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DEDICATION

The Pathfinder series was a long time in coming. In fact, it has been quite a few years between drinks for my Pathfinders and Bravo Team boys. There are no excuses really, just life getting in the way of me getting fingers to keyboard.

But I have to say that in the times when I did look at my emails, it was the Pathfinders that everyone wanted to know about. So, thank you readers for your patience, this book is for you. I hope you love reading Bateman and Blake’s story and getting to know my Pathfinders a little more before they all start on their journey toward their happily ever after.

And for my hubby. Yes, love, Maia is back, writing and loving the world again.
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Anton Bateman was in a whole world of hurt. The ribs on the right side of his body were on fire, he was fairly certain his face was nothing more than a pulpy mess, and he was too damn tired, scared, and pissed off at the world to assess the rest of his body any further. 

Everything ached. 

“Pleased to be talking with us now, yes?” the heavily accented Russian meathead with the fists of fucking steel asked oddly politely.

Bateman groaned, lifting his head from his chest to look up at the prick. He was slightly alarmed to discover that there were two of the bastards standing there. Well, that would explain why he was in so much pain. Especially if two of the meatheads were hitting him at the same damn time. When the two wavered in front of him, merging into just one body, it became even more alarming. Apparently, he had a concussion on top of everything else.

“Talk to you about what.” His voice sounded slurred and so fucking tired, even to his own ears. His left eye was swollen shut which was why he didn’t see the backhand coming until it was too late, his head whipping hard to the right.

“Where the weapons be?”

Bateman exhaled, not wanting to give the bastard the satisfaction of seeing him throw up, but he had to admit, the thought of regurgitating bile onto the prick’s shoes was appealing. He heard the distinctive call of an eagle owl. Now, wasn’t that just music to his ringing ears.

“You know what, asshole,” his voice had lost all sign of the fatigue from before and rang with a strength and authority that in the past had had many a new recruit shitting themselves, “I would have thought that the fact you’ve just been pounding on me for the past two hours and I haven’t given you a goddamn thing, would have given you a fucking clue. I ain’t telling you shit. But you want weapons, comrade? You’re about to get more fucking gunfire than you can handle.”

Meathead frowned. “What?”

Bateman sat back in the chair with a smile, his expression not giving away the pain that shot through his side at the move. “You know those days where you wake up and think to yourself, ‘man, I should just get the fuck out of the gun trafficking business and go do something else. Maybe become the accountant my mama always told me I should be?’ Well, Meathead, today is the day you are going to regret not doing exactly that. For the entire ninety seconds you have left to live.”

Meathead’s expression cleared. “Dimitri! Prasnees, na nas napali!” 

Bateman grinned. Meathead could yell at his friend Dimitri to be on alert as much as he liked. Ain’t gonna make much of a difference.

“Tvoy Dmitri oozhe myortvi.” 

Bateman reveled in the man’s shock as he advised him that Dimitri was already dead. He had the distinct pleasure of watching the man pale just moments before the external door to the room exploded inward and five of his closest friends, the original Pathfinders, swarmed the room. They swept in using textbook formation. Despite the fatigues, scarves, and camouflage paint they wore, Bateman knew exactly who was where.

As always, Dale Ricoh took point in his absence, stepping in first, and putting a bullet in Meathead’s thigh, wanting to neutralize the threat without actually killing him. They were all trained to keep assets alive until ordered otherwise. Lethal force was used when no other choice existed. For the Pathfinders that situation occurred more often than not.

Marsh Clarkson and Richard “Ricky” Bowen came in tight behind Dale, flanking left and right, eyes to the scopes of their M4 Carbine assault rifles as they swept the room. Meathead had been confident that he could keep Bateman under control alone, which to be fair with three knife wounds, significant blood loss, and what felt like a million broken ribs, Minnie Mouse wouldn’t have had an issue doing that.

Chris Hogan came striding through in the center of the group. His comms unit strapped to his back, but his rifle very much at the ready sweeping high. And bringing up the rear, watching their six as always was Donovan “Van” Knowles.

“You good, LT?” Dale asked, his eyes never leaving the target currently on the ground. 

Meathead groaned, both hands wrapped around his bleeding thigh, cursing fluidly in both Russian and English.

“I’ve been better, Ricoh.” He felt the ropes behind him fall away, and he would have slid off the damn chair and straight onto the floor face first if Ricky hadn’t been there to stop him.

“I got you, LT,” Ricky murmured as he helped him to slump back into the chair. 

Bateman groaned at the pain that radiated through his shoulders as his arms were finally able to move. “Fuck, that hurts.”

“Yeah, it’s a bitch when the blood gets flowing again, huh?” Ricky murmured as he slapped a few pressure bandages on the worst of his wounds. “You shouldn’t have stepped in front of me, LT. If you’d stayed where you were, it would have been me sitting in this damn chair.”

Bateman groaned as he prodded his own side, checking for anything that might signal a break. “Seemed like a good idea at the time. Now? Not so much.”

Ricky huffed a laugh that didn’t reach his eyes. “I owe you one.”

“We don’t keep score, Ricky.”

Bateman didn’t think there would be a figure high enough to account for the number of times the men in this room had saved his ass.

“Will you be able to handle a weapon?” Bateman threw him a look. “I’ll take that as a ‘hell, yes’ and will keep my big ass mouth shut.”

He waited while Ricky shot him with a cocktail of things that were going to ensure he had the energy to do what needed to be done, as well as an antibiotic to stop his dick from falling off from an infection. In a short amount of time, adrenaline flooded his system, and he felt strong enough to move without passing out. Win!

He stood up, something he might not have been able to achieve before Ricky’s magic little cocktail. “I’m assuming all of Meathead’s friends are currently standing at the pearly gates waiting for St Peter to hit the down button for each of those fuckers?”

Chris shot him a grin. “Hoorah, LT.”

Bateman nodded, satisfaction rolling through him. Meathead and his friends were all part of the Petrov Bratva, a sect of the Russian Mafia whose revenue streams of choice ran to drugs and weapons. He grabbed the black flak jacket and shirt out of the air that Marsh threw him, and he shrugged it on.

“We are all getting too old for this shit,” Bateman muttered as he pulled up the zip and checked the jacket for extra clips. “There has got to be a better way to live”

“You’ve got three other teams out in the field, LT,” Dale said from his position by the door. “Surely you’re in a position to retire and let us grunts do all the work.”

Bateman picked up his M4 and moved to stand by Dale. “Don’t be an ass, Ricoh. There’s no such thing as retirement for guys like us. All we can do is hope we survive our current operation so we can live to take on our next.” He shot Dale a grin. “So, let’s go grab those weapons, and get the hell outta this place. I have no desire to spend the next twenty to thirty years in a damn Chechen prison.”

Dale Ricoh stepped aside, giving Bateman room to move to the front of their group. “On your six, in your time, LT.”

Bateman took a slow breath, everything in him turning to ice. This was what he did, who he was. He lifted a hand, made a rapid circle with his finger in the air signaling a silent exit. The Pathfinders were on the move, and they were doing what they did best. Extraction, elimination, and evasion. Bateman moved out of the room and into the hallway, his men in a tight formation behind him, when the world erupted into a firestorm of gunfire around them.
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“You gonna sit out here all night, LT?”

Bateman turned to look at the man who was now standing at the passenger side of his truck. “You’re still a sneaky son of a bitch, Dale. I’d ask you how you managed to get out of that motel room and across an open car park without me seeing you, but I know you’re not going to tell me.”

Dale grinned, giving a little shrug. “A guy like me has to have some secrets. Makes me an enigma.”

Bateman opened his door, grabbed the black duffel bag from the passenger seat and climbed out of his truck. “Yeah, well, there’s more to being an enigma than just knowing how to sneak out of a place.” He strode in the direction of the hotel room where the rest of his Pathfinders were waiting for him.

“I know,” Dale said as he stepped up to walk beside him. “I Googled that shit after I heard one of the Bravo team use the word to describe Maddox. Apparently, I gotta be mysterious and have all these secrets. But I’ll get there.”

Bateman grinned at him as they reached the door. “I have no doubt.” He reached for the handle, opened the door and stepped into the large motel room. Chris and Ricky were lounging on the two king-sized beds in the room while Marsh tapped away on a laptop at the table. The scene was reminiscent of so many motel rooms over the years. The only thing missing was Van.

The thought of his friend sent a shaft of pain through his heart. It had been a week since the Pathfinders had gone to war with Bravo team in order to take out the drug cartel that had taken two of three teams of Pathfinders out, killing a lot of good men. They won the battle of that day, but it was not without cost and it was too fucking high to pay. And the price this team had paid, on top of the men who’d fallen in a battle they weren’t even aware they were fighting, was one of their own. He placed his bag gently on the bedside table, as Dale folded his tall frame into a chair by the window.

“You get it done, LT?” Ricky asked, his gaze locked to the bag.

Bateman nodded. “Yeah, exactly as Van wanted it. No fuss.” When the group had first set out as mercenaries, they agreed to set a certain amount of money aside to use when they were ready, to set themselves up with something permanent. If one of them were to depart this world a little early, then he left a letter to be opened by the others with instructions on what to do with any of the body that remained and their share of the money. Van had wanted his to go to his brother. He’d left an account number to wire the money to and a message. “The key is where it should be, and the answer is yes, now go find yours.” 

Nothing more, nothing less, and cryptic as fuck. Bateman had left that morning to make good on that promise, and now that it was over, he felt a little lighter, like he had done something good for his fallen brother, something meaningful.

Chris turned off the TV and moved off the bed to stand with his back against the wall and stared at the bag Bateman had placed gently on the bedside table. A quick glance around the room and he noticed that all his men had eyes on the bag. And he couldn’t blame them.

“So, what’s the plan now?” 

Bateman wasn’t surprised that it was Marsh that asked the question. He was their planner, the one who always needed to know the details to the nth degree. Bateman had an idea of what he wanted to do, but he needed to ensure that it was what the Pathfinders could get behind as well. He wanted what Bravo had. A home, a future, and goddamn it, he wanted them all to be happy. But he wasn’t sure if these men wanted that same thing.

Devon Robert’s words the night Van had been killed came back to him. “If you want your team to be able to find their happiness, you have to give them something to anchor themselves to.” That’s what he had to do, and come hell or high water, he was going to make it happen.

Bateman looked around the room, making eye contact with each and every man. “Before I outline what I think we should do. Let me ask you this. What did you all think of the set-up Bravo have?”

The other four men all shot each other looks, and Bateman had a feeling he was right in his assumption that they had been talking about Cottonwood Farms amongst themselves.

“It was a sweet place,” Hogan answered first. “The idea of a tactical training facility for government departments and law enforcement agencies makes good business sense.”

Dale nodded. “They were all able to find a way to use the skills they had learned in the military to help. That’s commendable as fuck, man. I was only there a short time with the team, but they were still as tight as any unit I have ever seen.” Dale looked around the room. “Just like us.”

“Their IT system is adequate,” Marsh said. “I would want it bigger and better. With the number of white-collar crimes and cyber-attacks striking the world at large, they could do more from an online system security perspective.”

Ricky stood up from the bed and turned to face him, and Bateman held his breath. Ricky was the one he could lose in this moment. He had never wanted to find a home, to have a place where he could put down roots. For him, the reminder of a home and family brought up a metric shit ton of memories that he had never dealt with.

“That’s not what you’re really asking, though, is it Anton?” Straight to the point, typical Ricky, and he had no doubt that the use of his first name was deliberate. “You want to know how we would all feel about putting something like that together for ourselves.”

He held Ricky’s stare and nodded. “I do. We’ve been doing this a long time, and if we hadn’t lost the other teams, and Van, then we might have continued for a while longer, but things have changed.”

Ricky’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah, your husband knows that you’re alive. So, are you going to leave us to go live a life in the suburbs?”

It was going to take Bateman a while to adjust to the fact that the Pathfinders now knew he was married. When they’d followed the cartel they were dismantling to Bravo Team’s new facility, his past life had come roaring into the present—courtesy of the cartel leader’s trump card. The one-man Bateman had never expected to see again. The man who meant more to him than anyone in the world. The reason he’d said, “I do.” 

Bateman shot him a look complete with arched brow. “Honestly? You see me living in Stepford with the white picket fence and going to fucking street parties? Hell, no.” The other men all relaxed, and he realized how much they had all believed he would walk away from them. “I will say this, though. Blake is the love of my life, and I am going to get him back.” He winced when he remembered the look of haunted pain on Blake’s handsome face the last time he saw him. “Somehow. So, if you’re all in with this new venture with me, then know that it will include Blake.”

“Why didn’t we know about him?” Hogan asked quietly. “We’ve been balls to the wall, seconds from death on multiple occasions and you’ve never even mentioned him.”

“Yeah, he has.”

Everyone turned to look at Marsh, and Bateman frowned at him. “What? When?”

Marsh tilted his head to the side, a move that was typical for him. “On that mission to Chechnya, when we took down a sector of the Petrov Bratva. When we were holed up in that abandoned farmhouse, I was standing watch, and you were dreaming. You talked about a guy called Blake. You called out to him, like you were trying to warn him. You said that marrying him was the best thing you had ever done in your life.” Marsh shrugged. “I thought it was just a dream.”

Bateman sighed, a pain settling deep in his chest. “In a way it was. Blake has been a part of my life since he was eight years old. We only really became more than best friends seven years ago.”

Dale snapped his fingers. “After that thing in China with the triads. We all came back carrying more than one injury and you gave us six months off. When you came back you were— different. Lighter in a way. You were—”

“Happy,” Ricky finished for him. “You were happy, LT. We all noticed it.”

Bateman nodded. “Yeah, and I will tell you that entire story soon, I promise. What I want to know now, is if you want to start this new journey with me. We earned more money that we will ever know what to do with, and thanks to Marsh’s skills, we also have the money from the Cartel to help us and the families of the Pathfinders we have lost to make the lives we want. So I ask again, do you want to start this new journey with me?” 

He waited, heartrate elevated. Bateman had no idea what he would do if they said they weren’t keen. He knew, fucking knew that this was what they all needed. A home, an anchor, a place where they could put down roots, and make something for themselves. God, he wanted that more than he ever knew. But this was not something he could order them to do or feel. This had to be something they entered into of their own free will.

Dale stood up from his chair. “I’m in. I saw what Bravo built, and I want that for us.”

“Me, too,” Marsh added. “I still think we can build something bigger and better and a shit load more hi-tech than Bravo.”

Hogan sighed. “Marsh, we have to get you a man of your own. You’re getting too damned caught up in the cyber world and losing sight of what’s important in life. I’m in, too, LT. Without me, Marsh is likely to die a virgin, only getting his kicks from the porn he downloads.”

Marsh blushed red, saluting his friend and teammate with his middle finger. “Fuck you, Hogan. Just because you’ve got no issues leaping into bed with whatever Tom, Dick, or Harry that walks into a room, doesn’t mean I have to be a man whore, too.”

Bateman would have smiled at the usual ribbing that followed, three of his men giving each other shit, and taking the conversation very much into the gutter, but he was too busy staring at the one man in the room who had yet to answer him. He held Ricky’s gaze for a long moment. Out of all of the team, Ricky was the one who just might walk away.

The others must have registered his concern, or perhaps it was Ricky’s hesitation that had them falling quiet. Ricky took his time, letting them all stare at him. Just as Bateman was contemplating simply drugging the stubborn asshole, tying him up and locking him in the truck until he saw that what was being offered was their future, Ricky nodded.

“Okay, then it’s settled,” Bateman said, ignoring the slight tremor in his voice. The faith and trust these men had in him often left him in awe. He turned to place a hand gently on the duffel. “Van’s gone. The others, too. We keep running like ghosts, we’ll end up just as dead. We build something that keeps us off the radar but makes it very fucking clear—we are not prey and we never have been. But first, we’ve got to do our duty for Van. We’ll take him home like he wanted. Cedar Rapids is over a thousand miles from here, so we can talk and plan more on the drive there.”
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