing out of his pick up. A pair of men sat in the white compact parked beside Chris's blue Taurus. One flicked a glance at him and back down at the smartphone in his hands. 

I’m jumpy. Since Christmas everyone looks like an enemy. He shrugged off the feeling and took another couple steps toward his car. The feeling wouldn’t shake. Something was wrong, and if he didn’t figure out what fast, he’d be spending spring break in the morgue.

His car. Normally spotless, the trash from weeks of meals on the run had built up in a heap on the floor and seat of the passenger’s side. It wasn’t in the same order as before. Someone had been through his stuff.

The other guy in the compact glanced at him, elbowed his friend, and opened the door. 

Chris took a quick step back toward the gym. His natural inclination was to stand his ground, but he wasn’t ready for a fight. Not with only his Derringer. Not at partial strength. Discretion dictated that he live to fight another day.

“Chris? I didn’t know you went to this gym,” a familiar voice said behind him and a firm hand clapped down on his shoulder.

Chris barely resisted a panicked urge to drive his elbow back into the speaker’s stomach and judo toss him onto the pavement. “Derrick?” He turned and gave his coworker a relieved smile as the tension drained from his body. At least if those guys in the compact car decided to jump him now, he’d have back up. “Just since the incident. Need to get back on my game, you know?”

“Figured it was something like that,” Derrick grinned back as he walked with Chris back toward his car. “You lead a charmed life, Chris. There’s no way you should have survived that attack. Yet, look at you, I bet you could almost give me a run for my money.”

Derrick was always a bit of a blowhard, but something in his tone made Chris's muscles taut again. It was more than bragging. There was steel in his words. A threat. Chris heard “You weren’t supposed to live.” and “Don’t even think you can take me.” 

Not everyone at SATURN can be trusted. Eric’s warning filled his mind. That meant he couldn’t afford to trust anyone.

“You want to go inside and see how far I’ve come?” Chris met the other agent’s gaze and infused some steel in his own words. His tone warning: I’m not an easy mark. “You never could take me before.”

“That was before. In your condition, I’m afraid I might kill you. What would the boss think of that?” Derrick slipped his hands into his pockets and the guys in the compact car drew closer, semi-automatics in hand.

“Remember, Derrick, I live a charmed life,” Chris took a defensive stance and gave a half smile to his faithless colleague. “You might find me hard to kill.”

Derrick pulled a spring-loaded knife from his pocket and flicked the blade open. “Don’t be a fool. There’s three of us and you’re unarmed. Just get in the car without making a scene.”

The portly gym member was staring at them wide-eyed as he fumbled to pull his cell phone out of his pocket. Avoiding attention was impossible now, but the average time for emergency crews to respond to a 911 call was fifteen minutes. Chris wasn’t stupid enough to think he’d survive a car trip with Derrick and his goons, but he wasn’t confident enough in his training to be sure he could survive a fifteen minute face-off with a switchblade and two Glocks against his two-shot Derringer either.

God, I’m not ready yet. At full strength, I could take these guys, but not today. He angled himself to keep an eye on both Derrick and the thugs. I could use an assist here.

Gym patrons were beginning to gather in the parking lot, gawking at them like they were watching a Street Fighter death match. Some even had their phones out recording the fight.

“Take a bow and go home, Agent Hough,” Chris suggested. He smiled and nodded to the crowd as if the fight was all an act. “You’ll be a YouTube sensation by noon. You can’t kill me today without half the country knowing you did it.”

“I can kill you while the whole world watches and the news will hail me as a hero by dinner time,” Derrick scoffed as he took a swipe at Chris with his knife. Chris spun away as the rogue agent continued, “You know how SATURN works. Our media manipulation department is the best in the world. The Hawk has all the power of the organization at his disposal. You’re mine, Chris. Now get in the blasted car if you don’t want your kid brother watching you die on the evening news.”

Derrick’s reference to Matt made Chris hesitate. Chris had accepted a long time ago that he’d likely never live to see his pension, but the thought that his brother might witness his fall made him second-guess his decision to fight. That second of indecision cost him his focus on the guns to his left. 

Stupid, Christopher. He winced as the hard nose of one of the guns pressed into the base of his skull. Secret agents weren’t allowed to make stupid mistakes. Not agents who wanted to remain alive. Fear of being shot again made his legs feel numb, but he ground his teeth together and forced himself to meet Derrick’s gaze. 

Stepping toward him, Derrick folded his knife and cursed. “You should have just got in the car.” Derrick drove his fist into Chris's stomach. 

Chris doubled over as Derrick followed up by driving his elbow down into Chris's kidney. The parking lot swam as Chris went down. The gunman behind him clamped a heavy hand on his shoulder and shoved his head down with the gun, forcing Chris to his hands and knees. 

Panic threatened to override his training. Everything Eric and Marisa had taught him seemed to have flowed from his body with his courage. 

Isaiah 41:10. 

Not everything. 

Fear not, for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee, yea I will help thee. 

Dear God, strengthen me. Give me a way out and the presence of mind to take it.

“What in the world is going on out here?” Jack’s voice thundered from the doorway of the gym. 

The crowd scattered as Jack barreled through them with a roar and took down the startled Derrick before he could react. 

The pressure of the distracted executioner’s hand on Chris's shoulder relaxed. Shifting his weight to his hands, Chris kicked out behind him like a spring uncoiling, knocking the thug behind him to the asphalt and sending the gun to the ground beside him. Pulling his legs back up under him, Chris grabbed both the Derringer strapped beneath his sock and the Glock the thug had dropped, popped to his feet, and slammed the butt of the Glock into the second thug’s face. The second thug’s head snapped back and he collapsed to the pavement beside his groaning accomplice. Breathing heavily, Chris aimed the Derringer at Derrick and the Glock at the downed thugs.

“Thanks for the backup.” Chris nodded grimly to his trainer, who had Derrick pinned to the ground. If Jack hadn’t stepped in, his brains would be painting the pavement right now. 

“You weren’t kidding when you said not being ready could get you killed, were you,” Jack yanked the glowering Derrick to his feet and raised an eyebrow at Chris. “And where did you learn those moves? Not from me.”

“Same time tomorrow?” Chris flashed him a lopsided grin as he heard the distant sound of police sirens. He couldn’t afford to not be ready the next time.

“Another chance to train a next generation superhero?” Jack smiled back. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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He’d thought his body ached after the workout, but that was nothing compared to the pain he felt after his run in with the Hawk’s men. Chris pushed open the door to his apartment, dropped his gym bag to the floor inside, and tossed the greasy paper bag from his lunch on the counter with the crumpled remains of the last three days of takeout. He glared at the mess and grunted. His apartment was usually immaculate, unless his brother was visiting. Actually, if anyone searched the apartment, they would probably find more evidence that Matt lived there than he did.

Usually.

Between his rigorous training routine and work, Chris was barely home enough to do more than toss his stuff on the floor, crash in his bed for a few hours, and start again the next day. When he came home at all. More than once he’d stayed out all night just to avoid the mess. Two nights ago, he’d actually slept in his car in the HQ parking lot. The mess in his house was just a constant reminder of his failure to keep his life together the last few months.

He shoved his hand down into the overflowing trash can to make room, lifted the can to the edge of the counter, and swept the paper bags and wrappers into the can with his arm. He tied up the bag and dropped it by the door to go out when he left. He scanned the room. Papers scattered the coffee table and a pile of clean laundry covered his couch. He didn’t have time to deal with it now. A quick shower and a change of clothes was all the time he could spare before heading to SATURN HQ to try yet again to convince Mr. Jackson to let him talk to the terrorist who’d kidnapped his mentors. Isaac Kestler had been in custody for months, but had done nothing more than laugh at the best interrogators SATURN had to offer.

Another testament to his failure. Everybody expected him to step into Eric’s shoes. Lord, I’m not ready for this. Without him, I’m nothing.

With a grunt of disgust, he chucked his phone onto his unmade bed and kicked off his sneakers. 

I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me. He threw himself back on the bed hard enough to drive the breath from his lungs. “I’m sorry, Lord.” He rubbed his hands over his face and blew a long breath through pursed lips. “I just... I don’t know how to do this on my own.”

I will never leave thee, nor forsake thee.

As Eric would say, God’s got this.

“Help me to look to you, Lord. I’m way out of my league here.”

The theme from Combat rose from the phone lying on his bed beside him. Matt’s ringtone, one of the few he’d drop everything to answer.

“Hey.”

“Chris. Dad’s on his way to pick me up. There’s no way I can get you to change your mind?” A tightness in his brother’s voice belied the lightness in his words.

“Sorry, Matt, you know that would never work.” They’d had this argument before, and he didn’t have the energy for it today. “All Dad and I would do is fight.” He hadn’t been home in years; working with the General had been tense enough.

“All Dad and I will do is fight.” Matt grumbled. “At least with you there he’ll have another target.”

Chris stifled a laugh. It wasn’t funny, not really, but the unspoken truth between the brothers was that Chris always stood as the buffer between General Marshall and Matt. It was the way it’d been ever since their mom had died. “I need you to give it a chance. I’m not always going to be around to step in.”

Awkward silence answered him. As hard as this trip might be, Matt needed the chance to build a relationship with their dad. The next bullet Chris faced could leave Matt alone with the General, and Chris did not wish the strained relationship he had with their father on his brother.

“You wouldn’t consider getting a new job would you?” Matt asked weakly. “You know, something safer, like shark trainer or snake handler.”

“Snake handler, huh? I think that’s already part of my job description,” Chris said glibly. He pulled his shirt off his head and tossed it toward the hamper. Missed. Ugh. “Seriously, if God wants me, He knows where to find me, you know that. I’m thinking He’ll keep me around as long as you and Scott need me to keep you out of trouble.” Why was it so much easier to speak his faith in God than feel it? “Speaking of Scott, have you talked to him lately?”

“He’s bored, homesick, and anxious for news.”

“In other words, no change?”

Matt snorted a short laugh. “None whatsoever. If you don’t wrap this up soon, you might have to call him yourself. He’s getting desperate.”

So am I. “I hope to have something soon.” Chris crossed to the shower and started the hot water running. “But to do that, I actually have to go to work. Try to stay out of trouble, will you? And relax, Dad’s just as anxious about this week as you are.”

“I’ll try. And, Chris, try not to get killed, okay.”

The fact that Matt ended every call that way hurt. Life had been much less painful before Matt had been forced to see the dark side of his job.

“I’ll do my best, promise.” 

As he hung up and set the phone on the edge of the sink, the pain in his side reminded him that his survival was yet one more thing he had absolutely no power to control.

* * * * *
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN THEY’RE transferring Kestler?” Chris pushed against his boss’s desk and stood to his feet. “They can’t. He hasn’t told us where Eric and Marisa are yet!”

“He isn’t going to, Agent Marshall.” Mr. Jackson sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Our best interrogators have had him for weeks, and he only laughs at them. Without Marisa...”

“Unless we can get him to talk, there won’t be a Marisa, or Eric.” They couldn’t give up. Chris had been following the slim leads they had in his spare time since the accident, and each had led to a dead end. Kestler was their only link to the McCullys now. “Let me try to talk to him.”

“You’re not an interrogator. Eric trained you to be an investigator like him.” Mr. Jackson fixed him with a warning look like a teacher would give an unruly student. “And would you please sit down.”

“Eric and Marisa both trained me,” Chris countered as he sat. “You’d be surprised how much I’ve learned from her. Please, just let me try.”

“The order to transfer came from higher than me.” Mr. Jackson shook his head. “So unless you’d like to take on the SATURN board, there’s nothing I can do.”

“This wouldn’t be the first time, Alan.” Chris flashed him a reckless grin, but a nagging doubt rose in his mind. Eric’s letter had said not everyone at SATURN could be trusted. Did the influence of Operation: Orwell reach the board as well?

“Do you get your bullheadedness from Eric or your father?” Mr. Jackson grunted and gave him an irritated glare. “I spoke with Ms. Tompkins.”

“You’re changing the subject.” Chris leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest with a frown. “I don’t see how my physical therapist has anything to do with Kestler.” 

“You know I can’t reinstate you until you pass your fitness eval, and I can’t even order that until your PT signs off on you.” Mr. Jackson pointed a finger at him. “Which she can’t do if you don’t actually see her.”

“She wasn’t able to keep up.” Chris looked away. He’d only kept up with his PT visits while he was in the hospital and had kindly canceled all future appointments after that.

Mr. Jackson’s eyes narrowed. “What have you been up to, Chris?”

“Making sure I’m ready to face Kestler next time.” Chris clenched a fist. He may not have been responsible for the McCullys’ abduction, but his failure to rescue them by now was inexcusable. And he’d failed to protect his own brother from the same fate. If it hadn’t been for Scott’s quick thinking, his brother would still be Kestler’s prisoner – or worse.

“You can’t expect to be back on the field so soon after sustaining the injuries you did,” Mr. Jackson said sympathetically. “We’ll handle this. You work on getting better. What would Eric say about your ditching your physical therapist?”

“Eric can yell at me all he wants after he and Marisa are rescued.” Chris met Mr. Jackson’s gaze with a challenge of his own. “You need me. I know about Operation: Orwell.”

“You’re bluffing.” Mr. Jackson started, but recovered quickly. “You can’t. There’s no way Eric would tell you.”

“He did. Do you really think he’d not have a fail-safe in place in case something happened to him?” Tipping his hand was a huge gamble. If Mr. Jackson was the leak behind Kestler, Chris had just painted a huge target on his chest.

Not that it wasn’t there to begin with.

“How much do you know?” Mr. Jackson looked grim and more than a little irritated. Somehow that made Chris feel like he’d scored one point already.

“More than you, I’d wager.” Chris said carefully, “but not enough to find Dr. Casey.” The McCullys were still important. He couldn’t afford for his boss to lose sight of that. “Possibly more than Kestler. I can question him without compromising national security.”

“I’ve already signed the transfer paperwork.” Mr. Jackson sounded hesitant, less certain.

Another point. Now for the kill.

“Actually, I had something a little different in mind.” The bullet that nearly ended him may have limited his ability to use Eric’s training, but Marisa’s skills were more what he needed now. Lord, let me convince him. It may be the McCullys only chance. “I was thinking about a sting.”

“I’m listening.”

“Let me accompany the transport. If Kestler were to ‘escape’, I could follow him to the McCullys.”

“Kestler’s not that stupid.” Mr. Jackson scoffed. “And I didn’t think you were either, Agent Marshall. We can’t afford to have that terrorist free.”

“Kestler is that desperate,” Chris pointed out. And so am I. “Besides, we have a history. He gets a kick out of humiliating me and knows I’m weak. And you can’t afford for the McCullys to be compromised. If someone is behind Kestler, it's only a matter of time before they find Eric and Marisa’s pressure points.”

“Every man has a weakness.” Mr. Jackson nodded. He was almost there.

“Kestler thinks he’s found theirs. I can’t protect Scott forever. We have to either end the threat or send him into protection like Dr. Casey.”

“How much does the boy know?” Mr. Jackson gave Chris a searching look.

Chris winced inwardly. That was not the direction he wanted this conversation to go. He trusted Alan, but not enough to stake Scott’s life on their friendship. Score one for Mr. Jackson.

“Not enough to make him a threat.” God, grant that to be true. The sketch Scott had helped make of Dr. Casey was destroyed and Scott had sworn he
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