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The crack of gunfire echoed across the Rogue Horizon compound as Alex "Ranger" Wade watched three newly discharged Marines empty their clips into paper targets. Not bad groupings for men still shaking off civilian softness, but not good enough to keep them breathing if the wrong assholes came calling.

"Thompson, you're pulling left," Ranger called out, his voice carrying the kind of authority that made grown men straighten their spines. "Compensating for recoil that ain't there. Trust your weapon."

The kid—twenty-three and built like a brick shithouse, but still a kid in Ranger's eyes—adjusted his stance. The next three rounds punched through the center mass of his target in a tight cluster that would drop a man before he knew he was dying.

"Better." Ranger stepped up behind the makeshift firing line, scanning the other two shooters. "Martinez, what's your breathing look like?"

"Controlled, Sergeant," the stocky former Army mechanic replied, not taking his eyes off his target. Old habits died hard, and Ranger didn't bother correcting the rank. These men needed structure, needed someone who understood the weight they carried.

"Show me."

Martinez demonstrated the breathing technique Ranger had drilled into them—inhale, half exhale, hold, squeeze. His next shot punched dead center.

"Outstanding." Ranger's approval was hard-earned and these men knew it. "Jackson, talk to me about your sight picture."

The third Marine, a lanky kid from Alabama with haunted eyes that looked too old for his face, lowered his weapon. "Clear and consistent, but my follow-through's shit."

"Why?"

"Flinching. Waiting for incoming that ain't coming." Jackson's jaw worked like he was chewing glass. "Fucking ridiculous."

"No, it ain't." Ranger's tone cut through the kid's self-disgust like a blade. "Your body learned to keep you alive over there. Takes time to teach it the war's over. But right now, today, you're going to master that flinch because the next time you need this weapon, it might be the only thing standing between you and a dirt nap."

He stepped up beside Jackson, close enough that the younger man could feel the steady confidence radiating off him. "Line up your shot."

Jackson raised the Glock, and Ranger could see the micro-tremor in his hands, the way his shoulders hunched in anticipation of impact that existed only in muscle memory.

"Breathe with me." Ranger's voice dropped to that calm, deadly register that had guided men through firefights from Kandahar to Helmand Province. "In... hold... squeeze."

The shot rang out clean, punching through the target's heart.

"Again."

They ran through the drill six more times until Jackson's grouping looked like something that could save his life. Only then did Ranger step back, satisfaction settling in his chest like good whiskey.

"That's how we do it." He surveyed all three men, noting the way they stood straighter now, the way their eyes had lost some of that desperate edge. "You came here broken, thinking the Corps failed you. Truth is, the Corps gave you everything you need to survive. Problem is the system that dumped you back into the world without teaching you how to use those skills for something other than Uncle Sam's agenda."

Thompson snorted, but there was no real humor in it. "So what, we're your personal army now?"

"You're men who served their country and got fucked over for the privilege." Ranger's words hit like hammer blows. "Question is, what are you going to do about it?"

He gestured toward the compound behind them, where the sound of motorcycle engines and power tools created a symphony of controlled chaos. "This isn't about building another military. It's about taking care of our own. Every man here earned his place through blood and sacrifice. We don't abandon brothers, and we don't let anyone prey on those who can't protect themselves."

The three Marines exchanged glances, something passing between them that Ranger recognized—the moment when scattered individuals started thinking like a unit again.

"So what's the real training?" Martinez asked, ejecting his empty magazine with practiced efficiency.

"Real training starts when you can put those skills to use protecting something that matters." Ranger collected their weapons, running his hands over each one with the automatic competence of a man who'd maintained firearms in conditions that would make a civilian weep. "Tomorrow we start tactical movement. Next week, we work on defensive positions. By the end of the month, you'll be ready to stand with any brother in this club when the shit hits the fan."

"And if we're not ready?" Jackson's question carried weight, like he was testing whether this was just another line of bullshit from another authority figure who'd eventually let them down.

Ranger met his eyes directly, letting him see the steel underneath the patience. "Then you wash out, and we find you something else. But that ain't going to happen, because I don't waste my time on men who quit."

The sound of heavy boots on gravel interrupted the moment as Steel Mackey approached, his president's patch catching the afternoon sun. Behind him walked Hook, the newest addition to the brotherhood still carrying himself with the careful movements of a man who'd recently learned how thin the line between life and death really was.

"How we looking, Ranger?" Steel's question was casual, but his eyes were cataloging everything—the targets, the weapons, the way the three Marines unconsciously arranged themselves in a defensive formation.

"They'll do," Ranger replied, which was about as close to glowing praise as he ever gave. "Another week and they'll be solid additions to compound security."

Steel nodded, then fixed the three Marines with the kind of look that separated real authority from the pretenders. "You men understand what you're signing up for here?"

"Yes, sir," Thompson answered for all of them, and Ranger noted the automatic deference. Good. These men understood hierarchy, understood that respect was earned through competence and follow-through.

"We take care of our own," Steel continued, his voice carrying the weight of absolute conviction. "But that means you're all in. Can't be half-assed patriots when someone's trying to put bullets in your brothers."

"We're in," Martinez said, and the other two nodded agreement.

"Good." Steel's approval was brief but genuine. "Ranger, got a minute?"

The two men walked away from the firing line, leaving Hook to oversee the Marines as they began cleaning their weapons. When they were out of earshot, Steel's expression shifted to something darker.

"We got problems," he said without preamble. "That pattern you flagged last month? Dead veterans who don't match the profile?"

Ranger's gut clenched. He'd been tracking reports of veteran suicides across three counties, men who by all accounts had been making progress adjusting to civilian life. Men who'd been through his training programs or similar ones, men who should have had the tools to handle whatever demons they were fighting.

"How many more?"

"Two in the last week. Both of them had been through reintegration programs, both had steady employment, both left behind families who swear they were getting better, not worse." Steel's jaw worked like he was chewing nails. "And both of them were being recruited for private security work."

The pieces clicked together in Ranger's mind with the precision of a well-maintained weapon. "Someone's targeting our people."

"That's what I'm thinking. And if someone's hunting veterans, especially ones who've been through tactical training..." Steel didn't need to finish the thought.

"They're going to come for the source." Ranger felt the familiar weight of responsibility settle across his shoulders, the burden that came with knowing his skills made him both an asset and a target. "Want me to reach out to contacts, see what intelligence I can gather?"

"Already working on it. But I need you to be extra careful with the training programs. If someone's using our own people against us, we need to know how they're identifying targets."

Ranger nodded, his mind already working through security protocols and screening procedures. Somewhere out there, someone was exploiting the very men he'd dedicated his life to protecting. The thought made his blood run cold and his trigger finger itch in equal measure.

"I'll handle it," he said, and Steel knew better than to question whether that was a promise Ranger could keep.

As Steel headed back toward the clubhouse, Ranger returned to his Marines, watching as Hook demonstrated proper weapon maintenance with the kind of patient expertise that came from treating firearms like the life-saving tools they were. These men had given everything to serve their country, and now someone was using that service against them.

Not on his watch.

The afternoon sun beat down on the compound, casting long shadows between the buildings where the brotherhood worked and lived and protected each other with the kind of loyalty that couldn't be bought or faked. Somewhere beyond these walls, a threat was taking shape, targeting the very men who'd sacrificed the most.

Ranger Wade had spent three tours in Afghanistan keeping his brothers alive through superior training and uncompromising standards. Now he'd do the same thing here, because some fights never really ended—they just changed locations.

And this was one fight he had no intention of losing.
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Captain Bella Marie cursed under her breath as the rental car's engine gave one final wheeze and died completely. Steam billowed from under the hood like a surrender flag, leaving her stranded on a dusty back road that looked like the kind of place where people disappeared without a trace.

Perfect. Absolutely fucking perfect.

She coasted to the shoulder, gravel crunching under the tires as the piece of shit Honda finally gave up the ghost. The GPS on her phone showed nothing but empty space for miles in every direction, except for some kind of industrial compound about a quarter mile ahead. Not exactly the kind of place a woman wanted to walk up to alone, especially when she was carrying enough sensitive files to end several careers.

Bella killed the engine and sat back in the driver's seat, running through her options. Call a tow truck and wait God knew how long in the middle of nowhere, or hike to the compound and hope whoever ran it wasn't the type to ask too many questions about why a former Military Police captain was conducting off-the-books investigations into veteran recruitment irregularities.

The decision was made for her when the rumble of a motorcycle engine cut through the afternoon heat. She looked up to see a massive Harley approaching, the rider's silhouette cutting an imposing figure against the desert landscape. Everything about the way he moved screamed military training—the controlled posture, the constant scanning of his surroundings, the way he positioned himself to have multiple escape routes even while riding a fucking motorcycle.

Great. Just what she needed—some wannabe badass who probably thought women belonged barefoot and pregnant instead of investigating the kind of systematic corruption that was getting veterans killed.

The bike pulled up behind her car, and Bella got her first good look at the rider as he swung his leg over the seat. Tall, broad-shouldered, with the kind of controlled grace that came from years of carrying heavy gear across hostile terrain. Dark hair, darker eyes, and a face that looked like it had been carved out of granite by someone who understood that pretty boys didn't survive combat zones.

He approached her window with the measured pace of a man who'd learned the hard way that hurrying got people killed. When he gestured for her to roll down the window, Bella caught sight of the tactical knife strapped to his belt and the way his right hand automatically positioned itself for quick access to whatever other weapons he was carrying.

Definitely military. Definitely dangerous. And definitely looking at her like he was trying to decide whether she was a threat or just another civilian problem he'd have to solve.

"Engine trouble?" His voice carried the kind of authority that made drill sergeants weep with envy, rough and controlled and completely unimpressed by whatever sob story she might be planning to feed him.

"Nothing I can't handle," Bella replied, meeting his stare directly. She'd faced down corrupt colonels and lying contractors who thought their rank meant they could intimidate her into backing down. Some motorcycle-riding alpha wasn't going to make her blink.

Something shifted in his expression—surprise, maybe, or approval. Like he hadn't expected her to have a backbone.

"That smoke says otherwise." He nodded toward the steam still rising from her engine. "When's the last time you checked the coolant?"

"I didn't exactly plan on the rental company giving me a piece of shit that would break down in the middle of nowhere." The words came out sharper than she'd intended, frustration bleeding through her professional composure.

"Most people don't plan on their transportation failing them." His tone was neutral, but she caught the hint of amusement underneath. "Lucky for you, I know something about fixing things that are broken."

The way he said it made heat crawl up her spine, like he wasn't just talking about her car. Bella pushed the reaction down, reminding herself that getting distracted by a pretty face—even one attached to what was obviously a very dangerous body—was exactly the kind of mistake that had ended careers.

"I appreciate the offer, but I can call a tow truck."

"Out here? You'll be waiting until sometime tomorrow, assuming they can even find you." He stepped closer to her window, and she caught the scent of motor oil and something darker, more elemental. "I've got tools back at the compound, and it's starting to get dark."

Bella glanced at the sun, which was indeed starting to sink toward the horizon. Being stranded out here overnight wasn't an option, not when she was carrying files that half the county sheriff's department would kill to get their hands on.

"What kind of compound?" she asked, because she hadn't survived three years investigating military corruption by ignoring her instincts.

"Motorcycle club. We run a custom fabrication shop." His answer was straightforward, but something in his posture suggested there was a lot more to the story. "Name's Ranger."

Of course it was. Probably some weekend warrior who'd done a tour in the National Guard and thought that made him Special Forces.

"Bella," she replied, not offering her last name or rank. "And before you ask, yes, I can take care of myself."

"Wasn't going to ask." The corner of his mouth twitched in what might have been a smile. "But taking care of yourself is easier when your transportation actually works."

Damn him for being right. Bella weighed her options—trust a stranger who radiated danger like heat off asphalt, or spend the night in a broken-down rental car with files that could get her killed if the wrong people found her.

"Fine," she said, popping the hood release. "But I'm not some helpless damsel who needs rescuing."

"Good," Ranger replied, moving toward the front of her car with the efficient movements of someone who'd spent a lifetime fixing things under pressure. "Helpless damsels are boring."

Bella climbed out of the car and
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