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“Hand me that staple gun, Scott.” Grandpa McCully held a thickly gloved hand out to me. His other hand held a length of barbed wire against a thick post in front of him.

I passed him the heavy tool I’d been holding and wiped a droplet of sweat from my face. We’d been repairing the fencing around the perimeter of my grandparents' ranch since dawn and the Texas sunlight was beginning to get hot in spite of the fact it was only early April. I’d been living with my grandparents on their ranch in Texas ever since my last run-in with the Snake, the terrorist that had kidnapped my parents. I usually spent the mornings helping my grandpa and the afternoons being homeschooled by my grandma. At least I was wearing a tee-shirt and blue jeans. The two SATURN agents assigned to protect me stood by wearing the same dark suits they’d worn since we’d arrived at the ranch. They had to be uncomfortably hot, but no amount of persuasion from my grandpa had been able to convince them to wear more appropriate attire.

Grandpa McCully pressed the staple gun against the barbed wire and pulled the trigger. He repeated the process until the barbed wire was firmly stapled to the post and stood. Looking over the post critically, he pressed his hand against his back and stretched. “Just one more spot and we’ll quit for lunch,” he assured me, glancing at his watch.

He was interrupted by the tune of a classic country music song. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his cell phone and tapped it to answer. “H’lo?” Mmm hmm. I’ll be there right away.” He tapped the screen again to disconnect the call. “I guess we’ll have to wait for that last one. I’m needed at the barn. One of our cows is ready to deliver.”

“Can I come?” I asked eagerly. “I’m sure Grandma won’t mind.” I’d already seen a couple of calves born this spring, but that was one part of ranch work I never grew tired of.

“Actually, I’m pretty sure she will.” Grandpa chuckled. “You’ve already missed two days of your studies this week working with me. Sorry, Scott, but you have to keep up with your education, too.”

I sighed as I turned to follow him back to the pick-up. My grades had improved since I’d come to live with my grandparents. Surely missing a couple of days wouldn’t hurt.

“You drop me off and then head back to the house.” Grandpa rounded the front of his nearly new one-ton crew-cab pick-up truck and climbed in the passenger side. He smiled at me and jibed, “You think you can manage not to crash it into a rock or something?”

“I think I can manage.” A wide grin split my face as I enthusiastically climbed into the driver’s seat. Grandpa’s truck was awesome, nothing like my old car. He’d never offered to let me drive it before, and I’d been afraid to ask, especially considering that I’d wrecked my own car right before I’d come to the ranch.

The two SATURN agents climbed into the seats behind us as I clicked my seat belt in and took the keys from my grandpa. My smile widened as I turned the key and felt the powerful hemi engine roar to life.

If only Matt could see me now! My best friend teased me constantly for the junker I usually drove. I’d have loved to see the look on his face if he saw me driving my grandpa’s impressive new truck.

Sobering quickly, I threw the truck into gear. Thinking about Matt made me miss my friends at the Academy all over again. I hadn’t seen any of them since school let out for Christmas. Thankfully Matt called every weekend; Trinity’s dad still wouldn’t even let her speak to me. Matt would tease me relentlessly if I ever admitted it, but I really missed her. Life was too crazy for me to consider adding a girlfriend to the mix, but when - or if - things ever returned to normal, I was seriously considering asking her out on a date. In fact, as much as I loved my grandparents and the ranch, I’d even be willing to put up with Winston if I got to go back to the Academy again.

I drove over the now familiar dirt road back to the barn and parked Grandpa’s truck right outside without incident.

“Let Grandma know where I am.” Grandpa climbed out of the truck. “Hopefully I’ll be done in time for dinner.”

“Yes, sir.” I watched him go into the barn, shifted the truck back into drive, and headed toward the house.

“There’s been a change in plans,” Agent Fairbanks spoke up behind me. His voice was hard and sounded as if it were right in my ear. “I want you to head toward the main road.”

A bit startled by his order, I turned my head slightly to look at him, only to stop when I nearly got the barrel of his gun shoved in my ear. I winced and pulled my head back slightly. My heart pounded as I remembered what Chris, Matt’s brother and the SATURN agent regularly assigned to protect me, had said: “Not everyone at SATURN can be trusted.”

I obeyed silently, my mind racing for an escape. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Agent Douglas shift slightly in his seat.

“Andy, put your hands on the back of the seat in front of you and keep them where I can see them,” Agent Fairbanks commanded. The barrel of his gun pressed against the back of my shoulder into the muscle behind my collarbone. “My orders are to take the kid alive. There were no instructions about his condition. So unless you’d like to practice field dressing a bullet wound, you won’t even think about trying anything.”

“Orders?” I asked, trying to distract myself from the pressure of the deadly gun in my back as much as I was trying to get information from Agent Fairbanks. “From the Snake?”

“No,” Agent Fairbanks sneered. “Kestler's a hack. He’s too obsessed with getting revenge on your family to do the job right. The Hawk himself ordered me to deliver you to him. He decided it’s time he got involved.”

There was a bit of new information. I'd known the Snake – Dr. Isaac Kestler – was working for someone. Now I had a name. Well, a code name, anyway. I made a mental note to make sure to mention it to Chris when I saw him again.

“Why wait so long?” I watched carefully out the window for someone I could signal. Of course, the dirt road was deserted. “You’ve been with me since I got here at Christmas. Why wait more than three months to try something now?”

“In case you haven’t noticed, your grandpa takes your protection even more seriously than SATURN does.” Agent Fairbanks expressed his irritation by digging the barrel of the gun deeper into my back. “He told us both when we arrived that as far as he was concerned, we had our chance and blew it. He doubled his staff, most of whom know nothing about cattle. He only hired them as security. Do you really think that most ranches have men guarding the gate at all times?” He gestured at the gate leading to the main road in the distance ahead of us. “You haven’t been alone with us since you got here. As it is, this works out great. Once we’re through the gate, I’ll put in a call to SATURN letting Mr. Jackson know that you decided to make an ill-advised road trip back to your friends and that we followed along to dissuade you. Everyone knows how homesick you’ve been. By the time anyone discovers otherwise, you’ll be so far off the grid no one will ever find you.”

I glanced back at Agent Douglas through my rear-view mirror. His expression was grim and his white-knuckled hands gripped the back of the seat in front of him. Agent Fairbanks seemed to have thought of everything. Everything except the guards at the gate. If they really were there for my protection, I doubted they would just let us through. I prayed they wouldn’t.

I pulled to a stop at the gate and rolled down my window as one of the guards came to the side of the truck. I couldn’t just tell them what was happening. Someone would get hurt, and I couldn’t guarantee that Agent Fairbanks would settle for a bullet to my shoulder.

Still, I had to signal them somehow. The further we got from the ranch, the slimmer my chances of escape became.

“Tell them your grandpa let you borrow the truck for a quick trip to town,” Agent Fairbanks demanded in a whisper, a nudge from his gun punctuating his command.

“Hey, Scott, where are you headed?” The guard, a man named Mike leaned in the window a little to look at who else was in the car. “Your granddad’s not with you?”

“No, he, uh, let me borrow his truck for a quick run to town,” I stammered. I hated lying, but Agent Fairbanks’s gun didn’t leave me much choice. Forgive me, Lord.

Mike nodded. “Okay, let me just clear it with him and you’re good to go.” He took a step back away from the truck and pulled out his cell phone.

I held my breath as Mike dialed. If he called my grandpa, Agent’s Fairbanks’s plans were foiled. There was no way they would let us through once they found out my grandpa only authorized me to drive the truck up to the house.

“Floor it and ram the gates,” Agent Fairbanks growled softly behind me. He obviously had realized the same thing I had.

“But we'll wreck the truck,” I stalled. Mike had the phone up to his ear now. Only a minute longer and he’d know the truth.

“Now!” Agent Fairbanks ground the barrel of his gun deep into my shoulder.

I gritted my teeth against the pain and pressed my foot to the floor. The truck leaped forward as the powerful engine revved loudly. Mike cried out for us to stop as the other guard drew his gun and stepped toward us. They were too late. The heavy truck barely hesitated as it plowed though the steel gates, tearing them from their hinges and snapping the lock that held them together. Spider web fractures spread across the windshield as one of the gates bounced off the hood of the truck, into the glass, and over the cab. I sighed deeply. So much for not wrecking every car I touched. Matt was never going to let me live this down.

If I ever actually saw Matt, or anyone else, again.
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“Good. Head toward town.” Agent Fairbanks patted me on the shoulder and grinned at me in the mirror. “I have a call to make.”

He kept his gun trained on me with one hand while he fished his cell phone out of his pocket with the other. “Mr. Jackson, this is Agent Fairbanks. We have a situation.”

I glanced back at Agent Douglas again. He still gripped the back of the chair tightly. I had an idea that might take care of Agent Fairbanks and his gun, but it had equal odds of taking out Agent Douglas, too. I set my jaw and squeezed the steering wheel more tightly. It couldn’t be helped. If I didn't act now while Agent Fairbanks was distracted,I might not get another chance.

Lord, make this work, and keep Agent Douglas from getting hurt.

“Cadet McCully ‘borrowed’ his grandfather’s truck for a desperate attempt to return to JJMA and his friends,” Agent Fairbanks lied smoothly. “Agent Douglas and I tried to convince him to stay, but he was just too homesick. We did manage to convince him to take us along, however. What do you-”

Bracing myself, I slammed hard on the brakes and jerked the steering wheel to the left. The tires squealed on the asphalt and the truck tilted dangerously as I barely managed to keep it from flipping.

Taken off guard, Agent Fairbanks cried out as he was thrown forward over the front seat. His head hit the dashboard and his gun and phone clattered to the floor. The truck careened into the ditch on the opposite side of the road and slammed to a stop at the bottom. The sudden stop hurled me against my seat belt, driving the breath from my lungs and causing burning pain on the side where I had broken a rib not too many months previously.

Struggling to catch my breath, I surveyed the situation quickly. Agent Fairbanks had not been wearing his seat belt and was out cold, slumped limply over the back of the seat beside me. He was not going to be a threat to anyone for quite a while. I winced as I turned in my seat to look at Agent Douglas. He was conscious, but his face was pale and a large goose-egg was already forming on the side of his head.

“Are you okay?” I asked when I finally caught my breath.

“I was about to ask you the same thing.” He groaned. “I’ll live.” He paused and shook his head, wincing as he gingerly touched the bump on his forehead. “Chris warned us about you, but we didn’t take him seriously. He told us you were reckless and more than capable of taking care of yourself.” He glanced at Agent Fairbanks before looking back at me with a new respect in his eyes. “Good job, Scott, that was quick thinking.”

“Thanks,” I replied as the muffled notes of a John Phillips Sousa march rose from my pocket. I pulled out the smartphone my grandparents had gotten me for Christmas and looked at the caller ID. It was Grandpa. Mike had certainly reported to him by now. I looked out at the crumpled hood of his brand new truck and slapped my hand to my forehead. “He's never going to forgive me.”

“Your grandpa? He’ll be too grateful you’re all right to worry about a truck, trust me” Agent Douglas pulled out his own cell phone and tapped the screen. “Which reminds me, I’d better call Mr. Jackson back before he calls in the National Guard.”

I tapped my phone to accept the call. “Hello?” I said in a resigned tone.

“Scott Eric McCully, where on earth are you?” I could hear the barely controlled anger in Grandpa's voice. “Are you okay?”

“I am now.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Agent Fairbanks works for the same people who took my parents. He tried to force me to go with him. I managed to escape but I’m afraid I... wrecked... the truck.”

There was a momentary silence on the other end. “Scott, listen carefully. There's a loaded shotgun under the front seat of the truck. I want you to get it out. You remember how I showed you to use it?”

“Yes, sir.” I felt around under the seat, pulled out the shotgun, and laid it across my lap. We certainly had no shortage of firepower now.

“Is Agent Douglas with you? Can he be trusted?” Grandpa fired off two more questions with a worried tone.

“Yes,” I responded to the first question easily. The second question was a bit harder. Other than Chris, I wasn’t sure who I could trust. Right now, I wished Chris were here more than ever. I settled for an uncertain, “I think so.”

“Don’t,” Grandpa advised gruffly. “You sit there with my shotgun until I get there. Do not go with anyone anywhere. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.” The thought that Agent Douglas might be a threat, too, made my stomach clench..

“Where exactly are you?” Grandpa asked. I could hear voices behind him and the sound of a car engine starting.

“About a mile west of the gate, in a ditch.” I looked around for any markers that would better tell our position. There was nothing but fields as far as I could see.

“Stay put, we’re on our way,” Grandpa said as he cut off the call.

I slid my phone back into my pocket and stared at the shotgun in my lap. My Grandpa had insisted on teaching me how to load and fire one nearly the first thing after I had gotten to the ranch. I fervently hoped I would not have to use it.

“Are we moving to Level One protection, sir?” Agent Douglas continued his conversation with Mr. Jackson.

Dear Jesus, please not that! I felt like the breath had been sucked from my lungs. Level One protection was basically putting me in witness protection. SATURN would give me a new identity and a new life. I would disappear completely until the threat was over, if it ever was over.

Agent Douglas was quiet for a long time as he listened to Mr. Jackson on the other end. “Yes, sir, I understand. Will do.” He hung up and put his phone away.

I stared at him expectantly, afraid to say anything, but dying to know what he and Mr. Jackson had decided. My dread must have showed on my face because he gave me a reassuring smile.

“Mr. Jackson has authorized more security, but stopped short of ordering us to go to Level One,” he began. “He said we'll wait until Agent Marshall gets back from his assignment if at all possible. If Agent Marshall succeeds, there may not be any further need for you to have round the clock protection. If he fails.” Agent Douglas broke off with a shrug. “Well, we’ll revisit the decision then. Mr. Jackson would prefer Agent Marshall took charge if it came to that drastic a move.”

I raised an eyebrow. A special assignment that might affect me? Did I dare hope that Chris had a tip to my parent's location? Maybe that he was on his way to rescue them at this moment? I chewed my lip to keep from getting my hopes up. Surely Chris would have told me if he had a tip.

Then again, knowing SATURN, maybe not. I doubted Agent Douglas would tell me more even if he could, but I didn’t even have the opportunity to ask. My grandpa pulled up on the opposite shoulder of the road in my grandma’s Suburban. The tires barely spun to a stop in the loose gravel before Grandpa threw open the door and leaped out, throwing a perfunctory glance both ways and darting across the vacant road to the side of his truck. He held a heavy gauge rifle in both hands and wore a grim expression on his face. The rear passenger doors of the Suburban flew open and a pair of his heavily armed ranch hands stormed out. They didn’t even bother to look before they followed my grandpa across the road.

Agent Fairbanks still lay slumped over the back of the seat beside me. He was lucky he was still unconscious and did not have to face my very angry grandpa. Agent Douglas looked at the inert form of Agent Fairbanks and back at the rapidly approaching posse with concern. His hand rested worriedly on the butt of his gun holstered at his side as if he feared he might have to protect his treacherous partner from a Texas lynch mob.

“It’s fine.” I pressed the release button on my seat belt. “I’ll go meet them, you just keep an eye on him.”

I stepped out of the door and clambered up out of










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
scorT M[[Ully

Espmnage Adventure

\4,/ i

//” g
2/

JESSI[A C. JOINER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
SCOTT MCCULLY

Espionage \41 Adventure

ESCAPE
certan DOOM





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





d2d_images/scene_break.png





