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Chapter One:
 
 
Sunlight streamed through the kitchen windows then bounced off the chrome toaster and jug sending beams of pure light into Ellie’s eyes. She blinked and yanked the blinds before the sunlight bored a migraine straight into her skull. Former FBI agent Ellie Iverson  wasn’t fond of bright light. The jug boiled, spitting drops of hot water onto the wooden counter top and a plume of steam into the air. 
She made a mug of tea and took it into the dining room. Carefully, she set the mug onto a coaster in front of Violet McClelland. Their surprise visitor. 
“Thank you,” Violet said with a smile.
“You’re welcome.” Ellie sat opposite the woman at the table. “Can you tell me again why you’re here?” 
They lived well off the beaten path. To drop into their place for anything required a slow drive on mostly single lane windy roads. The nearest town was forty-five minutes away. 
“My sister, Lily, she’s vanished.”
“And you came all the way down here to the Marlborough Sounds to do what exactly?”
“Ask for help,” she said, making direct eye contact. “The police cannot locate her or aren’t looking.” Violet sighed. “She’s an adult and they don’t think she wants to be found.”
“How long has she been missing?”
“Two days.”
“Where was she last seen?”
“At the our bookshop.” Violet lifted the mug and took a sip of tea. “I think. Or maybe at her last job.”
“Does she work with you?”
“No. She has a Christmas Planner Business in our father’s old office in the bookshop.”
“Okay. Is there any reason why she would not want to be found?”
Violet shook her head. “This is her second year of Christmas Planning as a business. It’s going well. She had fifteen new clients this year and had just finished the last one.” Violet ’s eyes misted. “She loves Christmas. She wouldn’t go away a few days before Christmas.” She wrapped her hands around the hot mug. “She wouldn’t go away without telling one of us.”
Ellie watched the woman. She turned when she heard a door open behind her. Mitch walked in with a smile on his face and greeted the woman. 
“Hi, Violet. Sorry I took so long to finish my call,” he said. “I see you have a hot drink. I’ll just get myself one and then I’ll join you.”
Violet smiled at him and then at Ellie. 
Ellie shimmered and faded. 
It wasn’t the first time Ellie had been called back, but it was the first time she’d been seen. 
Mitch sat exactly where Ellie had sat. Violet almost squeaked out a warning then stopped herself as she wondered where Ellie had gone. 
Mitch asked the same questions. Violet answered them. Unease grew as she scanned the spacious room for signs of Ellie. 
“I have a friend in the Wellington Region who can assist you, Violet.”
“You do?” Her attention landed on Mitch.
“Ronnie Tracey,” he said. “She’s a private investigator in Upper Hutt.”
Violet nodded. She knew of Ronnie. She’d met her once at her sister, Poppy’s fudge shop. Poppy was friends with Jenn and she worked with Ronnie. 
A shimmer across the room caught her eye. She watched it become Ellie.
“Are you all right with me reaching out to Ronnie?” Mitch asked. He turned his head to follow her gaze and saw dust motes swirling the a stream of sunlight. He turned back to Violet. “Should I speak to Ronnie on your behalf?”
Violet took another sip of tea before answering. “I came to ask your wife for help.”
Mitch froze. 
Violet waited. 
“My wife passed away seven years ago.”
Confusion clouded Violet’s face, her eyes troubled. “I was talking with her before you came in. She made me tea.”
Mitch placed both hands on the table and rose from his chair. 
“My wife passed away seven years ago,” he repeated. “It’s not possible for anyone to talk to her.”
“But … I swear, I was. She’s tall, slim, dark blue eyes, very attractive with long blonde hair with a fringe. She was wearing a long sleeved blue shirt and bootleg light denim jeans.”
Mitch let the description settle. It was an accurate description of Ellie. There was one thing that would seal the deal. “What did she have on her feet?”
“Tan cowboy boots.”
“Why did you come here to talk to my wife?” 
“The leaves,” she replied. “I read tea leaves. I asked for guidance to find my youngest sister.” 
“And the tea leaves told you to come here?” He shook his head slowly. “Why not go to someone closer?”
Violet took a calming breath. “The leaves spelled E, L, E, then there was a boat, and then a gun.”
“They’re leaves right? That could be anything. Aren’t they open to interpretation depending on the person readings imagination?”
“I guess that’s true.” She nodded. “I thought I was being fanciful because I didn’t know anyone or couldn’t think of anyone who would be implicated by the leaves. I had no idea who it could mean. Poppy scattered stones and got the same type of reading. Someone across water would be able to find our sister.” Violet’s stomach flipped. Had she made a dreadful mistake? 
Violet knew the whole thing sounded unhinged, but she believed in the message and the ‘message’ felt different; urgent, guided. Like help was just a blink away.
“That still doesn’t explain how you found me and why you think you talked to my wife.” Mitch’s tone was even and calm. His determination obvious. He would not be swayed away from a proper explanation. “This is not an easy address to find or to reach.”
“I know.” Violet kept her hands wrapped around the now lukewarm warm mug. “It sounds insane. I know it does. But the combination of the leaves and the stones got us wondering if there was someone who could help in the South Island.”
“And?”
“I asked a different oracle for an address.”
“By oracle do you mean telephone book?” Incredulousness resounded in his tone. This was rapidly turning into the weirdest situation Mitch had ever been in, and he was once married to someone who put weird front and centre.
“No. You’re not in the telephone book.”
“What then?”
“I was drawn to a book called Vaporbyte. I asked the question as I flicked through the book quickly, more fanned the pages really, I suppose. The pages stopped moving on a scene that mentioned Mahau Sound and the road you live on and then the name of the house.”
“So you …?”
“Booked a ticket on SoundsAir and rented a car at Blenheim Airport. And here I am.”
“All that to see my wife?”
“Yes.”
“What was the name of the book again?”
“Vaporbyte.”
Mitch finished his coffee without another word. 
“I’m really sorry,” Violet said. “I didn’t know she had passed.” She rose from her seat and took her mug to the kitchen. She picked up her handbag from the floor near the chair she’d occupied. “I’m sorry for your loss.” Violet walked out of the room and up the stairs to the outside door. By the time she’d climbed the wooden stair case to where she’d parked her car in front of the garage. Mitch was coming around the garage from the other side.
She pressed a button on the key fob. The drivers door unlocked. 
“Hold on,” Mitch said, striding towards her. “Did you really see my wife?”
Violet nodded. “She seemed real enough.” She got in the driver’s seat and pulled her door. Mitch stopped her from closing the door by grabbing the handle.
“Tell me how she was.”
“She was a good listener. She asked questions. She seemed like a very nice person.” Violet tugged the door from his grasp. The door shut hard. He motioned her to wind down the window. She cracked it a few centimetres. 
“Try Ronnie Tracey she’s a private investigator in Upper Hutt. Good luck,” he said. He turned away. At the top of the stairs Violet saw Ellie waving to her. She waved back because it would be rude not to.
Violet executed a twenty-million point turn and managed to not put the car over the edge of the driveway and into the bush. Relieved she drove up to the road, Ellie faded from sight in the rearview mirror. 
Violet dropped the car at the airport and booked herself on the next flight back to Wellington. Leaving the ghost of Ellie Iverson and the strange events of the morning behind. She was certain that Ellie had led her there and wanted to help, she was also aware how strange that sounded. 
By the time Violet’s plane lifted off, she was no closer to answers, only questions that shimmered like ghosts.
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