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​PROLOGUE: THE CHATHAM ISLANDS
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The wind screams across the Chatham Islands like a wounded animal, carrying with it the salt-spray of the Pacific and secrets older than memory itself. Uncle Dread sits on his deck, carved from ancient rimu wood, watching the sun bleed into the horizon. His face is a map of violence, scarred, weathered, beautiful in its brutality. At eighty-three, he is more myth than man, descended from the Moriori who once called this isolated rock home.

His phone buzzes. Not the smartphone the young ones use. This is old school, encrypted, untraceable, a relic that connects him to an empire spanning two islands and reaching its tentacles across the Pacific.

"Uncle." The voice belongs to Rangi "Reaper" Te Kani, one of his most trusted lieutenants on the mainland.

"Speak."

"We've got a problem. The Crimson Serpents are making moves on our Shop ‘n’ Save contracts in Christchurch. They hit three of our collectors last night. One of them was Marcus's nephew."

Uncle Dread closes his eyes. Marcus "Sledge" Rawiri. A family man. The kind of soldier every organization needs, loyal, clean, keeps the work separate from his kids. The nephew was just a courier.

"How old was the boy?"

"Nineteen."

Silence stretches between them like the ocean between the Chathams and the mainland. Finally, Uncle Dread speaks, his voice soft as falling ash: "Send the Phantoms."

Reaper hesitates. "All four?"

"Especially Jesper, The Tasmanian Devil, let him off his leash."

The line goes dead. Uncle Dread returns his gaze to the horizon, where albatross wheel against the darkening sky. The Iron Tide has ruled New Zealand's underworld for forty years, ever since he unified the scattered gangs into one unstoppable force. They don't deal drugs, that's messy, draws too much heat. No, they're smarter. Protection rackets across every major supermarket chain, vape shops, liquor stores. They control the unions in forestry and road works, have their fingers in Fonterra dairy farms, mining operations, and DOC contracts. And Parliament? The Beehive belongs to them, majority shares hidden behind trusts and shell companies.

But empires require blood to maintain. And the Crimson Serpents have just declared war!

Uncle Dread stands, his joints cracking like gunfire. Inside his home, he opens a drawer and removes a photograph from 1987. Four young men on hand rebuilt, highly modified motorcycles. A Vincent Black shadow, Kawasaki GPZ900 Ninja, Suzuki Gsxr750 and a RG500 Gamma, each gleaming in the Auckland sun all tuned and running larger cubic capacity engines, producing even more raw torque to the back wheels. The original Phantoms. Three are dead now. The fourth still leads them.

"Time to remind them," he whispers to the ghosts, "who owns this country."
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​CHAPTER ONE: THE PHANTOMS
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The Suzuki Hayabusa screams down State Highway 1, at 297 kilometers per hour, its rider crouched low against the wind. At this speed, the countryside blurs into impressionist smears, green farmland, white sheep, the Southern Alps rising like jagged teeth in the distance.

Jackson "Ghost" Kowalski doesn't feel fear at this velocity. He feels alive.

His comms crackle. "Ghost, you're going to get us all pinched before we even reach Christchurch." The voice belongs to Marcus "Sledge" Rawiri, riding the Kawasaki ZX-14R behind him, steady and controlled. That's Marcus, a balance point. Father of three. Coaches his daughter's netball team. Never brings the work home, never lets the darkness touch his family.

"Relax, Sledge," Ghost laughs into his helmet mic. "Pigs can't catch what they can't see."

"Uncle didn't send us south to get arrested for speeding violations," comes another voice. This one lacks humor entirely. Victor "Apex" Drummond, on his murdered-out Ducati Panigale V4. Ex-military. Precision instruments and cold calculation. The man you learn to despise, then realize you've been wrong about. Everyone thinks Apex is the killer. The stone-cold executioner. They're half right.

"Where's Jester?" Sledge asks.

As if summoned, Tommy "Jester" Finch pulls alongside on his neon-green Kawasaki ZX-10R, sitting backwards on his seat, filming himself with a GoPro.

"What's up, YouTube! Jester here, doing a hundred and eighty klicks backward! Who else is this insane? Nobody, that's who! Like and subscribe"

"Jester!" All three other Phantoms scream simultaneously.

Tommy flips forward, cackling like a madman. "Had you going! You should see your faces in my mirrors!"

"You're going to die doing something stupid," Apex says flatly.

"Yeah, but I'll die famous!"

This is the Iron Tide's elite enforcement unit. Four men on the fastest bikes in the world. When Uncle Dread wants a message sent, he sends the Phantoms. They've operated together for six years, and before that, Ghost and Apex served together in Afghanistan, though nobody talks about what happened there.

The highway curves around Lake Pukaki, its turquoise waters impossibly bright against the black volcanic soil. Tourist cars pull over as the bikes roar past in formation. This is their country. Every kilometer belongs to the Iron Tide.

Ghost's phone pings with coordinates. He slows, relatively, to 180 kph and reads the message.

Crimson Serpents HQ. The Warehouse Distribution Center, Hornby. Eighteen targets. Make it loud.

"We've got our address," Ghost announces. "Hornby industrial district. Warehouse depot."

"How many?" Sledge asks, and there's something in his voice. Not fear. Calculation. He's thinking about his nephew's body in the morgue.

"Eighteen."

Jester whoops. "Christmas came early!"

"This isn't a game," Sledge says quietly. "They killed a kid."

Silence falls over the comms, broken only by the scream of engines and wind.

"Marcus is right," Ghost finally says. "We do this clean. In and out. Send the message Uncle wants to send."

"What message is that?" Jester asks.

Apex answers, his voice like gravel scraping bone: "That the Iron Tide doesn't forget. And we don't forgive."

They blast past Timaru as the sun sets behind the mountains, painting the sky in shades of blood and bruises. Christchurch lies ahead, 200 kilometers north. The Phantoms accelerate in unison, four shadows racing toward violence.

The Hornby district sleeps under halogen lights, all industrial parks and transport depots. The Warehouse distribution center sprawls across ten acres, its red and yellow signage like a cheerful lie. During the day, it processes millions in retail goods. At night, it belongs to the Crimson Serpents.

The Phantoms park their bikes three blocks away, in the shadow of a defunct freezing works. They change quickly, black tactical gear, no patches or colours. This is about the message, not the branding.

Ghost checks his Glock 19. Seventeen rounds plus one in the chamber. Apex carries a suppressed MP5, because of course he does. Sledge has his signature weapon, a cut-down Remington 870 with a pistol grip. And Jester? Jester, was wearing heavy duty knuckle dusters, like some back street brawler, he also had a compound cross bow, strapped to his back and a quiver filled with arrows with a Beretta 92FS side arm on his belt. "Remember," Ghost says, pulling on his balaclava. "We're here for the Serpents. Any civilians, they get a pass."

"There won't be civilians," Apex states. "I pulled the work roster. Night shift is all Serpent-affiliated."

"How do you know that?"

Apex just stares at him. Right. Apex knows everything. It's what makes him valuable. And terrifying.

They move through the industrial park like smoke, using shadows and blind spots that Apex mapped two days ago. The man is nothing if not thorough. They reach the fence line of The Warehouse depot.

"Two guards at the main gate," Sledge whispers. "There’s three more men patrolling the grounds. Security cameras on rotating sweeps."

"I've got the cameras," Apex says, pulling out a signal jammer. "Thirty-second window once I activate this."

"Jester, you take the patrol guards," Ghost orders. "Quiet as you can."

"Define quiet."

"No screaming."

"Their screaming or mine?"

"Both."

Jester grins beneath his mask. "Where's the fun in that?"

Apex activates the jammer. The security lights flicker momentarily, just enough. Jester vanishes into the dark like he was never there. The man is chaos incarnate, but he moves with unsettling grace when it matters.

Thirty seconds later, three soft thuds echo across the lot. Jester reappears, wiping blood from his rusty knuckle dusters. He gives a thumbs up.

"Show-off," Sledge mutters, but there's affection in it.

They breach the fence where Apex cuts a man-sized hole in exactly twelve seconds. Inside, the depot looms like a sleeping giant. Loading docks line the western wall, and beyond them, the main warehouse where the Crimson Serpents conduct their real business, skimming inventory, running protection schemes, planning their expansion into Iron Tide territory.

Ghost signals: Two groups. He and Jester will sweep the loading docks. Sledge and Apex take the main office complex.

They split.

Ghost and Jester move through the loading area, past pallets of flat-screen TVs and kitchen appliances. The smell of cardboard and diesel fuel hangs heavy. Voices echo from deeper in the warehouse.

"...Uncle Dread's finished. The old man's lost his edge..."

"...Iron Tide thinks they own the whole country..."

"...after we take Christchurch, we move on to Greymouth. Cut off their mining contracts..."

Ghost and Jester exchange looks. So this is bigger than a simple territory dispute. The Serpents are planning a full-scale war.

They round a corner, they find them. Eight Crimson Serpents in their red and gold colours, playing cards around a folding table. Weapons within easy reach. Shotguns, pistols, a couple of AR-15s.

Jester whispers, "I've got a joke for you. What's red and gold and black and blue?"

"Don't..."

But Jester's already moving. He vaults over a pallet of microwaves, pulling his fists like loaded firearms from his jacket pockets, and lands in the middle of the card game like an angel of death wearing a half ‘n’ half mask, representing Jacklyn’s sweet smiley face on one side and Hyde’s grim brooding face with a mischievous smirk on the other.

"SURPRISE, YOU BASTARDS!..."

Ghost has no choice but to follow. He drops two Serpents with headshots before they can even stand. Jester's brass knuckles become a whirlwind, not elegant, not clean, but devastatingly effective. Blood sprays across pristine retail packaging.

A Serpent gets a shotgun up, but Ghost shoots him through the wrist. The gun clatters away. The man screams. Ghost silences him with a second shot.

Sixty seconds. That's how long it takes. Eight Crimson Serpents, dead or dying, Ghost's heart hasn't even elevated past 90 BPM. Afghanistan taught him that violence, real violence, is just another job.

Jester wipes his mitts on a dead man's jacket. "See? Quiet."

"Your definition of quiet needs work."

Gunfire erupts from the office complex. Sledge and Apex.

They sprint toward the sound, boots pounding concrete. The office complex is a modular structure attached to the warehouse, with cheap walls, cheaper furniture. The door hangs open, riddled with bullet holes.

Inside, they find a massacre.

Apex stands in the center of the main office, MP5 smoking, surrounded by bodies. His tactical gear is immaculate. Not a drop of blood on him. Ten Crimson Serpents lay dead, each with precise double-taps to their bodies core.

But Sledge...

Sledge is across the room, his shotgun forgotten on the floor. He kneels over a body, his hands shaking. The dead man wears Serpent colours, but his face is young. Too young.

"Marcus?" Ghost approaches carefully.

"He's just a kid." Sledge's voice breaks. "Can't be more than twenty."

"He's Serpent affiliated," Apex states coldly. "He made his choice."

"He's somebody's son!" Sledge roars, rounding on Apex. "Somebody's nephew! Just like..."

He can't finish. The weight of his own nephew's death crushes the words.

Ghost moves between them. "Marcus. Brother. I know. But we have a job."

"Yeah." Sledge stands, wiping his eyes behind his mask. "We always have a job, don't we? Another body. Another message. When does it end, Ghost?"

"When Uncle says it ends."

Sledge retrieves his shotgun, not looking at any of them. "Let's finish this."

They find the last targets in a second-floor office, three Serpent commanders huddled around a desk covered in maps and financial documents. These aren't street soldiers. These are the planners. The architects of war.

When the door crashes open, they reach for weapons. Apex cuts them down with surgical precision. The battle is over in seconds.
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