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DEDICATION

This is a work of fiction.

It contains imagined violence, imagined danger, and imagined worlds where terrible things happen—but also where people choose to stand together, to protect, to heal, and to do better.

Recently, events in Australia unfolded during a time meant for family, safety, and celebration—events that should never have existed outside the pages of fiction. They serve as a stark reminder that the real world does not always reflect the care, restraint, and responsibility we owe one another.

We must do better.

We must be better.

For our children, and for the future they inherit.

I never want to live in a world where authors like me are forced to imagine kinder, safer realities because the truth has grown more brutal than fiction itself. Stories should challenge us—but they should not have to soften the horrors of the real world just to be bearable.

This book is dedicated to those directly or indirectly affected by what occurred in Australia, and to the countless men and women who work—often quietly, often together—to make the world a safer, more compassionate place.

And to my husband—my calm, my anchor, and the person I turn to when the world feels too loud and too heavy. Thank you for being my home.
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The farmhouse was burning.

Not the roof. Not the walls. The air itself. It stank of cordite and ash and blood, and Dale Ricoh’s ears rang from too many close shots and the sound of Marsh yelling something over the roar of gunfire.

He ducked low behind the broken half-wall, chest heaving. His M4 was nearly dry, and the second magazine he’d slapped in was already feeling light. Smoke smeared the dark, and across the rubble-strewn yard, he could see Van pressed against the far side of the outbuilding, eyes locked to Dale’s.

One nod. One chance.

Dale surged up, firing controlled bursts at the far tree line where muzzle flashes blinked like hellfire. Van broke cover, sprinting across the open yard, weaving through debris. Bullets tore up the dirt behind him.

A mercenary burst from the side of the farmhouse, shouting in Russian, rifle raised. Dale didn’t hesitate. He threw his weapon on its sling, surged forward, and met the man head-on.

Elbow to jaw, bone crunched under the impact. He spun, caught the rifle barrel and twisted, driving his knee into the man’s gut. As the merc staggered, Dale slammed the butt of his palm into his nose, then used the momentum to hurl him into the side of the building. The man collapsed, unmoving.

Another figure darted from the shadows—close quarters. Too close.

Dale pivoted just in time to duck the arc of a blade, the whoosh of steel slicing the air above his head. He caught the attacker’s wrist, twisted, and slammed his head forward. Skull cracked against skull. The smaller form stumbled back, dazed.

Too small.

Dale hesitated for half a second as the figure staggered under the blow. The kid—he couldn’t have been more than sixteen—blinked at him, swaying. Dirt smeared his cheek, and blood trickled from a cut above his brow. He wore patched gear too large for him and gripped the knife with both hands like it was a lifeline. His lips were drawn into a snarl of fear and determination.

Dale raised his blade but didn’t strike.

“Boy,” he said hoarsely in Russian. “You don’t have to do this. Go. Leave!”

The boy’s breath came in ragged gasps. He looked over his shoulder, toward the tree line, then back at Dale. There was a second—a heartbeat—where Dale thought he might drop the weapon. Might run.

But the kid screamed instead and lunged forward, blade flashing.

Dale’s reflexes took over.

Steel met bone, and the knife plunged into the boy’s ribs with a sickening crunch. The kid choked on a cry, eyes going wide, surprise and agony etched into his face. Dale caught him as he collapsed, lowering him gently to the ground.

Blood pooled quickly beneath them.

The boy’s mouth moved, but no sound came. Dale leaned closer.

“Goddamn it, kid,” he whispered. “Why the fuck didn’t you leave?” The kid blinked once. Then he was still. “Fuck.”

Dale stared at the boy’s face. Pale. So damn young. He looked like he should have been in school, not on a battlefield. He stood up and moved, trying to shake that boy’s face from his memory, but knew it was futile. He carried the face of many he had killed in the line of duty.

The air vibrated with chaos. Ricochets sparked against the stone wall beside him. He moved instinctively, tracking each teammate’s position. Marsh was laying down suppressing fire with calm, vicious accuracy. Ricky shifted to flank right, picking off a shadow moving through the brush with a tight double-tap.

Then Dale spotted Hogan—mid-charge, barreling toward a group trying to flank Van. He roared something unintelligible, firing as he ran. Dale sprinted after him to cover his six.

Too late.

Hogan staggered mid-stride, his weapon dropping as a sharp crack rang out. Blood sprayed from his temple and he went down hard, momentum flipping him to his back. He didn’t move.

“Hogan’s down!” Dale shouted, but the report of gunfire swallowed his voice.

Dale dropped to a knee, returning fire toward the trees, trying to pin the shooter. His shots clipped bark and shattered a branch, forcing one merc to duck back. Another rushed out, aiming for Marsh.

Dale was already moving.

He hit the man like a freight train. They tumbled to the ground, fists and elbows flying. The merc landed a blow to Dale’s ribs, but Dale twisted, grunted, and drove his forearm under the chin. The snap of cartilage was muffled by the mud. He rose with a snarl, blood on his knuckles.

The team was faltering. Ricky was limping, dragging his leg now, Bateman was almost out on his feet, and Marsh had a gash over one eye, blood streaming down his face. Dale’s heart hammered as he ran to Hogan, dropping down beside Marsh.

Marsh flinched and dropped low. “Fuck, Hogan.”

“We’re not losing anyone.” Dale’s voice was steel. Hogan was ghost-pale, lips blue, a makeshift bandage at his side soaked through. “He’s still breathing.”

Just barely.

Van skidded to a stop beside them. “Truck. Around the back. I can hotwire it.”

Dale looked up, blood still dripping from his own arm. “I’ll get it running. You drive.”

Marsh and Van started dragging Ricky and Hogan toward the back of the farmhouse as Bateman covered their rear with a shaky hold on his rifle. Dale bolted across the ruined kitchen, shoulder slamming through the half-hinged back door. Outside, a rusted Russian military transport truck sat crookedly behind the barn.

He scrambled into the cab, yanked down the fuse panel, and stripped wires with his knife. Sparks flew. Engine caught. It roared to life.

“Move!” he bellowed, leaping out, circling around the back.

Van leaped into the driver’s seat and reversed the truck with one hand, door open, shouting to Marsh. Dale climbed into the bed, helping hoist Hogan’s limp form in, then Bateman, then Ricky. Marsh jumped in beside Van, blood streaking his face.

Gunfire still cracked in the distance. The trees were alive with it.

Van gunned the engine, and the truck lurched forward, tires screaming over dirt and blood.

Dale knelt beside Hogan, one hand gripping the roll bar, the other pressing against the worst of the bleeding. “Stay with me,” he muttered. Hogan’s pulse was thread-thin under his fingertips. “You hear me, man? We’re not done. You do not get to die in this hell hole.”

The truck rattled under them like a dying beast. In the corner of his vision, amid the smoke and bullet-streaked shadows near the tree line, he caught a flash of movement—a figure dragging something heavy. Dale couldn’t make out a face, just the silhouette of someone in local militia fatigues, eyes locked on their fleeing truck. The man didn’t raise a weapon. He just stopped and watched them, dropping whatever he had been dragging behind him.

The truck roared through the smoke, wheels chewing gravel, but Dale turned to keep the man in his sights. He was unmoving at first, and then he raised his hand—not in salute, but in a slow, deliberate gesture—he pointed a finger at Dale, then pulled it back to draw a finger across his neck. Like he was slitting someone’s throat.

Hogan’s breath hitched, rattling, drawing his attention back to the problem at hand.

Marsh looked back from where he braced Bateman’s head. “How bad?”

“Bad,” Dale said. “Too much blood. We need to get him to extraction, now.”

Van shouted from the cab, “Fifteen clicks if this truck holds!”

“Then make it hold,” Dale growled.

The truck careened down the makeshift path, fire lighting the horizon behind them.

Dale didn’t take his eyes off Hogan. Not once.

And when his breathing stuttered again, Dale whispered, “I got you. I won’t lose you.”

Three of them down. One of them barely hanging on. If they lost Hogan—if the Pathfinders lost one of their own—it wouldn’t just break the team.

It would shatter them.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One


[image: ]




The mat was slick with sweat. Not blood, not today—but Dale Ricoh wouldn’t rule that out if these rookies didn’t start paying attention.

He stepped back from the pair currently sparring and crossed his arms, barking, “You’re going to get yourselves killed if you keep leading with your damn chins. You think anyone out there’s going to pull their punches because you’re slow on the uptake?”

The younger of the two—Morales, twenty-two and cocky—scowled, rubbing at his jaw where Dale had demonstrated a textbook redirect with a little more force than strictly necessary.

“Jesus, Ricoh,” came Bateman’s dry voice from the sidelines. “You trying to knock his teeth into next week? This is training, not Fight Club.”

Ricky, arms folded, and one eyebrow lifted, added, “I told you to go easy. Half of these guys are med techs and comms officers, not SEAL dropouts.”

Dale cracked a grin, wolfish and unapologetic. “They want to pass this section of the course? They better learn to hit hard and fall better. I’m not holding their hands when the bullets start flying.”

The trainees staggered off the mat as Dale waved the next two forward. The combat class was part of the Ridge’s advanced curriculum—optional, but not if you were in the field rotation. Dale taught it like his life depended on it. Because once, it had.

“All right, Reiss and Keller—your turn. Same setup. Don’t embarrass yourselves.”

He circled them as they squared off. Keller’s stance was too wide, Reiss looked like he was already planning to lose. Dale clapped his hands once. “Go.”

The two lunged. Keller moved first, overcommitted, and Reiss got inside his guard fast—but Dale saw it coming three beats before it happened. He stepped in, caught Keller’s shoulder before he could stumble, and redirected him.

“You’re too eager. Wait for your opening,” he snapped. He turned to Reiss. “And you—you don’t wait long enough. If you’re going to rush a guy, you finish it.”

Bateman gave a mock sigh behind him. “See? This is why no one wants to spar with you.”

Dale threw a smirk over his shoulder. “That’s because none of you like losing.”

Bateman snorted. “I don’t lose.” He stripped off his shirt, muscles bunching and flexing under skin slick with sweat. “What do you say, Ricoh? Think you’re ready to test that theory?”

Dale arched a brow, his grin turning downright wicked. “Been waiting for you to grow a pair, Bateman.”

The class whooped and stepped back, clearing the center mat.

They circled each other, low and loose. Bateman moved like a brawler, confident, grounded. Dale kept light on his feet, probing, looking for an opening. Their first clash was sharp—Dale’s jab met by Bateman’s deflection, their momentum snapping them apart before either could capitalize. He called out what was happening for the sake of those on the course.

“You always this talkative when you’re about to get your ass handed to you?” Bateman muttered.

“Only when it’s by someone who’s overdue a lesson in humility,” Dale shot back.

They traded blows—kicks, quick punches, elbows that glanced but didn’t land clean. Dale got under Bateman’s guard with a sweeping low kick, but Bateman rolled through it, caught Dale’s arm, and turned the momentum into a takedown.

Dale grunted, twisting out of the pin, scrambling back to his feet.

“Not bad,” Bateman said, circling.

“I work out.”

“I can tell.”

They clashed again—this time harder. Dale feinted, went for a chokehold. Bateman slipped out, drove a shoulder into his midsection, and slammed him to the mat with a practiced sweep. In a blink, he had Dale’s arm trapped, pressure applied with ruthless efficiency.

Dale growled but tapped out before the joint could go. He lay there a second, catching his breath, then looked up at Bateman.

“Smug bastard.”

Bateman grinned, offering a hand. “You almost had me. In an alternate universe where you’re six inches taller and I forgot how to fight, it would be all you.”

The class erupted in cheers and jeers, laughter rippling through the space, tension easing just a little. It was always like this—intensity edged with camaraderie, sharp corners dulled only by trust.

Dale took the hand, pulled himself up, and dusted off. “All right, you laughing jackals, hit the showers—after the three-mile run you’ve all earned for fighting like you learned from Saturday morning cartoons. And, yeah, it’s also because you laughed when I lost. I’m petty like that.” The room filled with groans and eyerolls, but the team dispersed with grins on their faces and sweat on their backs.

Once they had the gym to themselves, Ricky ambled over. “You’re still working out whatever’s in your head, aren’t you?”

Ah, and now they were at the reason part of their visit.

“Maybe.” Dale didn’t look at him. “But they need this. Every single one of them.”

Bateman shook his head, a hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “It’s peacetime, Ricoh. We’re not dodging bullets every morning.”

Dale snorted. “Not yet.”

Bateman met his eyes. “Yeah, I get it. But maybe not smacking the shit out of the teams paying us thousands to train them wouldn’t be the worst adjustment to this new life. Just saying.”

Ricky clapped him on the shoulder, then nodded toward the tablet mounted on the wall. “Your last session’s a private one and it is scheduled at 4:00. Someone wants to pay a shit load for the privilege of getting punched in the face by you.”

“Good,” Dale said. “After that ass whooping, I could use a tick in the win column.”

The clock ticked down. The class finished their run, wrapped with bruises, and staggered out, leaving the mats in various states of disarray, heading for their barracks and a much-earned shower. Dale stayed back to mop up bloodless evidence of hard lessons learned.

“You ever think about just teaching yoga instead? I am sure we could get hen parties and corporate retreats to come up the mountain for those, too,” Bateman called out as he and Ricky pulled the mats into order.

“Sure,” Dale called back. “If I ever take a hit hard enough to forget what war feels like, I’ll grow a beard, buy an incense burner, and start working on my chakras like a reformed yogi.”

They both laughed, the sound short but real, then left him alone in the gym. He checked the roster again. No name listed against the private session—just a temporary badge number and a note. “Authorized guest access. Payment cleared.”

He was still toweling off his hands when the gym door creaked open, and Ty Monroe walked in like he’d done a hundred times. Like he belonged there.

Tank top tight across his chest. Ink curled down both arms—more than Dale remembered from before, bold lines and black geometry etched into muscle. Cargo shorts. Combat boots. That smirk that said he knew exactly how Dale was looking at him.

Dale’s brain stalled for half a second before his body caught up.

“Ty Monroe,” he said flatly.

Ty tilted his head, like he didn’t know the effect he was having. “Coach.”

“You signed up for a private session?”

“Didn’t want to wait for the group warm-up. Figured I’d get my ass handed to me in style and in private.”

Dale tossed the towel aside and stepped onto the mat. “I won’t go easy on you just because we know each other.”

“I don’t want easy,” Ty said, stepping forward. “I want you.”

Dale’s gut tightened.

And then he smiled. “Gloves or no gloves?”

Ty’s grin spread. “No gloves. Let’s make it interesting.”

He waited as Ty removed his combat boots and stepped onto the mat with bare feet. The gym was quiet now, just the two of them, the late afternoon sun slanting through the blinds, casting long shadows on the mat.

Dale braced himself.

This was going to get complicated.

****
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The hallway outside Ty Monroe’s room in the trainers’ barracks was quiet, the hum of the Ridge’s AC system the only sound threading through the space. His feet, clad in combat boots, made very little noise against the polished concrete floor as he moved toward the main corridor, hair still damp from the shower.

He felt calm. Focused. At least on the surface.

He’d warmed up and stretched a little after his shower, wanting to make sure he was prepared for what was to come. 

Combat training. 

One on One. 

With Dale Ricoh.

He needed this. Not just the training—but the contact. The release. The chance to sharpen himself.

He’d been out of the fight for too long.

Truth was, he wanted to learn. Needed to. After the attack at the Ridge, after Oren had been hurt—he couldn’t let himself be that helpless again. Watching a man he cared for deeply risk his life and get injured, held back by his own limitations, had awoken something primal within him. 

Dale Ricoh was a bruiser, a tactician, the best hand-to-hand fighter Ty had ever seen. And Ty wasn’t above admitting that training with him offered another ... benefit.

Touch. Proximity. 

Maybe even something he hadn’t let himself name yet.

He turned the corner and nearly ran into Oren.

Oren’s hair was tousled by the wind from the construction site, jeans streaked with dust, and his Redline Design Group work shirt rolled at the sleeves. He came to an abrupt stop when he saw Ty, eyes sweeping over him from damp hair to bare calves with open appreciation.

“You look ... ready for something,” Oren said.

Ty smirked. “I’m heading to the gym. Figured I’d pick a fight with Dale.”

Oren’s brows shot up, concern tightening his face. “You what?”

Ty chuckled, stepping closer. “Relax. It’s a private session. I asked him to train me.”

Oren’s jaw flexed. He looked off to the side, then back. “I could have trained you.”

Ty met his eyes, softer now. “I know. But Dale’s next level. He’s faster than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

Oren’s eyes lit up with a flicker of excitement. “Fuck, yeah, he is! The night of the fight, when he came for the guy who stabbed me? The way he moved—like one second he was nowhere to be seen, and the next—”

He didn’t finish the sentence.

Rage flared in Ty’s chest hot and fast. Without thinking, he stepped forward and gripped Oren’s throat—not hard, just enough to say stop speaking now, I’m in fucking charge. 

Then he kissed him.

It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t sweet. It was heat and history and hunger. Their mouths collided, Ty’s fingers flexing at Oren’s neck, while Oren’s hands locked onto Ty’s waist and the back of his shirt like he needed the grounding or he’d fly apart.

Ty growled against his lips, then his jaw, then slipping his hand to the man’s nape, he grazed his teeth along Oren’s neck, just to feel him shiver.

“Don’t talk about you being hurt,” he practically snarled. “It messes with the caveman in me.”

With a calming breath he stepped back, letting his hand and eyes drop—and, yeah, Oren was in the same state he was. Flushed. Breathless. Hard as fuck. Wanting.

Ty raised a brow and his gaze. “You like my caveman, Callaghan?”

Oren smirked, voice low and rough. “Apparently.”

Ty chuckled as he stepped past. “Don’t take too long in the shower. Or do if you need to take matters into your own hands if you know what I mean. Think about me and Dale rolling around on the mat all sweaty. Might help.”

Oren groaned audibly, and Ty grinned as he stepped away and moved out of the barracks and into the sunlight.

The gym wasn’t far. He passed the outdoor track and water stations where a few teams lingered. Bateman and Ricky leaned against the rail fence, watching the trainees cycle through cool downs.

“Ricoh’s still in there,” Bateman said, tilting his head toward the gym door. “He’s pushing the groups hard today. Seems tense.”

Ricky gave Ty a sly grin. “Maybe you can help him blow off some steam with a quickie on the mats.”

Ty stopped walking, jaw tight as the anger rose sharp and swift. “It’s not like that. This isn’t about blowing off steam or a quick fuck.” His voice was low, edged with steel. “I’m building something here. Something long-term. Non-traditional, maybe. But real. If either of you has a problem with that, I honestly don’t give a fuck.”

Both men straightened slightly, surprised by the weight in his voice.

Ty took a calming breath and added. “I’m looking for a future with both of them.”

Ricky’s smirk faded into something thoughtful. Bateman just nodded, eyes narrowing with understanding.

Ty left them behind and stepped into the gym.

Time to get a little closer to what he wanted—and who.

Ty stepped into the gym, heart rate kicking up a notch. Dale Ricoh stood at the far end, toweling off his hands. His eyes met Ty’s, and something unreadable passed between them.

“Ty Monroe,” Dale said flatly.

Ty tilted his head, letting a smirk curl the edge of his mouth. “Coach.”

“You signed up for a private session?”

“Didn’t want to wait for the group warm-up,” Ty said easily. “Figured I’d get my ass handed to me in style and in private.”

Dale tossed the towel aside and stepped onto the mat. “I won’t go easy on you just because we know each other.”

“I don’t want easy,” Ty replied, stepping forward. “I want you.”

That made Dale pause—just a beat. Then he smiled. “Gloves or no gloves?”

Ty’s grin spread slow and deliberate. “No gloves. Let’s make it interesting.”

They circled each other on the mat, both barefoot, stripped down to skin and reflex. Dale came at him first—quick, fluid, testing his reactions. Ty parried, spun, dropped low and swept. Dale jumped the sweep.

Dale’s brows lifted. “You’ve had some training.”

Ty grinned. “Wasn’t just watching YouTube videos during basic you know.”

Dale’s answering grin was slow. “Good. Then we can skip some of the easy shit.”

The next round was faster, Dale pushing angles, using joint locks and off-balancing tactics that were a masterclass in efficiency. Ty faltered once, twice—but found his footing, his breathing, his rhythm.

They didn’t speak much—just moved. Hit. Blocked. Grappled. For two solid hours they danced and fought and learned each other’s bodies in a language only warriors understood. Sweat pooled, breath came harsh, and still they didn’t stop.

At one point, as Ty circled and reset his stance, he caught a flicker of movement in the dark corner of the gym. Oren, half-shadowed, arms folded across his chest, was watching them—eyes fixed, unreadable, intense. Ty’s chest tightened, something primal stirring—but then Dale came at him fast, and Ty had no choice but to snap back into motion.
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