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Chapter One


[image: ]




The desert night pressed close around them, heat bleeding from the rocks even after sunset. Kael “Surge” Makani crouched behind a crumbling wall and studied the glow of the compound through his scope. Everything looked perfect—too damn perfect.

Niko “Reef” Keahi slid up beside him, silent as shadow. Even in the dark, Kael felt the weight of his brother’s stare. They didn’t need words. They never had.

Still, Kael murmured, low enough only Reef would hear. “Intel reads clean. Doesn’t feel clean.”

Reef’s jaw flexed. “Yeah. Feels like somebody gift-wrapped us a corpse.”

Kael huffed a quiet laugh, more exhale than humor. The mission had been straight out of the handler’s mouth—kill a weapons broker feeding cartels across three borders. Satellite recon, blueprints, guard rotations. Everything by the book. But Kael had been doing this too long to believe in tidy kills.

Static cracked in his earpiece. “Black Tide, this is Handler. Confirm eyes on the mark.”

Kael tapped his mic. “Affirmative. We’re in position.”

“Copy that. Stand by for go order.”

Kael signaled the others. Reef shifted to his right flank, checking cover. Torch—Keanu Palani—was a dark shape on the ridge, his rifle balanced steady. Breaker, Luca Alama, muttered into the channel from the east perimeter, voice thick with his usual dry sarcasm. “This guy better be worth the heat. I’m sweating my balls off out here.”

“Stay frosty,” Kael replied, eyes still on the compound. “You know how it goes. The hotter the night, the colder the intel.”

“Copy that,” Manō—Tane Ikaika—added from his overwatch post near Torch. Calm. Controlled. Tane always sounded like he had an ocean inside him—smooth surface, dangerous undertow.

Kael checked his timer. They’d been out here for six hours. The mark—a mid-level arms dealer named Vargas—hadn’t shown his face until twenty minutes ago. Too convenient.

The comm crackled again. “Black Tide, Handler. Green light. Target is confirmed inside main structure, second floor, north-facing window. Execute.”

Kael’s gut tightened. Something in the handler’s voice didn’t sit right—too eager. No hesitation, no ‘verify your shots’. Just do it and disappear.

He flicked his mic. “Copy green. Engaging.”

He signaled Reef. Move. The team flowed like one organism—silent, efficient, lethal. Kael led them through the breach, boots whispering against sand and steel. They reached the second floor without contact, but the silence screamed.

Vargas sat at a table, hands folded, eyes steady. Not surprised—expectant.

Kael raised his suppressed pistol. The crosshairs centered on Vargas’s forehead.

The man exhaled. “You are supposed to kill me.”

Kael hesitated. “Say that again.”

“My family won’t get the money if you don’t.” Vargas’s voice cracked. He looked at Kael almost pleadingly. “They said it had to be you.”

A chill crawled down Kael’s spine. He thumbed his comm. “Handler, confirm. The mark just said this is a setup.”

Silence.

“Handler, do you copy?”

Still nothing.

Reef’s low growl came over the channel. “We’re dark. Comms are jammed.”

Torch’s voice cut in, sharp and urgent. “Movement, east ridge! Multiple hostiles closing fast.”

Kael cursed under his breath. “Manō, status?”

“I’ve got visuals. Unmarked uniforms, but these guys are military-grade, boss. Not cartel, not civvies.”

“Shit.” Kael’s pulse kicked into overdrive. “All units, abort. I repeat, abort. Exfil to rally point Bravo.”

Reef spun toward him. “What about the mark?”

Kael looked back at Vargas, who was trembling now. The man whispered, “I’m already dead. Go.”

Kael holstered his pistol and grabbed Reef’s shoulder. “We’re done here. Move.”

They burst from the building as gunfire erupted. Torch’s sniper shot cracked from above—clean, precise, buying them seconds. Manō laid suppressive fire, shouting curses in Hawaiian. Breaker called out bearings, his voice the calm in the storm.

Kael led them through the alleys, mind racing. Whoever had set this op had wanted them boxed in. The betrayal was like heat under his skin. Their handler wasn’t just compromised—he was complicit.

Reef fell in beside him as they sprinted for the exfil point. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

Kael nodded once. “We’re not just burned. We’re expendable.”

Torch’s voice came through again, breathless. “We can’t go home to base after this, boss.”

Kael didn’t look back. “Then we build our own home.”

They hit the extraction zone to find their evac bird burning, rotor blades melted, no survivors. Kael stared at the wreckage, jaw tight.

Breaker kicked a rock into the flames. “Guess that’s our ticket out, huh?”

Kael turned slowly, scanning the horizon. The night wind shifted, carrying smoke and gunpowder. In the distance, dark figures advanced—unmarked, disciplined, efficient.

He looked at his team—his brothers. Reef, Torch, Breaker, Manō. Family born of fire.

“Black Tide,” he said, voice low but steady. “New orders. We survive. We disappear. And when we come back—we come for answers.”

Reef grinned, all teeth and defiance. “That’s the Kael I know.”

Torch chambered a round. “Let’s make them earn it.”

Manō gave a rare, feral smile. “Like a wave. Hit hard, pull back, hit harder.”

Breaker laughed. “Hell, let’s ride it.”

Kael drew his weapon, the heat of the fire reflecting in his dark eyes. “Then ride it, boys. Black Tide rolls tonight.”
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Chapter Two
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Kael Makani leaned against the doorway of his matte-black camper, steaming mug of Kona coffee balanced in one hand, and watched the morning unfurl. The forest surrounding their new camp breathed mist through the trees, sunlight lancing between the branches in gold shards. The air smelled like rain-soaked earth and fresh timber—the kind of scent that grounded him.

The camp sat in a clearing above the waterfall, where the ridge broke into a plateau overlooking a strip of native forest that led to the ocean. From here, the ocean was only one click away, and the sound of the surf carried on the wind. Five matte-black campers formed a wide semicircle facing the new garage—each one identical from the outside but utterly individual within. The gravel between them had been swept clean, the center marked by a large fire pit ringed with low, solid wood furniture they’d built themselves from reclaimed island timber. Simple. Functional. Home.

His camper reflected him to the core—Hawaiian heart, tactical mind. The interior was lined with native koa and ohia wood, polished until it gleamed warm under soft lighting. The floor plan was open but precise—every surface served a purpose. A built-in tactical desk faced the front window, with comms and screens flush-mounted against the wall. The kitchenette folded seamlessly into the living space, all black steel and hidden compartments. A deep bench seat ran along one wall, dressed in woven kapa cloth and neutral cushions. Behind a sliding partition lay his sleeping berth—a king-sized bunk draped with a lightweight linen blanket, a carved tiki mask above the headboard for protection. The place smelled faintly of sandalwood and engine oil. It was him, distilled.

He glanced across the circle at the others. Niko was outside his own van, perched on the steps, repairing a drone’s stabilizer with methodical patience. Niko’s van was utilitarian, but there were hand-etched surfboard decals burned into the cabinets, pieces of driftwood fixed to the shelves like mementos of a life spent chasing waves. Tane had built his space into a hybrid between lab and meditation den with bamboo mats, low lighting, a portable water feature he’d welded himself. Luca Alama had converted half his interior into a kitchen and stocked it like a five-star chef on deployment. Keanu Palani had gone full chaos with guitars, car parts, and a hammock he swore doubled as a weapons rack. Every van carried its owner’s soul.

Kael sipped his coffee and studied the garage that anchored the camp. It rose from the slope like it belonged there, dark-stained timber and brushed steel forming an angular structure that echoed Hawaiian architecture. The wide bay doors gleamed black, reflecting the early light. Inside was a different story—state-of-the-art tech, reinforced flooring, and space for six full rigs. The command center sat above it, a glass-walled observatory built for work and war, with offices, a small armory, and a communal lounge. It was more than a garage. It was the heart of their new world.

He let the quiet stretch, listening to the murmur of engines, the clink of tools, and the forest settling around them. The camp wasn’t finished—there were lodgings still to come, a proper perimeter to install—but it was alive. Breathing. The place they’d talked about when it was only a dream.

He took another sip and thought back to that conversation with the men from the Pathfinders and Bravo, after the firestorm of Hogan coming to Hawaii to rescue Kai. The conversation where they helped him to see that what he needed to do for his brothers was built on a foundation for their future. Obsidian Ridge and Cottonwood Farm were both symbols of what that could look like for men like them. Bateman and Dev had both stood there, watching Kael with that unspoken look that said they knew him better than he’d like. 

“A home,” Bateman had said. “A place no one can burn down. Protection. A tether.” 

Dev had added, “Somewhere your people can bring their scars and know they matter.”

Kael hadn’t understood it fully then. Not until he stood here, watching that very place start to take shape.

He smiled slightly, remembering his most recent call with Kai from the Ridge. Kai had been knee-deep in systems and security checks for the upcoming wedding, Hogan’s voice audible somewhere in the background, arguing about tie colors. 

“You’re doing it, Kael,” Kai had said, tone softening. “You’re giving them what we never had—a real place to call home. Don’t screw it up.”

Kael had promised he wouldn’t.

Now, standing at the threshold of his own creation, he felt that promise settle deeply. This was what they’d been missing all those years—the permanence of something built from scratch, not a warehouse converted for survival or a safe house on borrowed time. This was theirs.

He looked toward the garage again, its edges catching the sunlight, and felt pride mix with purpose. Every beam, every wire, every polished surface had passed through their hands. They’d built it to be more than a base—it was a sanctuary and statement in one.

He thought of Black Tide—his brothers—and what this place meant to each of them. Niko needed somewhere solid, something that didn’t drift away with the tide. Tane needed stillness to balance the chaos of his mind. Luca needed the community to temper his fire, and Keanu... well, he needed grounding. They all did. 

And Kael needed to stop running from ghosts.

He glanced down at the comm tablet resting on the step beside him, the green pulse of a secure message blinking slow. Bateman again, no doubt. Another operation waiting. The world outside their forest didn’t pause just because they’d finally found roots.

Still, for one more heartbeat, Kael let himself just be.

The waterfall thundered low in the distance, echoing off the cliffs, the ocean pounded a beat below them and the rising sun poured molten light across the clearing. His pulse slowed. This was what peace sounded like—a rare, temporary thing.

He set the mug down, ran a hand through his hair, and looked over the circle one last time. Reef caught his eye, and Kael nodded once—a silent affirmation between men who’d seen too much and still chosen to build something good.

They had a home. The family. The base.

Now all that was left was to protect it.

****​
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Drew Hawkins sat in the darkened office of an accounting firm that hadn’t opened its doors in months, the scent of dust and old paper thick in the air. The only light came from a cracked window blind, where he had a perfect view of the warehouse across the street—the Bratya’s front for Viktor Sokolov’s distribution network. In Newark, the man’s name had started to mean fear.

From this vantage point, Drew had seen everything—the unmarked trucks that came and went without inspection, the dockhands who disappeared after payday, and the quiet arrival of containers that never got logged. He’d seen women dragged inside. Children too. That part twisted his stomach. No matter how deep in the shadows he lived, he couldn’t switch off that part of himself that still cared.

He rubbed the scar along his jaw and drew a slow breath, forcing the disgust back down. Emotions got men killed. He’d learned that lesson the hard way. Still, the anger simmered—low, steady, waiting for something to ignite it.

Since the chaos he’d learned about in Hawaii a few months ago, the Bratya’s operations had kicked up tenfold. With leadership fractured and alliances scrambling for control, Sokolov had taken his chance to carve his own empire. Drew had been tracking the bastard’s movements for weeks, watching the power shifts play out through cargo manifests and street whispers. The more he saw, the clearer it became—Sokolov wasn’t just a trafficker. He was building a war machine disguised as commerce. Drugs, weapons, human cargo—all moving through the port like clockwork. Efficient. Ruthless. Protected.

He checked his watch. 0200. Two weeks of surveillance and he was running out of patience. The Bratya didn’t behave like street criminals anymore—they were organized, military in precision. Whoever was backing Sokolov had deep pockets and no conscience.

He reached for the coffee thermos sitting beside him, took a swig, and grimaced. Cold. Bitter. Perfect for the night. He stood slowly, stretching his back, and peered through the blinds. Across the street, the warehouse glowed under floodlights. Two semis were being unloaded by a half dozen men in dark coats. The work moved too smoothly, too practiced to be local muscle. The scene screamed control.

He exhaled, wiped the condensation from the glass, and reminded himself—he wasn’t here to intervene. Oh, he would if he could, he would intervene to the point that the very streets would be painted red with the blood of Sokolov and all his fucking pedophile friends. But every minute he waited, more people disappeared behind those steel doors. Watching that warehouse night after night, seeing those faces, hearing the muffled cries in the wind—he couldn’t stay out of it any longer.

He reached into his jacket, pulled out a secure satellite phone, and scrolled through his encrypted contacts. The entry he needed was nothing more than coordinates and a single word—Ridge.

He pressed “call.” The line clicked twice before a familiar voice answered.

“What?” came the clipped greeting.

Drew smiled faintly. “Always the same happy greeting, Bateman.”

“Always the same call out of nowhere, Wraith,” Bateman replied. His tone carried the dry amusement of a man who had seen too much. “You don’t call unless it’s bad. What’ve you got for me?”

Drew let the name settle between them. Wraith. The ghost who never stayed dead. He had adopted it after his supposed death six years ago. 

“I’ve been watching Viktor Sokolov,” Drew said. “He’s expanding fast. Using the Newark docks to move anything that’ll sell: guns, powder, bodies. He’s buying loyalty by the dozen, and the city’s starting to choke on it. You and I both know what happens if it spreads.”

Bateman didn’t answer right away. Drew could picture him—sitting at a console in Obsidian Ridge, arms folded, sharp eyes narrowing. “You sure you want to wade into that mess? That’s Bratya territory. You’ve got no team, no backup.”

“I want to wade in like you wouldn’t fucking believe,” Drew muttered. “And if I did, I sure as hell wouldn’t need backup. Just a knife and I make my own opportunity.”

There was a pause over the line. “That would be all a man like you would need. So, why call me?”

“I’m not in a position to burn his world to the ground right now,” Drew growled. “I need a crew—someone motivated enough to take that bastard and his people off the map for good.”

“You’ve been buried a long time, Wraith,” Bateman said. “Must be one hell of a reason you’re surfacing now.”

Drew’s hand tightened on the phone. “It’s the same reason it’s always been. I can’t unsee what I’ve seen.”

He stepped closer to the window. Across the street, men in dark coats shouted in Russian. A smaller figure—a child, maybe twelve—was shoved toward the warehouse doors. Drew’s jaw clenched hard enough to hurt.

“I need him stopped,” he said quietly. “Thought maybe the team at Obsidian Ridge would want a piece.”

“Pathfinders are off this particular grid,” Bateman said after a long silence. “We’ve got other fires burning.”

“Then who, Bateman?” Drew demanded. “You and I both know this won’t stop with Sokolov.”

Bateman’s tone shifted—measured, deliberate. “There’s another crew working domestic ops now. Off the books. I’ll reach out to them.”

Drew narrowed his eyes. “Who?”

“Black Tide.”

The words hit harder than he expected. Of course he knew them. He knew him. Kael Makani. The name alone cut deep.

For a heartbeat, the warehouse blurred. He was back on that beach—Hawaiian moonlight glinting off wet skin, Kael’s hand against his chest, the sound of surf pounding around them. Forty-eight hours isn’t long enough, Kael had murmured. Then make every single one of them count, Drew had answered. And they had. Until the world exploded around them—literally. 

Fire. Chaos. Silence. The memory still carried the sting of salt and ash.

He blinked, dragging himself back to the present. The warehouse came back into focus, cold and merciless.

“They can mobilize fast,” Bateman said, breaking the silence. “You feed me what you’ve got, and they’ll take the shot.”

“Fine.” Drew’s voice sounded steadier than he felt. “Give me an hour. I’ll send the intel.”

“Stay dark, Wraith,” Bateman warned. “If they trace you—”

“They won’t,” Drew cut in. “They never do.”

He ended the call and stood there, staring through the blinds at the gray light creeping across the horizon. A ship’s horn echoed through the harbor, low and mournful. The hum of the city built slowly behind it, another day pretending it couldn’t see its own rot.

He gathered his gear with practiced efficiency—a compact rifle, encrypted drive, burner phones, a folded map annotated with the red Xs of shipment routes. He hesitated for a moment, looking at the photo tucked inside his notebook. Kael, smiling under a bright blue sky. The only picture he’d kept. He folded it closed and slipped it into his pocket.

“Saving the world,” he murmured, his voice rough, “always costs more than you think. And it is always more than you can pay.”

He holstered his weapon, adjusted his jacket, and faded back into the darkness, another ghost chasing redemption in a world that had forgotten his name.​
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Chapter Three
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Kael Makani stood in the middle of the Black Tide command center, a mug of coffee cooling in his hand as he scanned the encrypted alert flashing on the holo-screen. The message was short—Obsidian Ridge Requesting Connection—Priority Channel.

When Bateman sent a call like that, it wasn’t for small talk.

He took another sip of the bitter brew and set the cup aside, letting the warmth sink into his chest. The command center was silent except for the hum of the servers and the faint vibration of the cooling systems beneath the floor. Even though the garage below was alive with motion—engines revving, tools clanging, voices trading instructions—the sound never reached him. The glass walls surrounding the room were built to military-grade specifications, bulletproof, blast-resistant, and entirely soundproof. The whole structure gave the illusion of transparency, yet it was a fortress of tech and engineering. Even the glass itself was reactive, able to tint opaque at a touch or project tactical overlays during ops. It was sleek, intimidating, and exactly how Kael wanted it.
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