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… around the cache of disturbing images found in the personal laptop of Judge Landis Beale. The judge has refused to speak to the media after his initial statement denying all knowledge of the images and declaring that his system had been hacked.


However, sources close to the investigation state that there is no evidence of hacking, and that it appears the judge has been collecting the images for close to a year.


Major media organizations continue to file appeals against the gag order that prohibits any description of the images.


—MORNING NEWS BULLETIN
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But I’m afraid of the dark.


That was all I could think when the doctor looked at me, kind and gentle, and told me that I was going to go blind. A slow, steady road to relentless darkness. There were other words. Things like “best-case scenario” and “limited vision,” along with “cutting-edge developments” and “chance to optimize your habits,” but it had just been buzz, a swarm of disoriented bees in my head.


It’s been a year since that day. I now knew far too much about the genetic time bomb inside me, and my night vision was gone. But I could still see in the light, so I brought the camera up to my eye as the wind whipped my hair back from the open window, and I snapped a shot of one of the myriad waterfalls that cascaded down the fern-covered rocks of this final stretch of the West Coast.


We’d turn soon, going inland and upward as we made our way to the remote alpine area that housed Darcie’s family estate. I’d never had reason to visit that specific part of the country, but I’d heard that it was breathtaking, a photographer’s paradise. Still, that unknown landscape could never compete with my love for the black sands, rainforests, and jagged cliffs of this coast.


“We’re flying south for three days to walk one of the trails, then road-tripping up to the estate,” my best friend, Vansi, had said. “You should come! Kaea’s already on board and I’m going to ask Aaron and Grace, too.”


My love for this region was part of why I’d tried so hard to fly home early, join the road trip. But only a small part. When Darcie’s invitation had come and I’d realized everyone had said yes to the idea of a reunion, the key had turned, unlocking the bitter box of questions I’d kept stifled for nine long years.


All of us. Together again.


While I could still see, still judge their expressions.


It was time.


No more avoiding the one subject none of us could bear to talk about.


No more false cheer anytime we reminisced about the past.


No more pretending that Bea wasn’t dead.


My chest compressed in on itself, my eyes staring unblinkingly at the landscape beyond the window.


In the end, I’d only made this final stretch of the road trip. I’d needed to see my family, imprint their visages on my brain. Because the disease that had slumbered in my cells all my life was now well and truly awake. It was rare, the doctors had told me, and while they had data from other cases, there were no guarantees when it came to the timeline of progression.


I was a walking case study on its unpredictability: I’d been asymptomatic until I hit twenty-eight years of age. Such late onset was as rare as the disease itself. Most with the same diagnosis only got to keep their sight until their teens, or early twenties at best. I’d made it to almost thirty.


A gift.


More than a quarter century spent in blissful ignorance.


No awareness that there would come a day when my world would go blurry … then blink out, leaving me with nothing but ghostly afterimages of the life I’d once lived.


The diagnosis had turned me into a hoarder of memories.


After five days with my parents, brother, and grandparents in the frenetic energy of metropolitan Auckland, I’d made my way to Fox Glacier last night. The cabin I’d booked at the last minute had been low on the amenities front and chilly to boot, but was nestled inside primeval native bushland.


Giant tree ferns had shaded my back door, beyond them a landscape curling with mist. Soft focus provided by nature.


I’d taken more photographs, hoarded more memories—but I’d been ready to go when my friends drove in at ten that morning. The mist had faded by then, the sky ablaze with cool spring sunshine.


Hugs, cries of joy, grins exchanged.


It had all felt so painfully familiar, their voices and faces writ on my very bones. I’d never forget the fine details of any of their expressions, no matter how fast the curtain fell. We’d been part of each other’s lives at a pivotal moment, that breath between childhood and adulthood, when the whole world was full of possibility and our minds fearless.


But of course, it wasn’t the same.


We’d learned fear. And lived a grief so serrated that the scars ached to this day.


“Do you think we’ll ever be how we were again?” Vansi had asked me the night when part of me had gone permanently numb. The whites of her eyes had been red, her voice a rasp, and her skin such an ashen shade of brown that, for a second, I’d thought I was speaking to a mirage, a stealthy shadow of my friend.


I’d stroked the wavy mass of her hair with a gentle hand, hugged her close and held my silence. Because we’d both known the answer to her question. There’d been no need to give voice to the agony of it.


Bea was dead.


Her body erased out of existence.


There was no coming back from that.
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An hour and a half until we reached the estate where Darcie and Ash waited for us. A shorter time until we left the state highway that hugged the jagged rocks and wild green of this coast with its massive white-capped waves and deadly undertows. Even the plants were eerie at times, so ancient that they appeared alien growths transported from another planet.


Click. Click. Click.


The big SUV hummed alone through the alien wilderness, no other cars on this silent stretch devoid of human settlement, but the sun shone bright, the colors of the landscape vivid. A pop of red berries I barely caught as we rolled by, a shot of golden green leaves against the sooty black trunk of a tree fern, a capture of Vansi’s laughing face as reflected in the side mirror.


“You’ll have a thousand shots just from the road, Lunes.” Kaea bumped my shoulder. “Control yourself.” All big shoulders and wicked dark eyes set against glowing brown skin, I’d thought him the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen the first day of high school, when we’d ended up in the same form room.


I’d soon learned that he was also a player. The boy around whom trailed a line of slack-eyed groupies and—once he hit his late-teenage years—whose bedroom had a revolving door that spun so fast it was a health hazard.


Back when I’d shared a flat with him, Vansi, and Aaron during our university days, I’d met so many young women in the kitchen on weekend mornings that I’d given up even exchanging names with them. Poor things always thought they’d be back, but Kaea had an endless smorgasbord from which to pick—and no desire for a steady girlfriend.


“Relationships are too much work,” he’d told me once. “I’m here to graduate in the top one percent of my class, get head-hunted by a major corporate law firm, and make my way to partner in under ten years. I don’t have time to be the doting boyfriend.”


Arrogant ass, I thought with an inward grin. Because while he might not do relationships, he was an amazing friend. A friend who’d shipped me a giant order of my favorite local supermarket chocolates after I admitted to being homesick after moving to London—even though, according to him, my love for the cheap chocolates was a “screaming chemical-laced affront to good taste.”


Lifting the camera, I snapped a photo of his grinning face.


When I looked at the tiny image on the screen, he was as beautiful and as charismatic as ever, some part of him still the boy on whom I’d had a crush. Thank God that hadn’t lasted; he’d have obliterated my heart. “So, no third Mrs. Ngata yet?” I asked, after snapping another shot, this time of the couple in the front seats of the big black SUV that was our ride.


Another rugged vehicle—this one a dark green, per the recent photo in our group chat—hugged the road some three hours north of us.


Driving down as we drove up, our destination the same.


Like me, Aaron and his new fiancée, Grace, hadn’t been able to join the hiking detour the others had organized. We’d link up at the estate. I hadn’t yet met Grace, as Aaron’s romance with her had taken place while I was out of the country, but Kaea and the others had reported that she was a sweetheart.


“What about his family?” I’d asked Kaea privately. “Any push-back there?” I knew that they’d expected Aaron to end up with someone from the African diaspora.


“I saw a photo he put up of her heading to church with his family. Huge smiles on everyone’s faces, and his grandmother was holding Grace’s hand. Fact Grace shares their faith will have been a major point in her favor. And she’s just like Aaron, you know? Generous and warm, just the kind of person they’d want for him.”


Trust Aaron to find a woman with a nature as gentle and kind as his own. Back when we’d flatted together, Aaron had always been the one most likely to organize a pick-me-up if one of us was struggling, or to make dinner for us all. He’d even packed me lunch one semester after he realized I was exhausted from study and work, and as a result was barely eating.


I’d been overjoyed when he called me with news of his engagement.


Not only for the love, but for finding his place in life. Back at the huge high school where we’d come together as a group, where the diverse student body was a matter of school pride, Aaron had still managed to stick out. His parents had been refugees from war-torn Sudan, Aaron one of the first generation born on New Zealand soil. The eldest son, the eldest cousin, the first child born a Kiwi.


He’d carried the weight of his entire family’s expectations on his thin shoulders.


“They survived refugee camps and the loss of most of the members of our family to relocate to a place so cold that my haboba’s kneecaps creak from it,” he’d said in a speech for our senior English class. “The least I can do is make them proud.”


I’d never understood whether he was being serious or ironic when he said things like that, whether the words were his or a repetition of those spoken to him by his family, especially his treasured grandmother with the knees that couldn’t bear the cold. For all his sweetness, Aaron was in no way an open book.


Quite different from blunt and almost-too-honest Kaea.


“Situation is in progress,” Kaea said today. “Wife number three. My soulmate, this time. I know it.”


Phoenix snorted from the driver’s seat, his voice overriding a radio report about a scandal to do with a high court judge. “Didn’t you use that line in your first wedding speech?”


“No.” Vansi turned to grin at Kaea. “He said they were destined to be, two hearts in sync.”


“Destined for divorce court,” Phoenix added dryly as the newscaster began to speculate about the spring weather.


Unabashed, Kaea threw out his arms. “Hey, hate the game, not the player.” At twenty-nine, with two divorces behind him, he had the confidence of a handsome and intelligent man who knew women would never be a challenge for him. It was a kind of curse, I’d always thought, the ease with which he could charm lovers. He valued none of them because there were always more waiting in the wings.


“Wait, hear that?” Phoenix turned up the radio.


“… polar blast. Farmers are concerned about the effect of the late cold snap on the lambing season.”


“Only in New Zealand,” Vansi said with a roll of the eyes that I heard more than saw. “Sheep news on prime time.”


“Wouldn’t worry about the weather,” Kaea added. “Remember last year they were going on about a polar blast and it ended up a day of cold rain?”


Phoenix nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. We’ll be safe at the estate regardless. If the place has survived close to a hundred and fifty years in the mountains, it’s not going to buckle under a bit of rain.” Reaching forward, he switched off the radio. “Signal’s starting to crackle anyway. Did Darcie ever answer my question about cell reception at the estate? I forgot to check.”


“Yeah—apparently it’s usually only available in a single high part of the estate’s main house, though she says she gets the odd bar out by the bridge sometimes.” Kaea shrugged. “Be a proper break, right?”


Phoenix’s profile underwent a subtle shift, his skin no longer as taut. And I realized how hard it must be, to live life tied to the scream of medical emergencies. It was a wonder he’d been able to take this break; maybe the hospital had been forced to give their junior doctors more time off by some health and safety authority.


“Anyway, enough about that.” Kaea shifted his gaze to me, waggled his eyebrows. “You never say much about your dating life in London, Mysterious Ms. Wylie. Anyone serious?”


“Just me and my camera.” And my oncoming blindness.


A year after the doctors first ended my world as it was, I still hadn’t told anyone about the diagnosis. It had a fancy name, but at the bottom of it, it was a time bomb with which I’d been born and hadn’t known of until that fateful doctor’s appointment. I’d gone in thinking the thin and bald man with brilliant blue eyes was going to tell me I needed glasses, come out to a world that would never be sharp again.


I’d always known I was adopted. Hard not to when my hair was black glass and my skin olive in comparison to my parents’ much paler hair and “winter white” complexions—as described by themselves. Complete with my mother’s big laugh and my father’s deep chuckle.


My ancestry had never been a big deal to me. I’d never felt any desire to go to China, trace my roots. But … would I have picked up a camera had I known what lived inside me? The lens that was slowly going dark as tiny crystals formed in the delicate tissues of my eyes.


“Legal blindness is a certainty.” The bald doctor whose name my brain refused to hold on to had taken off his glasses, his features soft and sympathetic. “But a more-than-negligible percentage of patients retain a measure of central vision. Saying that, I don’t want to lie to you or give you false hope. Such vision retention isn’t guaranteed—and where it is present, that vision is in no way clear.”


All I could think as he pronounced that sentence was that his own eyes were as blue as Bea’s had been before they stopped being anything at all. At least they hadn’t rotted. Darcie hadn’t given them the chance.


She’d burned her sister’s eyes, burned Bea.
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Countless road photos—and twenty kilometers on a spine-adjusting gravel road later—we came to a halt in the stark beauty of an alpine world wholly apart from the primal forests and crashing waves of the coast. Calf-length golden grass waved as far as the eye could see, the jagged peaks of the Southern Alps soaring beyond, their caps encased in ice. No green anywhere. Just gold and white and granite.


An old Land Rover sat on the other side of a bridge that looked like it had been built in the early nineteenth century, all dark iron and rust. As for the vehicle, its side was dented and scratches marred most of its light brown finish, but the tires looked new.


“Luna!” Darcie’s voice rang out over the rush of the creek filled with pristine glacial melt. It was beautiful, frothing white at the top, crystalline blue-green below.


Nothing, however, could compare to Darcie’s luminous beauty.


Back before she’d ended up with Ash, we used to joke that if she and Kaea had kids, those kids would be the most infuriatingly beautiful people in the world. But if Kaea’d ever had thoughts in that vein about Darcie, he’d kept them to himself. Friendship mattered to Kaea.


Him and Ash, teammates on the rugby field. Fullback and halfback.


And Ash with a thing for—


Don’t go there, Luna. Only pain that way.


Darcie waved from the other side, all shining golden hair that rippled down her back and skin kissed by the sun, the gentle breeze ruffling the lacy white of her ankle-length sundress. I couldn’t see her eyes from this distance, but I knew they were as blue as the summer sky.


Bea’s had been a sharper, more penetrating hue, her hair a luscious chocolate.


“Is that thing even safe!” Phoenix’s voice as he poked his head out the driver’s side window and pointed to the bridge.


“We’re engineers, you asshole!” was Ash’s rejoinder.


He was tall and slender and as blond as Darcie; together, the two of them were the perfect magazine couple. Golden book-ends. It would’ve been easy to say it was all a facade, but seeing them together three years after their gorgeous spectacle of a wedding, Ash’s hand lying against Darcie’s lower back, I realized it felt real.


“Let’s do this, boys and girls,” Phoenix said, then began to make his way across the old bridge.


It creaked ominously, the waters roaring around us.


“Wait! Wait!”


Phoenix came to an immediate halt at my cry. “What? Is the bridge falling apart?”


“No.” I pushed open my door. “I need to get shots of you driving across.”


“Jesus, Luna.” Vansi pressed a hand to her heart. “You idiot!” But she was laughing as she said it.


“Sorry! Artistic temperament and all that.”


I heard Kaea join in the laughter before I shut the door and scampered on ahead over the old wooden boards of the bridge. I wasn’t sure the boards should be wooden, but what did I know? From what I could tell, the struts and everything else had been formed of metal, so the wood was likely window dressing to help make it a smoother drive.


Once in position halfway across the bridge, I made a “come on” gesture and Phoenix crawled forward. Had it been Kaea in the driver’s seat, he’d have revved the engine and pretended he was about to race forward, but Phoenix had always been far more stolid and steady.


A calm foil to Vansi’s more tempestuous personality.


Now, my best friend poked her head out the window on one side, while Kaea and Phoenix did it on the other, and I snapped away. I kept on walking backward as I did so, image after image layering itself into my mind. My visual memory had always been acute, and it might yet save my sanity.


Lifting a palm in a motion for Phoenix to halt, I turned and grabbed multiple images of Darcie and Ash from my vantage point on the bridge. The wind tugged at her hair and dress. The sun made his eyes sparkle. Just like it had that day at the campsite when I’d photographed him with Bea, their laughing faces side by side as she rode his back across a large patch of mud.


A hitch in my chest.


I shook it off, made myself carry on across the bridge.


The others followed.


There were hugs, exclamations, then Kaea said, “You two doing okay? The cops figure out anything new about what happened at your place? It’s been, what, about three weeks now?”


Pressing her lips tight, Darcie nodded. “No actual suspects, but they think it was probably a group high on drugs—the detective in charge isn’t treating it as a burglary, more as an attempted home invasion with the intent to harm.”


“No explanation as to how they bypassed our security system,” Ash added, “but that thing was glitchy for a week beforehand so it might just not have sent out an alert. Thankfully our insurance company is still covering all the damage.”


“I don’t really care about the stuff,” Darcie said with a razored edge to her tone, “but why did the creeps have to vandalize our house? And the way they did it? Disgusting.”


Ash squeezed her shoulders. “We’ve spent the time since at an Airbnb overlooking the water at Mission Bay, and with the cops all done, we’ve lined up tradespeople to come in while we’re down here. Painters will sand off the graffiti, repaint, then in go the new carpets.”


He pressed a kiss to Darcie’s cheek. “It’ll be fine, honey—we can get a few new pieces from that furniture designer you love. Place will be like a whole new house by the time we return. No bad memories.”


Darcie’s mouth remained pinched at the corners, but she allowed Ash to jolly her along, and the conversation soon moved on. I could understand why she was shaken up about it, though—Kaea had been with the two of them when they discovered the break-in, and he’d shared that the vandalism had been “disturbing as all hell.”


“Fuckers painted the word ‘Judas’ in dripping red paint right above their bed,” he’d said in the SUV on the way here. “I also saw ‘JUDGMENT’ in all caps above the fireplace, and Ash told me there was nasty stuff in the master bathroom. Living room carpet was trashed, smeared with brown liquid that Ash said later tested as blood.


“Intruders cut up a ton of their clothes, too, just took scissors to it. Pure luck that they didn’t damage any of the outdoor gear the two needed for this week, or I’m sure Darcie would’ve canceled. She lost it. I mean, she had reason to—I’m dead certain I saw a meat cleaver stabbed into their bed.”


It didn’t sound like any burglary I’d ever heard of. No wonder the cops were taking it seriously. Frankly, I was surprised the couple had agreed to carry on with the reunion, but I could see the attraction of spending time far away from the ugliness and returning to find it erased.


I did feel bad for them, but that didn’t squelch my bubbling anger. It had been building for nine years, was a passionate stew of sadness, fury, and bitterness. Fifteen minutes later, as Darcie laid out a picnic spread for us to pick at while we waited for Aaron and Grace, I wanted to say Bea’s name, wanted to scream at Darcie for stealing Bea from us with such finality.


But even that hadn’t been enough for Darcie, had it?


In the end, she’d also stolen that which Bea loved most.


However, I wasn’t so far gone that I didn’t understand that some of my fury was fueled by my own diagnosis. My worry that they’d stop talking about me—to me—when I proved imperfect.


It was the thought that my anger had nothing to do with Bea, that I just wanted to ruin this week for selfish reasons, that kept me from spitting out the rage eating at me.


“How cold is the creek water?” I asked instead. “Can I dip my toes in or will I end up with ice blocks for feet?”


“Ice blocks,” Darcie said. “But it’s still fun. And not dangerous if you stick to the part with the rocks.”


I wasn’t surprised when Vansi bounced up to join me on my adventure, both of us deciding to leave our shoes and socks by the picnic blankets.


We didn’t say much because it wasn’t necessary, and it wasn’t until after we’d screamed at the frigid burn of the water and taken seats on the sun-warmed stone to dry off that Vansi made a face and said, “This is weird. Don’t you think it’s weird? All of us pretending we’re good and normal when we haven’t been good and normal since that night?”


My smile faded. “Yes.” Having chosen to sit on the other side of the eddy in the rocks where we’d tested the water, I stretched my legs into the sun. And despite Vansi’s words, I didn’t mention Bea. My best friend had always been jealous of my relationship with Darcie’s younger sister.


“Bea takes people, Luna,” she’d told me at nineteen. “Don’t you see? She doesn’t mean to, but she’s so amazing it just kind of happens. She took all of Darcie’s friends, made them hers. I don’t want her to take you, too.”


I’d never seen it that way, had seen us all as a single huge organism of friendship. Certain people closer to others, but no one left out in the cold, no one who wasn’t especially tight with a certain other member of the eight.


“Something’s wrong with me and Nix and I can’t figure it out,” Vansi blurted out, the words cracking the mirror of memory.


“What?” She’d said nothing, nothing about this during any of our phone or online conversations.


Leaning forward, elbows on her thighs, she thrust her fingers through her hair. “He’s just … different. Distant.”


“You did say he was at an intensive part of his training. How did he even get this many days in a row off?” Phoenix had completed the brutal journeyman years required of a junior doctor, but he wasn’t close to done. Not when he intended to become a neurosurgeon.


Vansi threw up her hands. “I have no idea. That’s just it. Nix used to tell me everything. He was the moody, silent type to everyone else, but to me, he was an open book. I always felt special. His person.”


“You’ve asked him?”


“Yep. All I get is that he’s tired, stressed. The same nonanswer he’d give you if you asked him. But I’m his wife, the supposed love of his life.”


“Shit.”


“Sorry to dump this on you.” Vansi rubbed her hands over her thighs. “I thought this break … away from the stress of his work, from the expectations of both our parents, he’d loosen up, but he’s still putting on an act, even with me, and I hate it.”


“Hey.” I reached across the small glacial pool to touch her hand. “We just got here. Give it a bit more time.”


Lips pressed tight, Vansi nodded. “I know you’re right, but I still want to scream at him, then shake him.” Picking up a small pebble from in between the rocks, she threw it into the frigid water with vicious force. “I wonder if it’s this reunion,” she said, her voice hard without warning. “His behavior, it lines up with when Darcie sent out the invite. It makes me wonder—”


“What, V?” I frowned. “I know you don’t think he has a thing for Darcie.” Our friend might be beautiful, but to be quite blunt, she wasn’t Nix’s type.


“Oh, Lu.” Dark brown eyes opaque, Vansi’s expression … sad. “You never did see it, did you? How Bea was the flower around which everyone buzzed? Even you.” A tight smile. “If she’d still been alive, I wouldn’t be Mrs. Phoenix Chang, and I wonder if this reunion’s brought that home to him.”


The words were a punch to the mouth. “Bea would’ve never—”


“How would you know?” my best friend demanded, her hands fisting on her thighs and spots of heat on her rounded cheeks. “He might’ve been standing right next to me, might’ve been mine on paper, but all she would’ve had to do was crook a finger. You don’t know because you never had a lover for her to steal.”


She dropped her face into her hands before I could fully process her words. “Oh God, I’m so sorry.” Wet eyes looking into mine across the water in which I now spotted flecks of ice. “I didn’t mean any of that.”


“It’s okay. I’m not insulted—I’ve never wanted a permanent lover.” It was the absolute truth. “I have other dreams.” I was more frustrated by the rest of what she’d said, how she’d characterized sweet, bubbly, loyal Bea.


“Hey, you two!” Kaea yelled down from above, his hands cupped around his mouth. “We’re going to play cards and need more players!”


There was no more time for private conversation after that, even had Vansi been willing to speak. We played cards, talked about the speed with which Aaron and Grace had become engaged—after only six months together—and Darcie teased us with stories about her “loony tunes” ancestor Blake Shepherd, the prospector who’d struck it rich and decided to build a grand residence on the edge of eternity.


Lit to a glow by the spring sun, all gilded limbs and easy smiles, my friends suddenly seemed exactly that. No hidden motives, just an old sorrow shared that had bonded us with a glue unbreakable. And for a pulse in time, I was content, with no desire to stir up the past, to push Darcie until she told us why she’d done it.
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We heard Aaron’s car long before we saw him, the crackle of the tires on the gravel of the unpaved road carrying through the trees and over the water. I had myself in position to take photos by the time his Jeep appeared around the corner, while the others stood waving.


Grace popped her blond head out the window just as I began to shoot. Where Darcie’s hair was a sheet of silk, Grace’s was all wild curls with streaks of a blond so sun-kissed it was white. She jumped out the instant Aaron brought the vehicle to a stop and I saw that she was even tinier than she’d appeared in the photos I’d seen.


Five feet tall tops, all of it dangerous curves and bounce.


I couldn’t imagine her as a climber, but that was where she’d met Aaron—in a club for people who liked to battle the elements uphill and punish their knees scrabbling downhill. Aaron had told me of their courtship over a video call, laughing at himself as he shared that Grace had beaten him to the summit during their first climb together.


When I’d teased it must’ve been because he was focused on her butt, he’d looked so sheepish that I’d cracked up laughing.


“Oh my God! You must be Luna!” Grace jumped into my arms, her hug fierce and … good. Because some people just gave better hugs than others.


Like they really meant it.


“Hi,” I said after hugging her back more awkwardly.


Unabashed, she whipped off her mirrored sunglasses and beamed at me. No one would call her beautiful—her looks were too quixotic for that. Eyes that were slightly too large, along with a mouth that was a bit too wide, paired with a slender nose. But taken altogether when she was this animated?


Wow.


Grace was the kind of woman who could be a movie star. All charisma and a wild energy that reminded me of Bea. I took more photos as she hopped around greeting everyone else as if they were old friends, while Aaron smiled his shy smile that now shimmered with quiet pride.


A flicker at the corner of my eye, a sinuous shadow.


Shifting on my heel, I swiped out a hand. But if there’d been a bug there, it was gone.


My fingers fisted into my hand, the nails digging in.


“Luna, you want to ride with us up to the house?” Grace’s voice, bright and joyful and accented in a way that was difficult to pin down, thanks to what Aaron had told us was a peripatetic childhood.


I ignored the renewed flickering at the corner of my eye, the awareness of minuscule crystals eating up my peripheral vision. “You don’t want to rest here a bit?”


No, they said, they were keen to see the old Shepherd place. As was I. So I jumped into their Jeep, the three of us at the end of the cavalcade making its way through the rustling grasses and toward the looming bulk of the snow-covered mountains.


The route took us slightly upslope, the estate hidden beyond the rise.


As I sat in the back, scrolling through the photos I’d taken, I frowned. Grace photographed like a dream, but there was something slightly “off” about the images at the same time. The camera didn’t quite capture her eyes. Or it captured them in a shade of green that wasn’t true to life.


I’d have to see if I could fix the issue in postproduction. Speaking of photographs, though “I could do an engagement-style shoot of you two while we’re out here,” I offered impulsively. “We can style it with whatever clothes you’ve brought along, use the natural surroundings.”


Grace squealed. “Are you serious?” She pressed her hands together. “I love your work. I secretly stalk your socials.” A whisper. “That Renaissance wedding shoot you did for the two brides? I died.”


Chuffed at the compliments, I said, “Consider the shoot officially booked.”


“I love you,” Grace said in a solemn voice. “In fact, I’m planning to dump Aaron and beg for your hand in marriage.”


My shoulders shook. I liked her. Really liked her. She was … so much like Bea.


Gut tight, I busied myself pretending to look at my photos again, all the while thinking of those final sun-drenched days with Bea. It had been our last summer together, all eight of us. Not here. Up north, in a hired wooden bach next to one of those lazy East Coast beaches.


Golden white sand, clear blue water, native palms against the sky.


Paradise.


Bea in her big floppy hat, the color ice-cream pink, and halter-neck swimsuit in meringue yellow. She’d looked like a glamorous movie star, especially after she slid on those big sunglasses of hers.


Not once during that glorious week had I glimpsed any hint of trouble in her. After … after, I’d done relentless research, discovered that mental health problems didn’t always show on the surface, but her supposed suicide still hadn’t made sense to me—because I hadn’t been a random bystander. I’d been part of her life for years.


Why hadn’t I seen?


Why had none of us seen?


Not even Darcie. Her big sister. Her supposed protector after their parents passed as Bea began her final year of high school. She’d been the youngest of her classmates, only turning eighteen in the last month of the school year.


“Well, just dress me in black and call me Jane Eyre.”
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Grace’s colorful exclamation as Aaron brought the Jeep to a stop had me looking up.


I scrambled out the door the next minute, my camera already rising to my eye. I didn’t bother to yell at those in the front vehicles to get out of the way, just went left into the grass—because there, rising against a backdrop of jagged peaks burning in the late afternoon sun, was a house straight out of a gothic romance novel.


“Are those turrets?” Vansi’s excited voice. “Freaking turrets!”


“And jeez, an honest-to-God ruined wing?” Kaea whistled. “Maaaan.”


I couldn’t shoot fast enough. Clad with exquisite gray-black stone that might’ve been a dark variant of local schist, the house was set up in a classic U shape, with the central structure and the wing to my left in fairly good condition—albeit a bit run-down. Half-crumbled fences made of the same stone arched around from either side and to the back, and had perhaps once protected kitchen gardens or more formal landscaping.


Ivy bright with the green of new spring growth crawled up one side, feathering red veins left bare over winter, while the area in front of the house looked like it might’ve at one time been a garden. It was now badly overgrown, but not with the golden grass all around us. Spiky purple thistle fought for space with what looked like a mass of raspberry bushes, while clusters of dandelion seed heads, delicate and ethereal, swayed in the breeze.


Lovely chaos.


But the true showstopper was Kaea’s “ruined wing”—because it was exactly that. While the wing still stood for the most part, it bore marks of a brutal fire that had collapsed one of its turrets and burned long slashes of soot into the stone.


Silent phantom flames.


What windows remained were badly cracked, the rest gaping holes of nothingness. I couldn’t wait to get out here at sunrise, shoot it in the ghostly light of morning.


“Lu!” Aaron called out, and only then did I realize how far I’d wandered into the grass. “We’re driving to the top of the front drive to park! You want to hop in?”


I shook my head. “I’ll get some shots of you driving up, then walk in!” I also wanted time alone to enjoy this mad structure out in the middle of the wilderness, plan the images I was going to take.


Most would be for my portfolio—but if we could borrow one of Darcie’s floaty dresses and pin it in a way that fit Grace’s shorter and curvier frame, get Aaron into a white or black shirt and black pants—or as close as possible—we were all set for a romantic gothic shoot.


Car doors shut, engines started, vehicles began to move … but I didn’t end up alone in the aftermath. Ash had stayed behind. “Hey, hope you don’t mind the company.” He slipped his hands into the pockets of his beige slacks, which he’d paired with a sky blue polo with a distinctive logo on one side. “I wanted to show you something.”


It took effort to hide my irritation. “Of course I don’t mind.”


He waited until I’d taken a few images of the departing vehicles, then pointed me to the right. “This way. We only have a small window of time.”


Deciding I could come back to get the shots I’d wanted, I went with him to a spot that placed me at an angle from the ruined wing. “What—” Breath catching, I ignored him for the next five minutes as I fought to capture the incredible light show against the shattered glass of the burned part of the house.


The broken shards gleamed in the thick light of early sunset—neither too sharp, nor too red—that refracted off the glass in a way that made the building come eerily alive. My heart was pounding by the time the light faded, and I half expected to turn to find Ash had long ago given up on me and left.


But I found him seated in the grass not far from me, his eyes on the glass that was no longer afire. “Brilliant, isn’t it?” He shook his head. “Saw it by accident yesterday while taking a walk, was hoping you’d have your camera on you so I could ask you to take a few shots. I knew my phone wouldn’t capture it.”


“You can have as many of my photos as you want,” I promised, knowing that I’d captured a spectacular series. The kind of images that won awards and made names out of photographers.


Rising to his feet, Ash brushed off the seat of his slacks. The round face of his watch with its multiple dials caught the light. “We’d better go in. Darcie wants to show everyone the place together.”


More than satisfied with the images I’d taken, I fell into step with him. “Seriously, Ash, thank you. My heart’s still pounding.”


A small smile from the member of our group with whom I’d always interacted the least. “I thought of you the instant I saw it.”


I wasn’t sure quite how to take that. These days, I never thought of Ash except in relation to Darcie. Not out of any sense of malice, but because we’d never been tight. Then again, he’d have had to be oblivious our entire acquaintance to not immediately associate me with the camera.


“I’m excited to look at the photos on my laptop,” I said before it struck me that no one in the group chat had asked one vital question. “Does this place have stable electricity?”


“Generators. Jim—that’s our caretaker—made sure they’re fueled up. More than enough juice there to get us through the week. Jim and his son also stocked up the fridge and left us a gift of fresh deer meat in the freezer.”


I winced. “We’re eating Bambi?”


“Introduced species, remember?” Ash pointed out. “Without hunters, they’d collapse the ecosystem.” He frowned, glanced over at where the others were milling around in front of the estate house. “Luna, I wanted to ask a favor.”


The hairs at the back of my neck prickled. “Oh?”


“It’s just … look, Darcie’s pregnant.”


My hands clenched on the camera. “Wow, congratulations.”


“Thanks.” A tight smile. “Thing is, she doesn’t want to tell anyone until after the first trimester. She’s only nine weeks in right now.”


“Sure, I understand that. So why … ?”


Exhaling, he rubbed his face. “I think the hormones, the emotions … she’s thinking about Bea a lot. It began after the break-in, with her saying Bea was haunting her, or that she could smell Bea’s perfume. Past two nights, though, she’s woken screaming Bea’s name—says she hears Bea whispering to her in the night.”


He folded his arms. “I figure it’s her way of dealing with the fact that her sister’s not here for this moment, but I’m worried.”


I halted while we were yet a safe distance from the rest of the group. “Have you spoken to anyone about this?” I didn’t know much about pregnancy, but I knew postpartum psychosis was a thing. Perhaps the same kind of thing could happen earlier in the process, too.


“I would’ve gone to her old family doctor, Daniel Cox, but he died two weeks ago. Freak accident. His car went off a cliff.” Ash shook his head. “Poor old guy. They were close and it hit her hard.”


He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Night of the attempted home invasion, she … It wasn’t good. I wanted to take her to the ER but I knew she’d do better with Dr. Cox—and when I called him, he came over to help without hesitation. That was the last time we saw him. Six days later, he was dead.”


“Oh God, how horrible that she lost him on top of what happened to your place.” No wonder Darcie remained emotionally brittle.


“Thing is, she was already in a bad place even before the break-in. One of her mother’s old law buddies, a man Darcie really looks up to, well, he’s got some very serious stuff happening in his life and she’s struggling to handle it. I think the break-in was just one pressure point too far. She shattered.”


“I’m so sorry, Ash, I didn’t realize how deeply it affected her.” Kaea obviously hadn’t, either—that, or he’d decided to maintain her privacy on the matter.


“After she woke up, she was embarrassed, didn’t want to talk about it and definitely didn’t want me to tell anyone. You know how she gets.”


“Yes.” Darcie did everything in her power to have the perfect life, and as a result, didn’t deal well with deviations.


“I want to give her this week away from it all before I raise the idea that she talk to a grief counselor—because that’s what this is, I think, grief over Bea that she never processed. With her pregnancy, the shock of the break-in, then losing Dr. Cox, it’s the perfect emotional storm to have brought it all to the surface.”


Guilt gnawed at me for what I’d planned to do, the questions I’d intended to ask, but mingled with that was a huge dose of frustration. He’d cut me off now. What kind of monster would rage at a psychologically fragile pregnant woman? I might be angry, but I wasn’t that bad. “What would you like me to do?”


“Keep an eye on her, let me know if you notice symptoms of what might be a larger issue.” He hunched in his shoulders as we started walking again. “I’m really hoping I’m being a worry-wart, but—”


I touched his arm, anger erased by a wave of empathy. Because regardless of all else, Darcie was Bea’s older sister. “No, I understand. This place, it has to hold a lot of memories. I know Darcie and Bea spent summers on the estate as kids.”


“I actually wasn’t too sure about coming here after she began to say that stuff about Bea—but she was so excited. And, I thought maybe being here is exactly what she needs. A way to say a proper goodbye to her sister. She never got to do that.”


My spine stiffened. Darcie had made sure none of us got to say goodbye.


The solemn memorial service in a tiny chapel had been a griefstricken Aaron’s idea. He’d done what he could, but the somber affair hadn’t felt like Bea at all. No sparkle, no shine, nothing but the priest and the seven of us.


No body in a casket. No urn of ashes.


But at least Aaron had tried. I’d always loved him for that. Darcie, in contrast, had seemed to want to ignore Bea’s death, throw her away in more ways than one. I didn’t think I’d ever make my peace with Darcie’s decision to cremate Bea so far from home, scatter her ashes into the ocean.


As for Ash, the man he’d been was divided into two parts in my mind. Ash with Bea, and Ash afterward. When Bea had chosen to take her life, she’d taken the best part of Ash with her.


Suicide.


My Bea.


No, I still couldn’t accept it.


Hell, even all these years later, I could barely believe she was dead. None of us had seen her body, had we? In the deepest, darkest part of night, I thought about that, and I wondered what Darcie had needed to hide that she hadn’t even given Bea a proper burial.


“I’ll keep an eye on her,” I promised past the grit of grief and anger that lined my throat. “I’m surprised you asked me, and not one of the others.”


He grimaced. “Don’t take this wrong, but it’s because you’re always watching people. Usually through the lens.”


“It’s true.” I shrugged. “People are fascinating.” And I’d much rather watch them than be watched.


A surprised smile that creased his cheeks. “I swear I never could figure out what you found so interesting about a bunch of uni students. Surely there’re only so many photos of drunken nights out you can take.”


“Oh, you’d be surprised.” I thought of the photo I had of him dancing with Bea, the spotlight only on them, and the tassels on her glittery dress flying, her hair in motion—and Ash watching her as if she were a fallen star come to land in his hands.
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I’d intended to gift the photo to Ash and Bea on their engagement because we’d all known where that relationship was going. These days, I kept a print of it in the same folder in which I had a stunning capture of Darcie on the tiny porch of my student flat, her hands cupped around a steaming mug of coffee … and a tormented agony in her eyes.


Bea and Ash had been on the lawn in front of her at the time, playing some silly game of lovers. And I’d taken the photo while fiddling with my camera. I hadn’t meant to spy. I never meant to spy. But people reveal so much in the split seconds before they put their masks back on.


“It might only be pregnancy hormones,” I said to Ash today, so far from that morning on the porch where I’d learned that Darcie loved a man who’d never looked at her that way. “I’ve heard they can be powerful.”


Ash glanced over at where the others stood, all animated faces and waving hands. “I’m hoping this reunion will pull her thoughts into the present and away from the memory of grief.”


I almost asked him about his own grief, swallowed the question as I had countless other times. Ash had found a way to move on—and now, he was going to be a father. Nine years after Bea’s death, he’d healed to the point that he could focus on Darcie’s pain and well-being rather than his own loss. I had no right to shake that up by reminding him of the woman who’d chosen to leave him, leave all of us.


She didn’t love me enough to stay.


Whispered, broken words I’d heard by accident when I’d come to the front door at four in the morning, unable to sleep. Though only V, Aaron, Kaea, and I were on the lease, all seven of us had been in the flat that night. Shocked and distraught and unable to face the idea of being alone.


I’d thought no one else was up. I’d been wrong. I would never forget looking through the screen door and seeing Ash slumped on the top step of the house, while Darcie stood in front of him, holding his face to her stomach.


She’d been stroking his hair, the look on her face …


Triumphant.


It had nauseated me that night, sent me lurching to the wall in sickened silence, but after all these years, I wasn’t sure what I’d seen. My memory was sharp, yes, but I’d been drowning in grief, my vision skewed. What if all I’d seen was two broken people comforting each other?


“There you are!” Vansi cried out when we reached the others. “Come see what I’ve found!”


It proved to be a moss-covered cupid, his eyes filmed with black mold. Kneeling down on one knee, I took an image eerie and striking. I didn’t know what made me do it, but I reached out to touch the mold.


A clap of sound before my fingers could make contact with the black, Darcie waving us all over. “You can wander tomorrow! I want to show you the house before we lose this gorgeous natural light.”


I rose, leaving the cupid buried in what I’d realized weren’t raspberry bushes, but poisonous imposters. Vansi had already gone on ahead, so I walked into the house at the tail end of the group. It was chilly inside, the walls of the hallway dark wood paneling that seemed to reflect the cold back at us.


“What the fuck!”


Kaea, staring upward at a dropped part of the ceiling designed to hold a painting.


Following his gaze as Vansi backtracked to do the same, I sucked in a breath. The woman looking down at us from inside a chipped golden frame could’ve been Darcie in period costume, the neckline of her dress high and stiff, the shade a solemn dark green.


Her eyes stared straight at us, her lips curved upward.


I could hear the others talking, but couldn’t make myself look away from the portrait. Something about it didn’t sit right. Was that actually a smile, or was it a shaky falsehood worn by someone who didn’t want to anger another person? Was that a sparkle in her eyes, or was it the sheen of tears?


Oh.


It was the tilt of the eyes, the angle at which she held her head, the subtle difference in the line of her jaw. This Shepherd ancestor might look like Darcie at first glance, but change the hair from gold to darkest brown and it was Bea who stared out at you.


“Really looks like Darcie, doesn’t she?” Vansi whistled from beside me. “She told us about her—the woman in the painting—while you were taking photos: Clara Darceline Shepherd, cultured nineteen-year-old bride from England who thought she was coming to a grand home and ended up in this mausoleum in the middle of nowhere.”


Grace joined us. “It does look like her … but I don’t know, there’s something not quite right. A jitter in the frame.”


I wondered how only the stranger in the room saw what I had, how Vansi didn’t see it. Confirmation bias? Or was I the one seeing things wrong, the shadows in my vision creating mirages out of nothing?


A quiet obsession given visual form.


“Come on,” Darcie called out when we hesitated too long, “the living area is a trip!”


I was the last one to follow her command. My nape prickled as I turned away from Clara, a shiver rippling over my skin. Beatrice would’ve never worn a dress so formal and stiff, but the secrets in Clara’s eyes? That had been Bea, hadn’t it? Always the one with secrets.


I stepped into the living room doorway on that thought … and gaped.


A massive fireplace dominated the cavernous space, the ceiling so high that our voices echoed. The exposed beams were as dark as the stone of the outside walls and some of that stone outlined the large black maw of the fireplace. But what had sparkled with glints of silver in the sunlight looked flat and heavy on the inside.


Mounted stag heads—had to be at least ten—glowered down at us from above the fireplace, their dead eyes black and staring. If that wasn’t disturbing enough, an entire stuffed stag stood by the windows, its pelt moth-eaten and one antler broken in half.


“I think old man Shepherd got a two-for-one deal on stuffed heads.”


Vansi, near enough to hear my muttered aside, snorted. “Don’t look up but there’s a bull’s head mounted above you. Prize-winning stud, apparently.”


Shuddering, I turned my attention to the walls. Tapestries covered many, and from the look of them, they were old. As in, they’d come straight from England in the time of Clara Shepherd, carried on the ship that had brought her to her new home. Threadbare patches on the edges, where hands big and small must’ve touched; indications of moth damage higher up.


“What a shame,” Vansi whispered, brushing her fingers over an undamaged part. “These would be museum-worthy with a little care.”


“V, am I seeing things, or is that a frolicking demon?”


“Ha! Someone in this house had a sense of humor.”


I thought of the portrait again, of the woman with Bea’s mischievous eyes. “It’s well hidden, too, a secret joke.”


“Hope this place has bright lights.” Grace’s bubbly voice. “Be dark as anything at night.”


“Afraid not.” Ash crouched by the fireplace, grabbing kindling from a wooden crate that he stacked neatly in the grate. On one side of the fireplace sat five fat logs ready for use. “Lots of atmospheric shadows.” A glance at me. “You’ll love the photo opportunities.”


I wasn’t sure I liked Ash’s sudden friendliness. “Can’t wait.”


“The bedrooms we’ve chosen upstairs are cozier,” Darcie added, “with their own fireplaces. Plus, the cleaners Jim hired made them up with fresh sheets, vacuumed, the whole lot.”


“But how old are the beds?” Kaea folded his arms. “How many decades of dust will we be inhaling?”


“Well, yours is an ornate four-poster. Mattress stuffed with rabbit fur.”


“Bullshit, Darceline.”


“Guess you’ll have to wait and see, Mr. Ngata.” With that, she tucked her arm through Aaron’s and tugged him past a huge space that looked like it was meant to hold a dining table, and through a door into what I assumed must be the kitchen.


Vansi joined them, while Nix chatted with Ash as the other man tried to start the fire, and Kaea decided to walk toward the windows at the other end—the very front of the house.


Grace, meanwhile, wandered over to where I was taking a close-up photograph of a detail in a tapestry. “Darcie and Kaea, they always like that?” A sidelong look at Ash out of the corner of her eye. “Straddling that line between sniping and kind of flirting?”


I winced, was struggling to think of a response when Aaron called for her with delight in his voice. Not wanting to be stuck in the gloomy living area—complete with what I’d realized were ratty fur rugs on the floor—I went with her.


Into a kitchen straight out of a museum.


Enormous black woodstove in the corner, the manufacturer’s markings on the front heavy metallic embossing. Copper utensils and pots hanging from a ceiling rack. Huge metal taps. Massive marble counters.


Those, I thought, wouldn’t look out of place in a modern home.


I tapped my knuckles on the dark green stone with veins of gray. Not my kind of color, but I couldn’t deny its beauty. “Where did this come from?”


“Italy.” Darcie leaned a hip against one end, nothing of her pregnancy yet showing in the lines of her body or face. “Where else if you were a nouveau riche former prospector with a gold mine that was throwing out more wealth than any sane person could hope to spend in their entire lifetime. Old man Shepherd was rich. Too bad he lost his mind and a massive pile of his wealth toward the end of his life.”


“Not enough to lose this place,” I pointed out. “Land alone’s got to be worth millions.” One person’s middle-of-nowheresville was a movie star’s dream hideaway.


“True enough now,” Darcie said. “But back then, without money, this place was a dead-end backwater. Even with money, Blake Shepherd wasn’t much of an entertainer, though apparently he allowed a few parties to appease his pretty new wife.”


She made a face. “Clara was twenty-five years younger than him. It can’t have been fun being stuck out here all alone with a grumpy sod of a husband who—rumor has it—had all kinds of venereal diseases from his prospector days. A little too much nighttime fun, if you know what I mean.”


“Ah, romance,” Ash said, entering the kitchen from another doorway that I realized was the hallway entrance.


His tone was even, holding neither anger nor humor.


“What can I say?” Darcie quipped. “Loony Shepherd knew how to woo his wife.” She dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Though I don’t think he really got to it until at least a couple of years into their marriage, because their first child wasn’t born until four years in. She had three more in quick succession.”


Aaron looked up from stroking the counter. “Could’ve been those diseases cramping his style.”


“Ugh, true.”


Brushing his hand lightly over Darcie’s back as she grimaced, Ash walked over to the bookshelf in one corner and picked up a thick leather-bound tome. “Aaron, look at this. We thought you could try to make a dish using one of the old recipes if we had the ingredients.”


“Wow.” Aaron’s hands trembled as he took the book. “This is a treasure, man. A true heirloom.” While he waxed lyrical over the old recipe book, Darcie led us out to the main hallway, her intent to show us upstairs to our rooms.


But she paused at the bottom of the stairs to point out a sepia photograph on the wall directly opposite. “Clara and Blake Shepherd right after their wedding in England.”


The painfully young woman in the image smiled with her lips, her eyes turbulent, while the much older man beside her looked on, grim faced. “He went all the way over there for her?”


“Guess it was the done thing for rich old men.” She led us up the stairs.


“Luna, you’re over there to the right,” she said once we reached the top landing. “I know you love your soaks, so I put you in the only single room with a claw-foot tub.” She pointed down the narrow hallway already dark with the press of oncoming night. “Grace, come with me. You and Aaron are next to Kaea.”


I let their voices fade away, eager to check out my room.


The door was solid wood that opened without a single creak. Someone had oiled the hinges. I laughed at my own disappointment before stepping inside.


“Now, this is more like it.”


Had we been paying to stay at the estate, my room would’ve been worth a premium price. First of all, it was spotless. The cleaners had done a stellar job. Second, though the bed was a single, it was a single with four posts and what looked to be an ancient canopy.


I hadn’t even known that you could get single four-poster beds.


Walking over, I ran my hand over the smooth dark of the wood. The polish was dull, the wood marked with fine scratches. But other than that minor cosmetic detail, there was nothing wrong with it.


The bed itself was made with crisp white sheets and a white comforter.


I wasn’t, however, so sure about the curtains tied to the posts. A heavy ruby brocade with swirling designs in black, they struck me as more theater than restful bedroom, and I was glad to see that the underside—the side I’d see from the bed if I pulled the curtains shut—was a simple black.


When I undid the tasseled black rope that tied the curtain to one of the posts, however, it was to get a faceful of dust.


Coughing, I waved a hand in front of my nose and took a few steps back. The cleaning service had clearly decided that laundering antique curtains was beyond their brief.


Once the dust quieted down, I retied the curtain back to the wood of the post and decided that I’d forgo the “romantic” experience of sleeping in a bed surrounded by curtains. I also decided to more carefully check the actual bedding on which I was to sleep.


Picking up a pillow, I took a sniff.


“Darcie told me they hired the bedding.”


I jumped, turning to find Vansi in the doorway. “Shit, you almost gave me a heart attack.”


My best friend was unrepentant. “Comes with the territory—spooky old house and all that.” Then she nodded at the bed. “Ash knows a guy who owns a hotel. Borrowed the bedding, freshly laundered and all. Mates rates.”


“Nice friend,” I said, my heart yet racing. “Where are you and Nix?”


“All the way at the other end. I think you might be the only one on this side.”


“It’s the only single with a tub.”


“Yeah? Let’s go nosy at the other rooms.”


Normally, I’d have jumped at the chance, but my head already felt heavy. “Tomorrow,” I promised. “I know it’s early, but I’ve been awake since four this morning.” My body had decided I needed to be up with the birds. “I’m going to run the bath and sink—”
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