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The warehouse breathed like a living thing.

Hot air clung to the concrete, thick with cordite and oil, every sound amplified and warped by steel and shadow. Niko Keahi moved through it the way he always did—quiet, controlled, half a step ahead of the violence. He wasn’t the loud one. He wasn’t the one who kicked doors or barked orders unless it mattered.

He was the one who saw everything.

Five heartbeats. Five shadows. Kael at point, sharp and predatory, the eye of the storm. Tane and Keanu flanking, pressure and precision. Luca holding the angles, dry voice cutting through chaos. And Niko—threading it all together.

He kept the mental map running even as gunfire snapped overhead. Crates. Forklift lanes. Catwalks. Kill zones. Where they’d been herded and where they could still break free. This wasn’t just an ambush—it was a design.

They know us.

That realization landed cold and steady, not in panic. Panic was useless. Analysis kept you alive.

“Push left,” Niko snapped, voice calm, clipped. “They’re trying to split Kael from the rest of us.”

No argument. No hesitation. Black Tide shifted as one body, muscle memory overriding fear. That was their strength—not just brutality, but trust so complete it didn’t require explanation.

Niko covered the movement, rifle barking in short, economical bursts. He dropped one hostile, then another, already adjusting as more poured in from between the stacks. These weren’t cartel guns. These men moved like soldiers. Controlled. Relentless.

Military-grade. Contractor money. Someone very intentional.

He clocked the pattern even as he fired—the way the enemy advanced, the way they pulled back just enough to funnel Black Tide deeper. A trap inside a trap.

“Lights are coming,” Niko warned. “Get ready.”

The words barely left his mouth before pain detonated along his right side.

It wasn’t dramatic. No cinematic spin. Just impact—hot, concussive—and suddenly his legs weren’t where they were supposed to be. He staggered, breath tearing from his chest, the world pitching hard.

Shot. Low right.

He forced himself to stay upright, teeth grinding as blood soaked through his shirt. His hand clamped down instinctively, pressure automatic. He managed one more controlled burst before Tane was there, hauling him back behind cover.

“Fuck,” Tane growled. “You’re hit.”

Niko huffed a breath that might’ve been a laugh if it didn’t hurt so much. “Yeah. You were always the observant one.”

The pain was sharp but clean. Not immediately lethal. He filed that away, breathing through it while Tane pressed hard against the wound. Somewhere nearby, Keanu was shouting bearings, Luca calling movement. Kael’s voice cut through it all, steady as ever.

They were still together.

That mattered more than the blood.

The lights died.

Darkness slammed down like a physical force, swallowing the warehouse whole. For a fraction of a second, there was nothing—no depth, no edges, just sound and instinct.

This was where most teams broke.

Black Tide didn’t.

Niko closed his eyes and let his other senses sharpen. Boots on concrete. Breathing patterns. The slight shift in the air as someone moved too close. He keyed his mic low. “They’re switching to controlled bursts. Night optics. Don’t cluster.”

A pause. Then Kael. “Copy that.”

Niko leaned back against the crate, pain radiating with every breath, and forced his mind to stay sharp. This was his role—not the strongest, not the loudest, but the one who kept the picture whole when everything tried to fracture.

We’re being tested. Not just as assets. As an idea.

Someone had wanted to see how Black Tide reacted under pressure. How they adapted. Who they protected. Who they left behind.

Niko smiled grimly into the dark.

Wrong fucking team.

As they moved—slow, deliberate, dragging their wounded and covering each other’s backs—something else pressed in alongside the pain. A thought he’d buried for years, because there had never been room for it before.

If this is it...

He’d never said it out loud. Not to Kael. Not to any of them. Wanting things was dangerous. Attachments got people killed.

But bleeding out in a dark warehouse had a way of stripping excuses bare.

Niko didn’t want to die as a weapon.

He wanted something waiting on the other side of the mission. A life that wasn’t measured in exits and exfil points. A place he could land and stay. Someone who saw him as more than the quiet man at Kael’s shoulder—the one who listened, who carried secrets, who never asked for anything back.

He’d always been the vault.

The one they talked to when sleep wouldn’t come. When guilt crept in around the edges. When fear needed somewhere safe to sit. He locked it all away and never once cracked, because loyalty wasn’t a word to him—it was structure. Foundation. Purpose.

But lying there, blood warm against his skin, he wondered what it might be like to be known instead of trusted.

To be chosen.

“Reef,” Kael’s voice cut in, closer now. “Talk to me.”

Niko inhaled, steadying himself. “Still here. Still thinking.”

A beat. Then Kael’s quiet reply. “Good. I think we are going to need that.”

Niko closed his eyes for half a second, the pain spiking as he shifted. That was the thing about Black Tide—they didn’t need speeches. Just presence. Just knowing the others were still breathing.

They reached the edge of the warehouse at last, the night air seeping in through a blown side door. Freedom wasn’t clear—not even close—but it was direction.

Niko forced himself upright, ignoring the way Tane shot him a look. “I can walk,” he muttered. “Don’t slow our exit.”

Tane snorted. “You’re not slowing anything. You’re just annoying me by pretending you’re fine.”

That earned a real smile from Niko, brief but genuine.

They spilled into the night together—battered, bleeding, unbroken.

As they vanished into the dark, Niko made himself a promise.

If they survived this—when they survived this—he was done pretending he didn’t want more.

Not softer. Not weaker. Just ... real.

Black Tide had always been his family and always would.

But someday, if fate stopped testing him long enough, he intended to build something beyond the edge of the mission.

And if this was the night that killed him—

Then at least he’d died knowing exactly what he was fighting to come back for.

****
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Ethan Rhodes kept his life deliberately small.

The hospice room was quiet in the way only places built for endings ever were—thick with things that can’t be fixed, softened only by routine. The light was low, the air faintly medicinal, the monitors were muted to a steady rhythm that promised nothing yet demanded everything. Ethan sat beside the bed with his sleeves rolled up, his hands careful as he adjusted the blanket around a woman who had never loved him and never needed to.

Care, he had learned, was not the same as forgiveness.

Obligation didn’t dissolve just because love never existed.

She slept through most of it now. When she woke, it was brief and disjointed, her gaze sliding past him more often than it landed. On the days she recognized him, she didn’t speak. On the days she didn’t, she asked for someone else and looked confused when Ethan answered instead.

He stayed anyway.

He checked the IV line. Noted the shallow rise and fall of her chest. Smoothed her hair back from a face that had sharpened with illness and time. There were bruises beneath the surface of this marriage—old ones, invisible to anyone who didn’t know where to look—but none of that mattered here. Not now. Not at the end.

When the nurse came in, Ethan stepped back without being asked. He answered questions in a low voice, signed where he was told to, and listened without reacting. He was good at this. Controlled. Polite. Unremarkable.

Invisible.

When it was over, he didn’t linger.

He left the hospice without looking back, the late afternoon sun too bright after the dim quiet inside. He didn’t go home. Home was a place that still smelled faintly of obligation, no matter how carefully he’d stripped it down.

Instead, he drove.

The hangar was waiting when he arrived—private, secured, tucked well away from the routes that drew attention. The aircraft dominated the space, sleek and unapologetic, its lines sharp and purposeful. The fastest commercial plane in the world, bought outright with money Ethan earned quietly, methodically, far from his father’s reach.

He ran a hand along the fuselage as he passed, a familiar grounding gesture. Flying had always been the one place no one owned him. The air doesn’t care about bloodlines or leverage. It doesn’t remember threats.

He did.

Ethan prepped the plane with the same precision he brought to everything else. Fuel checks. Systems online. The flight plan was loaded and then stripped back to the bare minimum. He didn’t fly for money. He didn’t fly for recognition. He flew for people who didn’t have anyone else.

That night’s mission was quiet. Extraction, not combat. A family moved out of a place that had become dangerous. No headlines. No thanks.

The engines spooled up smoothly beneath him, power humming through the frame. As the aircraft lifted, the world fell away in clean lines and controlled ascent. Ethan settled into the cockpit like muscle memory, every sense sharpened, every instinct aligned.

This was where he was most himself.

At altitude, he leveled out and let the autopilot take some of the load. The sky stretched endlessly ahead, darkening toward night. He should have felt free there.

He didn’t.

He was responsible for so much blood spilled. Or at least his father was. Ethan tightened his grip on the controls and forced the thought away.

Some silences were chosen.

Some were survival.

The aircraft cut cleanly through the air, ghosting along routes that don’t invite scrutiny. Ethan is mission-ready, controlled, and deeply alone.

No, he was absolutely not free.​
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Niko surfaced slowly, dragged up from a heavy, drugged dark he’d already fought his way through once before.

This wasn’t the first time he’d woken restrained.

The first thing he registered now was weight.

Not pain—pain had already announced itself earlier—but pressure. Restraints across his chest and thighs, cinched tight enough to limit movement without cutting off circulation. His wrists were bound at his sides, metal biting just enough to be a reminder. His body felt distant, heavy, as though it belonged to someone else entirely.

The second thing was familiarity.

The steady thrum beneath everything. Engines. Not close. Not new. The same vibration he’d registered before consciousness slipped away again.

A jet.

He didn’t open his eyes right away this time. There was no need. He already knew the shape of the space he was in—the controlled quiet, the absence of cargo rattle, the expensive hush of a private cabin. Purpose-built. Clean. Designed for discretion.

He was still airborne.

That hadn’t changed.

He didn’t test the restraints. Not yet. The drugs were still in his system—he could feel them, a dulling fog wrapped around his muscles, a deliberate chemical hush meant to keep him compliant without knocking him unconscious. Whoever had calibrated the dose knew what they were doing. Sedation without cognitive loss.

That told him more than the restraints ever could.

They wanted his mind intact.

Voices drifted from the front of the cabin, low and controlled. English, clipped and precise, accented just enough to suggest travel rather than origin. They weren’t talking to him. They were talking around him, the way professionals did when they believed the outcome was already decided.

“...handoff confirmed,” one said quietly.

“Jakarta’s green,” another replied. “Fuel only. No manifest. Ground crew is ours.”

Jakarta.

Niko kept his breathing even, his expression slack, eyes half-lidded in a way that suggested the drugs were doing more work than they actually were. Inside, his mind sharpened.

Jakarta wasn’t a destination.

It was a private refueling corridor. A place where aircraft didn’t ask questions and people changed hands without paperwork. You didn’t take prisoners there.

You passed them on.

The realization settled with a cold, familiar clarity.

This wasn’t containment.

This was delivery.

Memory filtered back in fragments—the jolt in the command van, the sharp, white-hot pain in his shoulder, the taste of blood as he’d gone down hard. He remembered reaching for Luca’s telemetry panel, fingers brushing the seam in his sleeve, then the weight of bodies, the snap of restraints, the needle sliding home.

He remembered thinking, almost absently, that if they were this careful ... then perhaps they thought he was someone else.

Niko let that thought finish itself now.

They believed he was Luca.

The implications stacked fast. Value. Leverage. Time.

And an expiration date.

The men in the cabin moved with practiced efficiency. No raised voices. No unnecessary contact. Every check was deliberate, almost deferential. When one of them approached to adjust the restraints at his wrist, the touch was careful, impersonal. Not the way you handled a disposable asset.

Not the way you handled someone you planned to hurt.

“Vitals are stable,” the man said quietly.

“Good,” came the reply. “We don’t need him stressed. Not yet.”

Not yet.

Niko catalogued the voice. Older. Calm. Authority without bravado.

He didn’t react.

Inside, the clock ticked louder.

The drugs dulled his muscles, but not his awareness. He tracked the subtle shifts in pitch as the aircraft adjusted altitude, the faint vibration change that told him they were cruising now, locked into a long leg. 

Moving slowly, he reached for his watch. He triggered the sequence with a thought and a tap, not sending a signal so much as creating an absence. It was something Luca had developed for him, and thank God he had. Somewhere above and around them, systems would begin to disagree with themselves—noise rising, returns smearing, certainty dissolving into weather and terrain and bad data. To anyone watching, it would look like nothing at all. 

But if someone was out there—if they were listening the way Niko hoped they were—they’d recognize the quiet for what it was. An open stretch of sky that wasn’t empty by accident.

He counted minutes between messages sent throughout the cabin over comms. He listened for names, further locations, anything that would give him a shape to
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