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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
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