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Chapter 1: Shadows of the Past

 

The wind swept across the rugged cliffs of New Zealand's North Island like an ancient Maori spirit, whispering secrets through the twisted branches of pohutukawa trees that clung stubbornly to the edge of the world. Their crimson flowers, blooming defiantly even in the heart of winter, dotted the landscape like drops of blood against the stormy gray sky. Below, the Hauraki Gulf churned with restless waves, crashing against the rocks in a symphony of fury that echoed the turmoil brewing inside the opulent White family estate. Perched high on those cliffs, the mansion was a beacon of wealth and isolation—a sprawling complex of glass and stone that seemed to defy gravity, overlooking the vast expanse of ocean as if daring the elements to challenge its dominion.

It was August, the tail end of winter in the Southern Hemisphere, and the air carried a biting chill that seeped through even the thickest walls. Inside the mansion, however, warmth radiated from the grand fireplace in the study, where flames danced like captive demons, casting flickering shadows on the polished oak panels. Robert White, the patriarch of this empire, sat at his massive desk, a relic from some colonial era, its surface cluttered with contracts, blueprints, and a half-empty glass of single-malt Scotch. At fifty-two, Robert was a man forged in the fires of ambition. His face, lined with the creases of hard-won victories, bore the sharp features of his Scottish ancestors—high cheekbones, a strong jaw, and eyes the color of stormy seas. He had built his fortune from nothing, starting with a small mining operation in the gold-rich fields of Otago and expanding into technology and real estate that spanned the entire country. His company, White Enterprises, was a juggernaut, controlling vast swathes of land from the geothermal wonders of Rotorua to the pristine vineyards of Marlborough.

Beside him, Sophia White sketched idly on a pad of thick, textured paper. At forty-eight, she was the epitome of grace, her dark hair cascading in loose waves over her shoulders, framing a face that could have graced the canvases she so loved to create. Born in Auckland to a family of artists, Sophia had met Robert at a gallery opening in Wellington, where her abstract paintings of New Zealand's wild landscapes had caught his eye. Their marriage was a blend of fire and calm—his relentless drive tempered by her serene creativity. Together, they had created a life that many envied: lavish parties on the manicured lawns of their estate, yacht trips around the Bay of Islands, and a daughter who was the light of their world.

Elina White, their only child, was nine years old that fateful night. She had inherited her mother's artistic soul and her father's unyielding determination, a combination that made her both dreamy and fiercely independent. With her wide blue eyes and a mop of curly blonde hair that refused to be tamed, Elina was often found wandering the estate's grounds, sketching the seabirds that wheeled overhead or collecting shells from the private beach below the cliffs. But tonight, sleep eluded her. The storm outside rattled the windows like impatient fingers tapping on glass, and the thunder rolled in from the gulf like the roar of some mythical beast. She had tried to burrow deeper under her covers, counting the sheep that grazed in the distant pastures visible from her bedroom window during the day, but the noise was relentless.

Slipping out of bed, Elina padded across the soft carpet of her room, her bare feet silent against the warmth of the underfloor heating. Her nightgown, a frilly white thing embroidered with tiny kiwis, fluttered around her ankles as she crept to the door. The hallway was dimly lit by sconces shaped like fern fronds, casting long shadows that danced with the flickering light from the storm. The mansion was a labyrinth to a child—endless corridors lined with artwork from Sophia's collection, rooms filled with antiques from Robert's travels, and secret nooks where Elina loved to hide during games of tag with the housekeeper's son.

As she descended the grand staircase, her small hand gripping the banister carved from kauri wood, the voices grew louder. They came from her father's study, a room she associated with the scent of leather-bound books and the clink of ice in glasses. Usually, the voices there were jovial—business associates laughing over deals sealed with handshakes and toasts. But tonight, they were sharp, edged with anger, like the jagged rocks at the base of the cliffs.

Elina paused at the bottom of the stairs, her heart thumping in her chest. She knew she should go back to bed; her parents had strict rules about bedtime. But curiosity, that insatiable pull, drew her forward. She tiptoed across the marble foyer, avoiding the creaky spots she had memorized from countless adventures. The study door was ajar, a sliver of golden light spilling out like a invitation—or a warning.

Peeking through the crack, Elina saw her father standing tall, his broad shoulders tense under his tailored shirt. His face was flushed, a rare sight; Robert White was known for his cool composure in boardrooms across the country. Opposite him stood five figures, silhouetted against the fireplace. They were his business partners, people Elina had seen at family gatherings and company events. Alex Reed, the slick financier with his perpetual smirk and expensive suits, always slipping her chocolates when her parents weren't looking. Emily Cross, the sharp-tongued lawyer whose high heels clicked like gunfire on the floors, her red lipstick a stark contrast to her pale skin. Mark Henderson, the tech wizard, fiddling with his glasses and muttering about algorithms. Peter Glover, the burly operations manager from the mining side, his hands calloused from years in the fields. And Harold Smith, the oldest, with his white beard and kindly eyes that belied a ruthless streak in negotiations.

"You think you can just waltz in here and demand control?" Robert's voice boomed, echoing off the walls adorned with Maori carvings—gifts from iwi leaders he had partnered with in land deals. "This empire is mine. I built it from the ground up, while you lot rode my coattails."

Alex Reed stepped forward, his voice smooth as oil slicks on the gulf's waters. "Robert, be reasonable. The company's grown too big. Your decisions are... outdated. We're proposing a restructure. You'll still have a seat, but majority control shifts to us."

Sophia set down her sketchpad, rising to stand beside her husband. "This is our home, Alex. If you have business disputes, take them to the office in Auckland. Not here, not now.”

Emily Cross sneered, her eyes narrowing. "Sophia, dear, this isn't about art or pretty pictures. It's about survival. Robert's been making enemies—environmental groups in Fiordland protesting his developments, unions in the mines. We're protecting the legacy."

Elina's breath caught in her throat. She didn't understand all the words—restructure, majority control—but the tone was venomous, like the stories her nanny told of the taniwha, mythical creatures lurking in the waters. She pressed closer to the door, her small fingers gripping the frame.

Mark Henderson adjusted his glasses, his voice nervous. "We've got the votes, Robert. The board's behind us. Sign the papers, and we can all move on."

Peter Glover crossed his arms, his mining background evident in his sturdy build. "Or don't. But things could get ugly."

Harold Smith, ever the elder statesman, sighed. "We didn't want it to come to this, old friend. But greed... well, it's a powerful motivator."

Robert laughed, a bitter sound that chilled Elina. "Greed? That's rich coming from you, Harold. You all want my shares, my vision. But you'll destroy it. White Enterprises isn't just profit; it's about New Zealand—jobs in the regions, tech hubs in Christchurch, sustainable mining in Waikato."

The argument escalated, voices overlapping in a cacophony that drowned out the storm outside. Elina wanted to run in, to hug her father and make it stop, but fear rooted her in place. Then, in a flash that seared itself into her memory, Alex Reed pulled something from his coat—a gun, sleek and black, fitted with a silencer that looked like a toy but wasn't.

"Enough talk," Alex said, his smirk gone. "We've waited long enough."

The shot was muffled, a pop like a firecracker wrapped in cloth. Robert clutched his chest, blood blooming on his shirt like one of Sophia's abstract roses. He staggered, eyes wide with shock, and crumpled to the floor.

Sophia screamed, a piercing wail that cut through the night. "Robert! No!"

She rushed to him, but Emily Cross was faster, drawing a knife from her purse—long, serrated, glinting in the firelight. "No witnesses," Emily hissed, her voice devoid of emotion.

The blade plunged, once, twice, into Sophia's back as she knelt over her husband. Blood sprayed, splattering the contracts on the desk. Sophia gasped, her body slumping forward, her hand reaching out as if to finish one last sketch.

Elina's world shattered. A sob escaped her lips, but the storm's roar masked it. She backed away from the door, her vision blurred by tears, her mind reeling. The killers—her father's friends—moved quickly, wiping down surfaces, staging the scene to look like a burglary. They searched the study, pocketing documents, but didn't venture further. "The girl's at boarding school, right?" Peter muttered. "Boarding school in Hamilton. She's not here."

"Let's go," Harold said, his voice trembling for the first time. "Before the housekeeper wakes."

They slipped out through the French doors leading to the balcony, vanishing into the night like ghosts.

Elina fled to the hallway closet, a narrow space filled with coats and umbrellas. She burrowed under a pile of woolen jackets, curling into a ball, her body shaking with silent sobs. The scent of her mother's perfume lingered on one coat, a cruel reminder. Hours passed—or was it minutes? Time lost meaning in the darkness. The storm raged on, lightning illuminating the mansion in stark flashes.

When dawn broke, gray and unforgiving, the housekeeper, Mrs. Keane, discovered the bodies. Her screams brought the gardeners running, and soon the estate was swarming with police. Sirens wailed up the winding drive from the nearest town, Gulf Harbour, their lights reflecting off the wet pavement.

Elina emerged from her hiding place, numb and disheveled, her nightgown stained with dust. The police found her wandering the foyer, eyes vacant. "They killed them," she whispered to the first officer, a kind-faced woman named Constable Hale. "The partners. Alex, Emily..."

But her words were dismissed as trauma. A child in shock, inventing stories. The scene was labeled a home invasion—thieves targeting the wealthy Whites, perhaps linked to Robert's high-profile deals. Valuables were missing, staged perfectly by the killers. The partners provided alibis, airtight and corroborated. The investigation stalled, buried under bureaucracy and influence.

Elina was whisked away to distant relatives in Palmerston North, a aunt and uncle who inherited a small portion of the estate but lacked the warmth of her parents. Aunt Lydia was a stern woman, more interested in bridge clubs than childcare, and Uncle George worked long hours at a dairy farm, his hands rough and his patience thin. Their home was a modest bungalow on the outskirts of town, surrounded by flat Manawatu plains that stretched endlessly under vast skies—a far cry from the dramatic cliffs of her childhood.

The transition was brutal. Elina, once vibrant, became withdrawn. Nightmares plagued her: blood on rugs, her mother's scream mingling with the call of seagulls. She replayed the scene obsessively, sketching it in secret notebooks—the gun, the knife, the faces of the betrayers. School in Palmerston North was a blur of bullying and isolation; classmates whispered about the "orphan girl" whose parents were "robbed and killed." Teachers pitied her, but pity wasn't love.

As months turned to years, the seed of vengeance took root. At eleven, Elina snuck out to the local









