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The hallway exploded with gunfire.

Ricky dropped low, squeezing three tight rounds into the first shape that moved at the far end of the corridor. The flash of automatic fire lit up the plaster walls in stuttering bursts—like lightning through a tunnel. Someone yelled in Russian. Another voice—closer—screamed as Marsh’s rifle barked sharp and fast.

The air stank of burnt gunpowder, wet wood, and old blood. The walls were too close, the sounds too loud. Ricky’s heart pounded behind his ribs like it was trying to escape.

“Left’s not clear!” Hogan shouted.

“Then we make it fucking clear,” Ricky growled, pushing off the wall and charging forward, rifle steady. A figure stepped from a doorway ahead—too slow. Ricky didn’t hesitate. One shot to the chest, one to the neck. The body crumpled sideways, twitching.

Bateman was behind him, slower than he should’ve been, limping hard. Ricky caught sight of him out of the corner of his eye—face pale, gritted with pain.

“On me!” Ricky barked. “Exit’s twenty feet!”

The steel door at the end of the hallway loomed like salvation. Marsh cleared a path to it, Dale laying down a wall of suppressing fire. Ricky reached it first, slammed his shoulder into the rusty frame, and the door screamed open into a wall of cold rain and deepening twilight.

They burst into the forest like ghosts set loose.

“Slow the fuck down,” came Bateman’s rough voice. “I’m not training for a goddamn marathon here, Ricky.”

Ricky didn’t look back. “Then maybe next time don’t get your ass kicked by a guy named after a salad.”

“His name was Sergei,” Anton muttered.

“Exactly.”

Ricky heard Marsh snort behind them. Bateman grumbled something unintelligible and kicked at a branch, nearly slipping in the mud. Ricky turned back just enough to steady him before he could fall.

“I’m fine,” Bateman snapped, brushing him off.

“No, you’re not. You’re half a step from face-planting into a puddle and I’m not carrying your concussed ass again,” Ricky replied, jaw tight. “Keep up but keep quiet.”

Bateman huffed in a painful breath. “You’re such a dick when you’re worried.”

Ignoring him, Ricky called out. “Van!” 

“Yup” Van responded, not taking his eye from his scope, scanning behind them, watching their six like always. 

“If he falls behind you and you get him in your scope, shoot him”

Bateman scowled. “Fucking nice.”

Ricky shrugged then moved forward. “No one ever called me nice, LT.” 

The trees were tall and close, dripping with rain that fell like glass needles. The air was cooler out here, sharp with the smell of pine and wet dirt. The forest floor squelched underfoot, thick with rotting leaves and mud that sucked at his boots.

They walked on a little more

“You good?” Ricky called.

Bateman shot him a dirty look. “Do I look good?”

“You look like hell and smell worse. Keep moving.” Ricky had always thought honesty was the best policy.

They pushed forward into the trees. Twilight thickened by the second, shadows bleeding across the forest floor like spilled ink. Ricky took point again, the canopy overhead muting the rain but doing nothing for the visibility. He moved fast, scanning for movement, breath fogging in the damp air.

Then, ahead, the trees thinned, and the cracked line of an old road sliced through the woods like a scar.

Ricky froze. “Eyes on.”

The forest had gone still in the worst possible way. They came to the edge of the tree line beside the abandoned road, the cracked asphalt shining wet and black under the dying light. That’s when Ricky saw them—three figures at the far end of the road, rifles slung like they owned the place.

He threw a fist up, signaling stop.

The others stopped behind him. 

Bateman hissed, “Contact?”

“Three. Maybe more in the trees. They’re waiting for us to step out.”

“Fan-fucking-tastic,” Bateman muttered. “I always wanted to die wet, cold, and underdressed.”

Ricky shouldered his rifle. “We go left, take cover at that tree line and—”

A shout cracked the air. One of the enemy stepped forward, weapon raised.

“Move!” Ricky barked.

Gunfire erupted. Ricky pushed Bateman hard to the side just as the first bullet hissed past. Another came fast—and he turned into it, catching it clean through his shoulder.

The force staggered him, but he stayed upright. Pain bloomed hot and sharp down his side.

“Fuck!” Bateman yelled, dragging him toward cover. “Man down! What the hell was that, Ricky?”

“Better me than you,” Ricky grunted, blood already soaking his shirt. “You’ve already lost too much blood.”

They dropped behind a wrecked car at the road’s edge as Marsh, Van, and Hogan laid suppressing fire from the trees. Dale’s sharp command barked through the comms, and the team moved in unison like the fucking war gods they were.

It didn’t take long. Seconds of chaos and then it was quiet again, save for the rain and Bateman’s pissed-off breathing.

“You stupid, reckless, son of a bitch—what the fuck were you thinking?” Bateman demanded, crouched beside him. “That was a kill shot aimed for me!”

“Yeah. I noticed.” Ricky said dryly, trying not to think about how much that fucking hurt.

Bateman’s eyes flashed. “You’re smiling? Are you—Jesus, Ricky, don’t fucking die with that smug look on your face.”

Ricky chuckled, the sound tight and hoarse. “Relax. It’s just a shoulder. You’re not getting rid of me that easy.”

“That’s not the point!” Bateman practically shouted. “You think throwing yourself in front of me proves something?”

“Yeah,” Ricky muttered, letting his head fall back against the wet metal behind them. “That I give a shit.”

Everyone went quiet. 

Even Marsh, who was already pulling gauze and gloves from his kit, paused.

“That’s ... new,” Marsh said slowly.

“Shut up,” Ricky and Bateman said at the same time.

Marsh crouched beside him, shaking his head. “Damn, Bowen. Never thought I’d see the day you catch a bullet and feels at the same time.”

“I did not catch feels, you unsympathetic asshole,” Ricky grumbled.

“You’re bleeding and smiling,” Hogan added helpfully. “That’s worse.”

Ricky hissed as Marsh began cleaning the wound. “I’m just glad it was me and not him.”

Van rolled his eyes. “He’s delirious. He’s obviously dying.”

Ricky grinned even more. “I’m not dying.”

Bateman looked skeptical. “You’re still smiling. That’s a bad sign.”

Marsh chuckled. “You’ll live. But you’ll be a pain in the ass about it.”

Ricky closed his eyes for a second, letting the rain cool his burning skin. “Saw a farmhouse up the road. Not much to look at, small. Dry. Defensible. We can move there.”

Bateman leaned back, arms crossed, still scowling. “You don’t get to give orders when you’re shot.”

Ricky cracked one eye open and looked up at his superior officer. “Wanna carry me this time?”

Bateman grinned. “Touché.”

The team regrouped, weapons raised, eyes sharp.

They had ground to cover, a wounded man, and a hell of a lot of answers still out there.

But for now, they had each other.
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Bateman stood in the shadowed doorway of the gym, arms crossed, watching the heavy bag swing under punishing blows.

Ricky Bowen didn’t look angry.

He looked focused—brutally so.

His knuckles were already red, the wraps soaked through, sweat dripping from his shoulders like rainfall as he pounded the bag with mechanical precision. Jab, cross, hook. Jab, hook, hook. His rhythm never broke. Never slowed. Just kept hammering, each impact echoing like a body hitting concrete.

Bateman watched the way Ricky’s jaw clenched, the way his breath caught between combinations. The tight set of his shoulders. The hollow silence between his grunts of effort. No music played. No earbuds. Just fists and breath and pain.

He was going to hurt for this later.

Bateman knew that better than most. The shoulder Ricky had taken a round through that time in Chechnya still didn’t have the full range of motion. He was compensating. Driving power through the hips to make up for what his upper body had lost. And if he didn’t pull something now, it would flare up during a climb, a sprint, a crawl.

But that wasn’t what made Bateman’s chest ache.

It was the look in Ricky’s eyes. Or rather—the lack of one.

Blank. Fixed. Like he’d locked onto something invisible and wasn’t going to stop until it broke, or he did.

This is what pain looks like when it can’t find a place to land, Bateman thought.

He’d seen it before. In Blake. In himself. And now in Ricky, silent and empty, burning through his own body as if he could sweat the ache out through his skin. For three months, he hadn’t cracked. Not once. 

No shouting. 

No tears. Nothing. Just—stillness. Bateman knew it had something to do with Ezra. It couldn’t be coincidence that the morning this ice-cold Ricky turned up at the breakfast table was the same morning Ezra had ghosted. And whenever the man’s name was mentioned, Ricky would turn to stone and walk away.

And it was tearing the team apart in small, sharp ways.

Dale Ricoh had snapped at him during a loadout last week. “If you’re gonna ghost us, at least stop breathing down my fucking neck while I pack.” Marsh had quietly closed his laptop and walked away from the comms and innovation hub the day before, muttering something about “atmospheric pressure” and “radio silence.”

Even Hogan—laid-back, unbothered Hogan—had stopped inviting Ricky to sit with them at meals. Bateman watched all of it. Tracked it like he would a failing weapon system—silent, precise, and waiting for the damn thing to explode.

Ricky stepped back, shook out his hands, then surged forward again, unleashing a brutal combo that made the bag shudder on its chain. His breath hitched. He didn’t stop.

Bateman exhaled slowly, feeling the weight of it press against his ribs.

He couldn’t order Ricky to talk. Couldn’t mission-plan his way into the space where grief lived. But he also couldn’t sit by while one of his men drowned in silence and pulled the rest of them under with him.

Something has to give, he thought, stepping back from the door.

If Ricky wouldn’t speak, Bateman would go find someone who could.

And, as he had recently discovered, Dev Roberts, leader of Sniper Team Bravo, had known Ricky Bowen longer than anyone.

The drive out to Cottonwood Farm didn’t even take an hour, but it felt longer. Bateman kept the windows down, let the early autumn wind bite against his skin. He didn’t take the direct route. Took turns for no reason. Sat in silence the whole way.

He didn’t have to ask permission to leave Ridge. Didn’t post a request. Just logged a line in the duty tracker. Recon. Personal. 6 hours.—LT.

No one would question it.

When he pulled through Bravo’s outer compound gate and drove up the drive to the main carpark, Finn was already there—leaned up against a sand-dusted Jeep, sleeves rolled to the elbows, aviators reflecting the afternoon sun and that trademark grin of his like he’d been waiting all day to cause trouble.

“Well, well,” Finn drawled. “Look who decided to grace us with his joyless presence. Thought I felt the local temperature drop five degrees. You come to mock our PT schedule or do the neighborly thing and borrow sugar?”

Bateman stepped out, unbothered. “Looking for Dev.”

Finn tilted his head, one eyebrow creeping up. “Of course you are. You didn’t think the big bastard wouldn’t know you were on your way, did you?”

Bateman paused. “He said something?”

Finn smirked. “Why the hell do you think the damn gate is open and my hot ass is out here waiting on you? He just got this look about twenty minutes ago—real still, like he was smelling rain on the wind or some shit. Said, ‘Bateman’s coming. Gate’ll need opening.’ Then went back to typing like he hadn’t just blown a hole in the laws of physics.”

Bateman didn’t blink. “That’s not concerning at all.”

“Oh, it’s absolutely concerning. I’m just too emotionally involved and physically attracted to the man to care,” Finn said cheerfully. “Let me guess—team trouble?”

Bateman didn’t answer.

Finn just nodded knowingly. “Yeah, figured. You’d only crawl out of your bunker for one of three things—a teammate bleeding, Blake or one of your kids breaking something important, or the Earth literally reversing spin.”

A beat.

“It's the first one, isn’t it?”

Bateman didn’t confirm.

Finn gave a theatrical sigh. “You Pathfinders are so damn dramatic. Lucky for you, Dev’s got a PhD in brooding soldier psychology. Knows men—if you know what I mean.” He winked, far too pleased with himself.

Bateman arched a brow. “That supposed to be subtle?”

“Subtleties for snipers and sex scandals. I’m the leader’s hot husband. I come in loud.”

Bateman shook his head, but the ghost of a smile tugged at his mouth.

Finn jerked his thumb toward the barracks. “He’s in his office. Got that thousand-yard stare thing he does. Either solving global crises or planning to kill someone with a clipboard. You’ll know when you see it.”

Bateman gave a sharp nod. “Appreciate it.”

“Any time. Just remember bring a container next time if you’re gonna borrow sugar. And maybe your sense of humor.”

Bateman didn’t look back. “Didn’t pack it.”

“Classic Bateman,” Finn called after him. “Two hundred pounds of muscle and not one ounce of charm!”

Blake would disagree, he thought to himself as he walked toward Dev’s office.

Dev looked up as Bateman stepped inside, then leaned back slowly in his chair. His expression didn’t change, but his eyes—like always—saw too much.

“Bateman,” he said simply.

“Three months,” Bateman replied, without preamble. “And he hasn’t come back to us.”

Dev didn’t ask who. He just nodded.

Bateman dropped into the chair across from him. “I’ve seen him shut down before. Couple days. A bad week. Not like this. It’s like something hollowed him out and he’s just ...  keeping the lights on.”

Dev leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “Tell me.”

So, Bateman did. The last mission. Ezra. The disappearance. Ricky’s silence. Dale’s frustration. Marsh’s retreat. His own guilt. It came out like mission data—factual, tight, efficient. But under it all, there was no missing the real cry for help that had bought Bateman there—I am losing my team.

“You remember Van,” Bateman said quietly.

Dev’s expression shifted—just slightly. A flicker in the eyes. A line tightening at the jaw. “He died here on our lands, protecting us and ours, so hard to forget him. Yeah,” he said, voice low, “I remember.”

Bateman leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped like he was holding something fragile there. “This—feels the same. That same pressure. Like the floor’s about to give out under us. Like if I don’t do something now, I’m going to watch my team implode from the inside—and there won’t be anything left to rebuild.”

Dev nodded, slow and deliberate. His chair creaked as he stood and walked to the window. Outside, clients were hauling gear through the mud in tight formation, rain soaking their shirts, their boots carving deep tracks into the earth.

He watched them for a moment, the silence stretching.

“You know how Ricky and I started working together?” Dev said finally, without turning.

Bateman waited.

“Veracruz,” Dev said. “We were still enlisted, just another two names on the roster. He was young, but sharp. Had that edge—hyper-aware, like he was constantly three seconds from bolting or shooting. Fast. Smart. Deadly in the field. And twice as deadly with silence.”

Bateman didn’t interrupt. He just let the weight settle.

“We were on a black-ops interdiction team, pushing through a corridor that wasn’t supposed to exist. Mission was to shut down cartel logistics. Weapons. Laundered cash. But then it got muddy. Intel started going sideways. Comms were jammed more often than not. And one of ours, a senior tech named Wallace, started acting weird.”

Dev turned from the window, leaned against the frame.

“At first, we thought he was just covering his ass. That he’d made a mistake or two. Then we found the crate.”

Bateman’s mouth pressed into a line.

“Artifacts,” Dev said. “Smuggled from Iran. Rugs, coins, burial masks. Underneath? Bricks of opium. He wasn’t just moving product, he was facilitating the route. And worse, there was proof that they were trafficking people, too. Kids. Locals caught in the crossfire. Selling them off like inventory.”

Bateman’s knuckles whitened.

“We confronted him. Thought maybe it was just greed. Maybe he was scared, that he was being forced into it. Then he pulled a gun on Ricky.” Dev’s voice dropped. “And I didn’t hesitate. Put two rounds center mass before he could squeeze the trigger. Clean. Fast. But not quiet.”

He paused.

“We filed the report. Told command exactly what happened. They redacted it. Said Wallace died in action. Honorable discharge. No ceremony but he got a pension.”

Bateman looked up. “And Ricky?”

“As the junior he shouldered the label of troublemaker, of turning against one of his own, and he carried it,” Dev said. “Still does. We told the truth. Followed protocol. And it didn’t matter. The system didn’t protect Ricky. Not as a kid, and not as a soldier. Didn’t believe him. That kind of betrayal—by someone in your own uniform—it gets under your skin.”

He crossed the room again, sat on the edge of the desk, eyes steady on Bateman’s.

“He’s never trusted easy. And after Veracruz? He barely trusted at all.” Dev’s tone was solemn.

Bateman exhaled, low and rough. “He trusts us.”

“He did,” Dev said. “But if he let Ezra in—even for a second—and Ezra ran?”

He didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t have to.

Bateman rubbed a hand over his face. “So, what do I do?”

Dev leaned forward. “You wait. You hold the space. And when he’s ready, you be there. Not as a leader but as his anchor. Because if you push now? He’ll fold. He’ll walk, Bateman.”

Bateman nodded, slow and reluctant. “To be honest I think he’s mostly out the door anyway. He’ll go. Something will set him off and he will leave. But after that? What if he doesn’t come back?”

Dev’s gaze didn’t waver. “Then we go find what’s left of him.”

They were quiet for a long minute.

“And Ezra?” Bateman asked, pushing to stand.

Dev finally turned to face him. “You can’t know for sure if he had anything to do with it, but my guess is things went from flirty to hot too damn fast and Ezra bolted. For whatever reason. He left, and if Ricky ain’t talking about it, then you can’t know. Not for sure.”

Bateman looked up. “Then I guess that man’s got some serious explaining to do.”

****

[image: ]


Ricky’s fists hit the bag with a rhythm that felt like survival.

Every impact was precise. Controlled. Mechanical. Jab. Cross. Hook. Reset. Again. He didn’t feel the sweat slicking down his back or the dull ache radiating from his shoulder—the one that still twinged from catching a bullet meant for Bateman.

Didn’t care.

Pain was better than stillness. Better than thinking.

Because when he stopped moving, his mind drifted. Always back to that night.

Ezra’s room had smelled like cedar soap and gun oil. 

Quiet. 

Private. 

He hadn’t planned for it to happen, hadn’t wanted to want that badly. But the words had come anyway. Stupid things. Honest things. Like, I don’t do this. Like, You make me feel safe.

And Ezra had answered, had pulled him close, hands trembling just enough to be real. Had kissed him slowly and sweet like it meant something. They’d lain together after, breathing the same air, foreheads touching.

And Ricky ... he’d let himself believe.

That it wasn’t just sex. That it wasn’t just him.

He’d fallen asleep in Ezra Navarro’s arms and woken up to a cold bed.

No note. No call. No message.

Just empty.

Like he fucking regretted it.

Ricky slammed his fist into the bag harder, jaw clenched tight.

He didn’t do vulnerability. Didn’t do firsts. 

And Ezra—he’d been both. First time he’d trusted someone to see him, touch him, know him. First time he’d let anyone that close. And the bastard had walked out like it was nothing. Like Ricky wasn’t even worth a goodbye.

Had he done something wrong? Said something? Was it too much? Or worse—not enough?

The bag wobbled. His rhythm broke. Ricky’s breath came fast and hot in the back of his throat.

You let him in. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

He unwrapped his hands in silence and stalked to the showers.

The water scalded, and he let it.

Let it sear down his spine, sting his scraped knuckles raw, hiss off the fresh welts blooming along his shoulder from the bag. It felt almost holy in its heat—like maybe if it burned deep enough, it could cauterize the emptiness that had been bleeding through his ribs since the day Ezra vanished.

Three months.

Three months since he’d woken up alone in that barracks bed, skin still warm with the shape of someone who’d held him like he mattered. Since the scent of cedar and metal and skin had lingered on the pillow beside his.

Ezra had left before sunrise.

And Ricky ... like a damn fool, Ricky had waited. 

All damn day, pacing between training rotations, checking his phone like a fucking idiot. Every time it buzzed, he’d jumped. And every time it hadn’t been him—hadn’t been anything—the crack widened.
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