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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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