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CHAPTER 1

I’d buried Susanne on this day in October five years ago.

My hands clenched on the steering wheel, my chest tight at the sudden, crushing memory of the first woman I’d ever loved. Complex, sophisticated Susanne Winthorpe, lover of red dresses and stiletto heels, who never stepped foot out of the home without her signature full face of makeup—and at least one diamond.

As different from Diya as the sun was from the moon.

The tightness in my chest evaporated as I thought of how my wife’s face would light up when I handed her the box of little taster cakes on the front passenger seat. She’d asked me to pick them up from the bakery so we could choose a cake for the reception to take place after our religious wedding ceremony in six months’ time; my in-laws weren’t satisfied with the fact we were legally married, wanted the whole shindig.

So I’d be getting married to Diya all over again … and that was more than fine with me.

My heart doing that thing it did only for her, I made sure to take the corners with smooth grace to ensure the cake box didn’t slide off the seat and onto the floor. Water glinted to my right as I passed Lake Tikitapu, which Diya had told me was also called the Blue Lake, the morning sunlight a bright sparkle that had already lured a couple of kayakers onto the water.

I hoped they were wearing wet suits just in case.

The end of October in New Zealand meant spring—brilliant sunshine, crisp temperatures, cherry blossoms and wisteria blooms— but the lakes still felt as cold as ice to my Los Angeles-born-and-bred body. I couldn’t figure out how my father-in-law jumped into frigid lake water every morning for a vigorous one-hour swim.

“It’s good for the heart, my boy!”

Then Lake Tikitapu was in my rearview mirror, with Lake Rotokākahi, or the Green Lake, coming up ahead. Nestled in the thick green bush in between was a lookout from which you could see both lakes. I continued past, my destination the far larger body of water that was Rajesh Prasad’s daily swimming spot.

It didn’t take long, the road all but empty today.

I’d already turned into the drive that led to the beautifully landscaped and expansive property that was the Prasad family home when I noticed smoke drifting up above the tops of the native trees and ferns that flanked the path’s gentle downward slope.

Smoke in the closest township wasn’t unusual—Rotorua was a geothermal city known for its boiling mud pools, hot springs, and geysers, alongside the distinctive scent of sulfur that came and went with the wind. Friends of the Prasads in the city had recently ended up with a sinkhole in their front yard. Small, it mostly blew up curls of hot white smoke—but go deeper and I had no doubt you’d encounter water or mud capable of giving you third-degree burns.

The authorities had fenced off the sinkhole and evacuated everyone from the home while they investigated, and the family involved had been joking about charging people to come look at their own personal piece of geothermal scenery. Beneath the jokes, however, was the fear that their home was sitting atop a disaster waiting to happen.

But the Prasad home wasn’t in Rotorua proper. It sat on the edge of the clear blue-green waters of Lake Tarawera, a good twenty-five-minute drive out of the main part of the city, longer if roadworks were in progress. Close enough to be doable for two specialists who rarely had patient emergencies, but far enough to have the feel of a peaceful enclave set apart from the city.

It wasn’t that Lake Tarawera didn’t feature any geothermal activity—as I’d discovered to my delight when Diya led me on an overnight hike to a hot-water beach on the shores of the lake. We’d walked out of the bush after our hike under the stars to the surreal sight of steam rising off the water, the small boats anchored on the lake ghostly afterimages.

But this smoke … it was too black, too dark, too high.

My mouth dried up.

I pressed my foot to the accelerator pedal and just glimpsed the Prasads’ nearest neighbors—a family of three—running into the drive behind me; their mouths were open, as if they were yelling. Ignoring them, I turned the corner of the drive—to come to a screeching halt behind a bright yellow Mini Cooper.

The cake box slammed onto the passenger floorboard.

“Diya!” It came out a scream as I tumbled from the car in front of the elegant single-level family home that now boiled with fire.

The lake lapped placidly in the background, below a sweep of green lawn that led to a private jetty and boathouse, with the bushclad hills on the other side casting shadows across the wide swath of water.

The Prasad home was—had been—a showpiece. Huge panes of glass, polished wood stained a rich black, landscaping heavy with native trees and shrubs, each element thoughtfully put together to create a property that fit the landscape rather than attempting to conquer it. Unlike some of the McMansions I’d seen in lakeside towns, the homes around Lake Tarawera weren’t about a display of excess, but about quiet, luxurious beauty.

Tucked in between the newer builds were a number of small and well-maintained cottages from another time, pretty little chocolate-box things with planters that had just begun to overflow with flowers as spring took solid hold.

The Prasad home had been constructed only eight years earlier— from bespoke plans created by an award-winning architect. Even the attached garage and the apartment above it had been designed with care. Stained a black to match the main house, the garage’s roll-up door appeared to be wood of the same shade, while the apartment’s triangular facing walls on both sides were glass.

That glass was shattered now.

All the glass was gone, nothing but shards that burned with reflected fire, glowing pieces of shrapnel on the charred lawn.

Black smoke poured out of the resulting gaping holes and through the roof, which had partially fallen in, while jets of flame shot out through the side of the house that had boasted a grand open-plan kitchen designed for entertaining, complete with a dining area centered around an artisan-constructed table of reclaimed swamp kauri.

Thousands of dollars of precious wood that was now kindling.

All of it to feed a fire that might’ve stolen something infinitely more precious to me.

The heat scalded my skin even from this distance out, my arm rising instinctively in an effort to shield my face as I moved toward Diya’s beloved car in the vain hope that she was sitting shell-shocked behind the wheel. Of course it was empty—and it was parked behind her brother’s black Mercedes-Benz SUV and her father’s cream-colored Lexus.

“Call the fire department!” I screamed at the neighbors who’d raced down the drive behind me.

I’d seen the building that housed the Lake Tarawera Fire Station, a curve of black with huge barn-style doors on the lake side of the road, knew it wasn’t far. Diya had told me it was a volunteer-run station—I didn’t know what that meant, whether it was staffed twenty-four seven or not.

If we had to wait for help from Rotorua …

“We already called! But I’ll call again and tell them how bad it is!” the neighbors’ teenage son yelled, while I and the dad—I couldn’t remember the stocky man’s name—ran toward the fire.

The mother, in shorts and a tank top too lightweight for the chill morning air, her feet bare and her ash-blond hair falling out of a loose bun, turned to shout at her son. “Bring the phone back with you!”

Already some distance away, I barely heard her.

Grit in my throat, a stinging in my eyes. I began to cough well before we reached the wider periphery of the house, the smoke was so noxious. Lifting my forearm to my nose, I blinked rapidly in an effort to see the front door through my watering eyes.

Even though Diya and I lived in the apartment above the garage, I knew she’d be in the main part of the house. She was a creature of family, loved being involved, wouldn’t have been able to bear being out of the mix when she saw that her brother and sister-in-law had come to visit.

Especially today. The morning after the party.

She’d have been so excited to discuss the night with her sister-in-law, who happened to be her best friend. And all the while, she’d have been keeping an ear open for the sound of the forest green Alfa Romeo Stelvio Quadrifoglio I’d borrowed from her mother for my run into the city, since my long legs weren’t as comfortable in the Mini.

Truth was, I just liked driving the high-performance vehicle Dr. Sarita Prasad called her “midlife noncrisis” car.

“After working my tail off all these years,” she’d said to me when I admired it, “I decided I deserved this ridiculously gorgeous thing even if it gives me palpitations that it’s worth more than our first house!” Then she’d handed me the key. “Go, have fun. Give it a workout.”

This morning, she’d already been for her morning run when I popped my head into the main house. Still in her running gear, her curly hair up in a ponytail, she’d lobbed the key at me before I could ask to borrow the vehicle, her smile wide enough to carve grooves in her cheeks. She loved that I loved the car as much as she did—it had been our first conversation about the Alfa Romeo that had taken our relationship from awkward acquaintances to the beginnings of true family.

“No, man! You can’t go in!” The neighbor’s breathless voice from behind me, his hand gripping the back of the long-sleeved gray T-shirt I’d thrown on for the drive into Rotorua. “The fire’s too strong! The front door’s collapsed!”

He was right, but I wasn’t about to abandon Diya. Given the presence of the Lexus and the Mercedes, I knew four other people must’ve been inside the house when it went up in flame, but helping them would be a thing automatic, a thing I’d do for any human.

Saving Diya was my reason for being.

“Go around to the right!” I yelled at the neighbor. “I’ll go left! See if you can find a way in!”

The other man didn’t argue, just took off in a wide arc around the burning house while I did the same on the other side. I stayed closer, though, close enough that soot and ash landed on my T-shirt and the heat blazed against one side of my face.

Sweat pooled under my armpits, beaded along my brow.

Please, baby, please.

It was a mantra inside my head as I searched frantically for any possible entrance into the house. I knew where Diya would’ve most likely been—in the large central living room filled with comfortable sofas and the biggest wall-mounted television I’d ever seen. That living room flowed off the kitchen so that it was all one huge area separated only by furniture, plants, and clever placement of artwork.

I could get to that space from the glass door on this side—it was segmented into panels, a line of black demarking each panel, and could be folded back to open up this entire side of the house. The same could be done at the back, to create an indoor-outdoor flow from the lounge to the back patio with its sweeping views of the lake.

But when I turned the corner, it was to see shards of glass scattered across the lush green grass that was Dr. Rajesh Prasad’s pride and joy. “This lawn eats better than I do!” Diya’s father had joked last week while fertilizing it with the special organic lawn fertilizer he had shipped from a supplier all the way in Dunedin.

Flames poured out of the empty maws of the door panels, hot orange tongues that threatened to lick at my clothing.

My chest spasmed, the coughs I’d barely been managing to control turning into a hacking akin to that of an old man with a four-pack-a-day habit. “Diya!” I screamed when I could catch enough breath to make sound.

The fire’s roar, the crash of timber inside, was the only reply.

A small flame carried on a tiny piece of paper landed on my T-shirt, burning a hole in it. Brushing it off, I continued on around to the back of the house even though I knew that it was too late—even if I somehow managed to get in, there was no way anyone inside that house had survived.

Tears streamed down my face, but they were from the grit and smoke. Not grief. Because I wasn’t done yet. The lawn led directly down to the lake, the distance a matter of seconds to cover at a run. If Diya had managed to stumble out in that direction, she could’ve taken refuge in the chilly water.

Even if she’d run out panicked, disoriented, and with burns, it would’ve been instinct to head that way.

That last shred of hope held tight in my desperate hands, I started to turn the corner—

My knees and hands slammed onto the grass, the knuckles of my right hand grazing the hard edge of the patio stones.

Even the grass felt hot. As did my back, the house and its devouring flames too close.

I didn’t care. About the heat, or about the throbbing in my knees.

The reason I’d fallen was because I’d tripped over someone. “Diya!” I cradled her in my arms even as I blinked desperately in an effort to see more clearly through the smoke.

She rasped a breath, the honey-brown skin of her face paler than I’d ever seen it, and her floral dress and green cardigan all wet against my skin. She must’ve doused herself with water in an effort to survive. “Diya, baby, I’ve got you! Hold on!”

Her fingers clutched at my tee, her eyes pleading as her mouth moved.

Desperation was a scream in her expression.

I’d been about to rise to my feet with her in my arms but now leaned instinctively closer to reassure her that she’d be all right.

But Diya spoke first. Her voice was a ragged whisper, her breath hotter than the fire. “Annie … they said … about Annie … not …”

Her body went limp.

“Diya!” But her eyes were closed, her face slack.

“—no way inside!” A coughing male voice. “Oh my God! You found someone!” The neighbor came down on Diya’s other side. “Wait, is that …”

I stared at my hand at the same time. Even the bleary vision created by the smoke and my watering eyes couldn’t obscure the red wetness bright against the pale skin of my palm. “Blood.” It came out a rough whisper.

My wife of exactly forty-three days was bleeding.

Bleeding so much that the red on her dress wasn’t flowers, but scarlet blooms that grew as I watched. She hadn’t doused herself in water; it was blood that smeared my skin where I held her, blood that pasted her clothes to her skin.

“Has she been shot?” the neighbor yelled.

No. No, there are too many blooming spots. Too many … holes in her dress.

“Stabbed.” It came out a soundless whisper.

The woman I adored beyond all reason or rational thought had been brutally stabbed.

Something crashed inside the house, spouts of flame jetting out from the back toward the lake. Turquoise shifted to orange, the lake a mirror aflame. Then the entire house seemed to pulse, the fire suddenly oddly quiet.

Primitive instinct took over. Scooping Diya into my arms, I said, “Run!”

Flames at my back, the world silent, and then … a massive boom of sound as the house let out its breath and exploded in all directions.



CHAPTER 2

Private notes: Detective Callum Baxter (LAPD)

Date: Dec 2

Time: 20:37

Arrived at site of single-vehicle crash on Knox Canyon Road. One fatality: Virna Musgrave (68). Not suspicious at first glance, but the local out walking his dog who discovered the crash—James Whitby (46)—states that Ms. Musgrave drove this route monthly for years without any issues, and that she never exceeded the speed limit.

“If anything,” he stated, “she sat at least ten below. Used to annoy the shit out of her neighbors—me included—if we ever got stuck behind her, but she always said we’d thank her one day for teaching us patience.

“She wouldn’t have lost control. Especially not on a clear evening like today— it would’ve still been light out when she went over. I ran down to check on her when I spotted the car, and the hood was dead cold. She’d been there for a while.”

He also noted that despite her annoying driving habits, she was a “nice lady” and well-liked by her few neighbors. The Musgrave residence is the biggest property on the road, right at the top.

There were no skid marks, and she appears to have gone over the edge at high speed while going downhill. Seat belt on and her car’s a newer-model Jeep that held up well to the crash, so she might have survived if not for the steep nature of the drop—it looks like she took a serious bang to the head and I don’t like the way her neck’s sitting.

It’s possible she suffered a medical event that caused her to go off the road. Have to wait for the ME’s report on that. Vehicle to be towed to LAPD forensic facility for further investigation after the techs finish up here.

Case open for now.



CHAPTER 3

In that endless moment when my feet left the earth, Diya’s bloody body clutched to my chest, I saw her as I had that very first time: a butterfly beauty of a woman who laughed with open delight under the colored bulbs strung across the roof of a West Hollywood tequila bar that buzzed with people and conversation.

Her dress had been short and a glittering green so dark it was almost obsidian, her hair tumbled black curls that fell to just past her shoulders, and her presence so bright that she glowed. I hadn’t known her name then, hadn’t understood that her parents had seen that glow, too, right from the moment she’d first come into the world.

Diya. A light against the dark.

Only later had I begun to understand that her candle flame was one with an internal flicker, ever in danger of going out. Sometimes, there was an insubstantial quality to my wife that panicked me—as if she were a will-o’-the-wisp that might slip out of my grasp one moonless night.

I couldn’t lose her. Not as I’d lost the others.

I’d woken with my heart thudding night after night during our first weeks together, needing to see her beside me. Her chest rising and falling. The feel of her skin a relief because it meant she was real and not a figment of my need for her. This woman who was as fragile as a dandelion against a storm wind … and who burned incandescent.

To not go to her the night I’d first heard her laugh had been an impossibility. She’d seen me weaving my way through the crowd, watched me with those enigmatic eyes she’d made up smoky and smudged that night.

Every step I took had been a step closer to my destiny. Every tiny hair on my body had prickled, my charmer’s mouth suddenly dry, and my words jumbled up in my head.

She’d known. So had I.

Strangers to each other or not, this was it. We were it.

But when I’d asked her for her number, she’d told me I better have a good memory before reeling off a long cell number with an unusual country code.

Then her friends had decided to change bars and she’d left me with a smile that was a teasing challenge, the quiet enigma of her morphing into sweet, playful beauty. “Call me tomorrow … if you remember the number.”

We’d run laughing out of a Las Vegas wedding chapel five weeks later.



I, Tavish Advani, promise you, Diya Prasad, that I will protect the candle flame of you against any and all storms that may come. Nothing and no one will ever get between us. You will ever be my guiding light, the warmth that shows me the way home for the rest of my life.

I love you, Diya. Now and always.



My knees hit the earth. Hard. Pain was a starburst in those knees, vibrating up my thighs, but I still had Diya in my arms. I didn’t care about anything else.

Rising with a grunt, I began to run again.

Sirens wailed in the distance as the neighbor scrambled up and ran ahead. He was yelling at his wife and kid about a possible survivor. The woman pelted toward me at that, and I suddenly remembered what Diya had mentioned the other day. A nurse—the woman was a senior nurse. Worked in the same hospital at which Diya’s parents were consultants.

“It’s too close!” I yelled to her when she made a motion for me to put Diya down so she could examine her.

Staring behind me at the fireball of the house, she nodded, and the two of us made our way to the manicured grass on one side of the drive, across from where I’d parked the Alfa Romeo. “She’s hurt,” I said as I put my wife down with care. “There’s blood.” I couldn’t make the word “stabbed” come out of my mouth again.

If I didn’t say it, maybe it wouldn’t be true.

“She might’ve sustained an injury getting out if she escaped through a shattered window.” The nurse was taking Diya’s pulse as she spoke, now placed her ear by Diya’s mouth. “Faint but present pulse, shallow respiration.”

She began to open up Diya’s cardigan. “Let me see if I can find the main wounds so we can put pressure on them at least—though it sounds like the fire department and the ambulance are almost here. We told them there might be injur—”

Her voice broke off. “Oh my God.” A whisper.

The top of Diya’s dress was soaked red. Obscene, every bit of white eclipsed, the yellow flowers turned scarlet.

“On her neck.” I touched my fingers just above the wound that bled sluggishly, my hand holding a visible tremor. “We have to stop it.”

“Right.” She snapped out of it. “Joseph! Give me your T-shirt!”

Even as her son rushed to obey, I stared helplessly at the saturated front of Diya’s dress and the splashes elsewhere. “Those are knife wounds, aren’t they?” I asked, even as I held the wadded-up T-shirt to the wound.

I wanted her to tell me I was an idiot, that these were clearly wounds from going through a glass window. I was ready to believe anything that would make even a remote lick of sense.

The nurse wouldn’t meet my gaze but gave a jagged nod, her blond hair lifting in the wind coming off the lake.

Running feet, two paramedics coming down next to her.

The fire crew raced past us to assess the situation at the same time, their heavy gear making their footsteps thunder on the earth and their shouts to each other blurring into a heavy buzz in my head.

Then one of them yelled directly at us. “Can any of these cars be moved? We can’t get the appliance in!”

It jolted me up. “Yes!” I called back and dug into my pocket before realizing I’d left the fob in the car.

My fingers painted red streaks on my jeans.

Not allowing the meaning of that color to sink into my brain, I ran to the Alfa Romeo and pulled another electronic key off the small bundle. It was a spare to the Mini. Diya had ordered one for each of her parents so they could move her car out of the way if she accidentally blocked them in and they had to leave for the clinic or the hospital.

Seeing that the nurse was still crouched down beside the paramedics, I threw her husband the spare fob, and the two of us jumped into the vehicles to reverse them purposefully into the grassy ditch on one side. With the fire truck already in the drive, it was easier to do that than attempt to back out.

Two of the fire crew had smashed the window of the Lexus to allow them access to the vehicle’s controls. Its alarm shrieked as they put it into neutral to roll it out of the way. As soon as I’d reversed my vehicle, I ran over to smash the window of the Mercedes. The neighbor, seeing what was happening, came over to help me push that car off the drive, too.

It wouldn’t budge.

“Fuck! It’s the newest model!” Diya’s brother had purchased it after I arrived in the country. “Probably has some safety or security features we don’t understand!”

The cacophony of the Lexus’s alarm going off drilled into my skull, spearing through the roar of the fire.

“It’s fine!” the neighbor yelled back before jumping away from the drive. “They have enough room!”

The fire truck rumbled past only seconds later.

Sweat pouring down my face from the heat blazing off the house, and my T-shirt stuck to my skin, I ran back to Diya the instant I could duck behind the truck.

The paramedics had cut open her dress, wiped away the smeared blood.

Jesus.

I’d seen those kinds of marks on countless television shows. She hadn’t just been stabbed. She’d been attacked with a mindless fury that meant one mark blended into the next. Narrow, like thin lips in her skin … except where they were clustered together, her beautiful body mangled and torn.

She’d made me an omelet this morning while wearing yellow pajama shorts and a white tank top, her hair piled on top of her head in a haphazard updo. Without shoes, she only reached the top of my breastbone, a petite woman with the kind of presence that could hold an entire stadium spellbound.

Her laugh as I muttered curses at her fancy coffee machine had become entwined with the smell of the omelets, and with the soft morning scent of her. “Tavish, my gorgeous man, my beloved, it’s a machine.” Her eyes dancing under a curl that had escaped her attempt to contain it. “Threatening to disassemble it won’t miraculously make it work!”

“Oh?” I’d said as the machine began to cheerfully create her favorite latte. “I rest my case. Robot; it’s a robot. Probably going to eat our brains in our sleep.”

Shaking her head, her smile creasing her cheeks, she’d said, “I had the oddest dream last night. About our old house in Fiji. I could see the mango tree from a window—and then I was trying to dig it up using a shovel.” A sudden pause. “Oh drat, I forgot to put spinach into your omelet like you wanted. I’ll sauté it as a side dish.”

Now the omelet as well as the spinach threatened to leave my stomach. Because my wife’s torso was a maze of stab wounds wet and red, the bruising around them barely begun.

I knelt down beside her, took her hand.

Pale, clammy, limp.

“—another survivor!”

The words made no sense, not when the house had blown up.

By the time I turned to look over my shoulder, one of the paramedics had picked up his gear and was racing over to join the fireman who was walking over with someone in his arms. Not from the house. From around the house.

Long dark hair, a sleeveless navy blue jumpsuit, both dripping wet.

Shumi.

Diya’s sister-in-law and best friend had done what I’d hoped Diya might have—jumped into the lake as the only safe option. But from the limpness of her in the fireman’s arms, I couldn’t tell if she was alive or not.

I should’ve gone to her, checked, but I couldn’t—wouldn’t—leave Diya. “How bad is it?” I asked the paramedic as he worked on my wife. “She’ll be all right, won’t she?”

The middle-aged man gave it to me straight. “Look, son, it’s serious. More than ten stab wounds from what I’ve seen so far. I can’t tell how deep they are, but they’re all in dangerous places. We have to get her to the hospital.”

A shadow fell over me.

“Hey, I got you your phone and wallet from the car.” It was the teenager … Joseph, that was it. Tall and lanky with hair that fell into his eyes and the beginnings of a peach fuzz beard. “I figured you might need it to, like, call people and grab stuff? Your passport was with your wallet, so I grabbed that, too.”

“Thanks, Joseph.” I stuffed the phone into my back jeans pocket, the slim leather wallet into a front one. The passport I shoved into my other back pocket.

Another ambulance screamed into the street just then, and there was no real choice—I went into the ambulance with Diya, while Shumi was placed in the other one. A second fire truck turned into the drive of the Prasad home even as the ambulance’s siren pierced the air, the peaceful lakeside now a chaos of people and vehicles.

Shutting it all out, I held my wife’s hand and brushed back her hair. “Don’t you dare let your light go out. Don’t you dare. Not now, not when we’ve come through the worst of it.”

To say that the Prasads hadn’t been pleased with our rapid-fire courtship and Vegas elopement was an understatement of magnitudes. Their treasured daughter, who’d only just turned twenty-four, had left for seven days in Los Angeles for a friend’s bachelorette celebrations—and returned six weeks later with a husband who was a total unknown to them.

Her family’s initial disapproval had dimmed Diya’s light, made it flicker in that dangerous way that kept me awake at night, but she’d refused to burn out under the pressure, refused to agree with their belief that she’d made a horrible mistake.

“It’ll be okay, Tavish,” she’d told me when I’d sat at the edge of our bed with my head in my hands, terrified their words would get to her, thrusting a wedge between us. “My family just needs time.” A kiss on my bare shoulder, her body pressed up to my back as she knelt behind me. “But they love me, and once they see how happy you make me, they’ll be your biggest fans.”

We hadn’t quite gotten to that stage, but her parents and brother had thawed enough to throw us a huge party, and preparations were well under way for the “big, fat, totally extra Indian wedding” that would truly cement our relationship as husband and wife in their eyes. The description of the wedding was Diya’s, my wife excited about the celebration to come.

“Come on, baby,” I said to her today. “We’re getting married a second time, remember? No Elvis impersonator with purple hair and diamante eyebrows this time.” My voice hitched, my rib cage crushing my heart. “Then you’re going to take me on a tour of your favorite spots in New Zealand for our honeymoon. You promised.”

“We’ll drive to Milford Sound,” she’d said one dreamy night as we sat side by side at the end of their jetty while the stars sparkled overhead, the Milky Way so much brighter here than in the glittering metropolis in which I’d been born—and where I’d lived until I’d landed in New Zealand approximately a month and a week ago.

There was a poster in her teenage bedroom inside the main house that featured the lake and the sky, with the Milky Way caught in breathtaking detail by a camera lens. But even with my human vision, I’d seen an enormity of stars that night, the sky studded with diamonds.

“In the rain,” she’d added. “Milford Sound is best in the rain— waterfalls coming down all of the mountains that soar over the road as you drive in, the landscape so misty and mysterious that it’s straight out of a fantasy movie.” She’d leaned her head on my shoulder, warm and happy and so lovely that I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve her.

We both know you have blood on your hands.

I shoved away the memory of Detective Callum Baxter’s accusing words from eight months—and a lifetime—ago. Diya needed me sane and whole to fight for her; I couldn’t spiral into the black abyss that had been my life for far too long.

“We’re about to pull in,” the younger paramedic said.

I made sure not to get in the way as they unloaded Diya and rushed her into Emergency. The staff halted me when I tried to follow her through the doors inside, told me I had to wait because she was going straight into surgery. “We’ll alert you once she’s on a ward.”

Numb with fear, I was still standing in the public area when I saw the second ambulance turn in. I ran out in time to see Shumi being unloaded. Realizing that she’d probably be headed in the same direction as Diya, I waited by the second ambulance until the crew returned.

“Can you tell me anything about Shumi?” I asked, and when they looked blank, added, “The patient you just took in. My sister-in-law.”

“Oh right.” The woman of the pair, a brunette of maybe forty, grimaced. “I’m really sorry about your family. Do you know who else was there?”

“My father-in-law’s car was there, and I saw both him and my mother-in-law before I left the house earlier. The other car belongs to Bobby. That’s Shumi’s husband.” And Diya’s protective big brother. “They had to have come together—Shumi doesn’t drive.”

“Oh man.” The brunette glanced at her partner—a wide-shouldered Polynesian man—and got a nod. “Look, don’t tell anyone we told you, but she was stabbed, just like your wife.”

I shoved both hands through my hair. “None of this makes sense. They’re just a normal family.” Wealthy, yes, but not Beverly Hills levels of obscene money—or the stalkers and other nutcases that came with that. “Who goes in and stabs a normal family?”

The paramedics said nothing, but I had the feeling of words hanging in the air. “Did she jump into the lake?” I asked, trying to answer one question at least. “Shumi?”

A nod from the man. “Only reason she didn’t drown was that she got caught on a large branch that must’ve gone into the water in that last big storm and washed down by the house. She was unconscious by the time the fire crew found her, so without that branch …”

My stomach roiled. “Do you know if … if they found anyone else?”



CHAPTER 4

Private notes: Detective Callum Baxter (LAPD)

Date: Dec 2

Time: 23:15

Death notification made to Virna Musgrave’s son, Jason Musgrave. He was distraught and didn’t ask many questions. I’ll follow up with him tomorrow morning, when he’s had time to process the information.

Perez is back tomorrow so we can split up the tasks—all this money everywhere. Jason Musgrave’s mansion was the real deal, complete with fancy Italian tiles and all that—I don’t know, I get a bad feeling about it. Might be nothing, but we got to make sure we cross every t and dot every i, or the family’s piranha lawyers (it’s like the rich get them from the same vicious pond) will fucking eat us alive.

At least the higher-ups aren’t leaning on me yet. That’ll probably start tomorrow after Jason Musgrave gets over his shock and starts demanding answers.



CHAPTER 5

No, man, I’m sorry—we didn’t see the fire guys bring out anyone else.” The male paramedic squeezed my shoulder. “But we left straight after the ambulance that brought in your wife. The cops will have any new information.”

His partner nodded. “This is the first place they’ll look for you, so I’d stay here.”

“I have no plans to leave. My wife’s in surgery.” I wasn’t a man who overshared, but the words wouldn’t stay inside, didn’t even feel real. How was it possible that I’d kissed my wife good-bye on the drive and left to get cake and come back to blood and fire?

My last image of Diya before the fire was of her in pajama shorts and a navy blue hoodie she’d stolen from me; it swallowed her up, but she loved the thing. Her feet had been in flip-flops, her hair still piled on top of her head as she waved me off. She hadn’t had her shower yet, had been planning to do so while I ran the errand.

“I think I’ll wash my hair, do the full curls routine,” she’d said to me before I left. “You can take me out for a date tonight.”

“As long as you wear the green dress.” Already in the car, I’d stuck my head out the window. “You know what that dress does to me. Last time around, I married you!”

Her laughter had been wild and sweet, the kiss she blew me the kind of goofy romantic thing newlyweds did. No shadows in her eyes, none of that weight that seemed to crush her at times, no fear inside me that my wife would vanish if I turned away.

Blood—God, there’d been so much blood on her.

Something crackled on the brunette paramedic’s shoulder, the speaker coming to life to indicate an urgent call for assistance.

I stepped out of their way.

It wasn’t until I was back inside the public area of the Emergency Department that I realized why else they’d told me to stay here. I had no idea if the fire was out or if it continued to rage, but the firefighters would eventually gain control.

And the situation would shift.

Forensic officers on the scene. Vans destined for the morgue. Bodies … or body parts being carried out.

Fuck, fuck, fuck!

“Sir.” A nurse walked up to me, her eyes a concerned hazel against freckled white skin, and her scrubs a deep blue. “Are you bleeding?”

“What? No.”

When she indicated my tee, I looked down to see smears of red.

Diya’s blood.

This nurse must not have been on the floor earlier.

“I came in with my wife—she was stabbed. Taken straight into surgery. They wouldn’t let me stay with her. Diya Prasad.” All her legal documentation was still in her maiden name even though she’d decided to take mine after marriage.

“Diya Advani,” she’d said, sounding it out. “I like it.”

I wasn’t sure if she’d even had the chance to begin the change-of-surname paperwork, or what that entailed. She’d mentioned something about updating her driver’s license for starters, but neither of us had been in a rush about it. We were married, were one; the rest of it was window dressing.

“Hold on a minute.” The nurse left.

She returned to find me in exactly the same spot. For the first time in my life, I didn’t have a plan in mind, my usually agile brain on the fritz.

“Your wife is no longer on this floor,” the nurse said. “Here are directions to a waiting area close to the ICU, where she’ll be brought after surgery.”

She put a piece of paper into my hand, as if aware that, right now, I didn’t have the capacity to retain too much new information. “I’ve told the ICU staff where you’ll be if they need to get hold of you. Before you go to the waiting area, though, I’d suggest changing.” She indicated my long-sleeved T-shirt. “I found a clean scrub top for you.”

I took the offered item, suddenly viscerally conscious of being covered in Diya’s blood. My skin crawled. “Wait,” I said before she could move away. “Will my sister-in-law also be brought to the ICU? Shumi Prasad. She was stabbed, too.”

The nurse’s eyes widened. “Are you next of kin?”

Another crackle in my brain, another struggle to find the right words. “Her husband … was in the fire. Her family’s based in another part of the country and I don’t know how to get in touch with them. My wife would know, but …” I fisted my hands. “I’m the only one here right now.”

“You might have to wait for the police in that case.” A sympathetic smile.

A woman walked into the ER just then, crying and doubled over in pain, and the nurse had no more time for me. She was gone before I could think up an argument that might get her to divulge Shumi’s status or location. Shoving the piece of paper she’d given me into my pocket, I made my way to the closest guest toilets.

Someone had stuck a small sticker to the wall just outside, of curving green against a black background.

One look and I was thrown back to my first local bushwalk with Diya. She’d pointed out the tight curving curl of a fern frond, said, “The koru design I showed you at the airport? It comes from these fronds. It’s a symbol of endurance and growth.”

A slow smile, her hand sliding into mine. “It’s peaceful here, right?”

I’d known why she was asking; she understood that her new husband was a man drowning in darkness who needed the embrace of such nonjudgmental silence. She didn’t know the why of my nightmares—how could I tell her what I’d done? What I’d been?— but she’d soothed me many a night.

It’s okay, Tavi. It’s okay.

It was only on that forest walk that she’d asked me the most important question: “Who’s Joss?”

The name I called out in the night over and over, the guilt that whispered to me like that heartbeat in the creepy Poe story we’d had to study in high school. Only this one was all vicious laughter and the scent of expensive tobacco.

Jocelyn “Joss” Wai had never smoked anything so cheap as a store-bought cigarette.

Diya had protected me from the storms since the very first night we spent together, Jocelyn’s vengeful ghost deciding to visit me on the day when I was the happiest I’d ever been.

Back then, far from this land that she called her own, far from the family that cherished and protected her, she’d been the stronger of the two of us. In those nighttime hours after a terror that woke me on a reverberating scream, my fears of her drifting away had seemed foolish, a fanciful whimsy.

Diya had been the most solid thing in the room.

It was only after we came to New Zealand that I’d realized my wife’s flame sometimes flickered so low that it came close to extinction. Not even a hint of a smile for days, a black cloud hanging over her head that seemed ready to suffocate her. She’d felt distant, even when she was in my arms, as if she’d gone somewhere I couldn’t follow.

It’s fine! I have enough!

Words I’d overheard when she’d moved into my Venice Beach condo after her original hotel booking ran out five days from that night on the rooftop where I’d fallen in love with my girl in the green dress. I’d thought her family was worried about her financial status after she’d impulsively decided to stay on in the city, and had told her she didn’t have to stress about finances.

“I have plenty of money,” I’d said, standing on the balcony of that piece of beachfront real estate I’d owned since I was twenty-two. “Please let me spend it on you.”

She’d given me an odd little smile then, this breathtaking woman from the other side of the world who’d captured me so completely that I wasn’t even mad about it—not when she loved me as hard as I loved her.

“I never thought I’d meet someone like you, Tavish. A man straight out of my fairy-tale dreams.” Her fingers on my jaw, the caress so light it was the merest whisper. “I feel so free with you, as if I’m truly seeing life for the first time. No filters, no restraints. I’m myself and I remember all of me.”

The pills, so innocuous in their brown plastic bottles … those I’d discovered later. I’d grown up in LA, the land of glitter and excess; my first thought had been that my wife had a party-pill habit. Then I’d seen the labels with complex drug names and started to understand that this had nothing to do with ecstasy or heroin, uppers or downers.

I was holding prescription medicine in my hands.

It didn’t matter; my wife owned my heart when she shone bright—or when she fell into the dark.

I shoved through the door into the toilets.

It was hospital clean and hospital cold, hard-wearing tile and icy white sinks. Unable to even look at my crumpled and bloody T-shirt after I pulled it off, I shoved it into the trash can meant for the paper towels used to dry hands.

It vanished in a soft rustle.

With the toilets still empty of anyone but me, I washed my hands and forearms to get rid of any traces of blood and soot, then threw some water on my face, using the paper towels to finish my cleanup. I noticed absently that I’d lost some of the hair on my arms—scorched by the heat from the fire. But no burns as far as I could see … until I turned and looked at my back.

A scattering of mismatched red spots across my shoulders and upper back, small indicators of my proximity to the flames, but nothing serious. Not like the lips sliced into my wife’s body.

Hands shaking, I pulled on the dark blue scrub top; the color was several shades lighter than the midnight blue Bentley I’d hired to drive us to our wedding in Vegas.

“Black looks good on you, Mr. Advani.” Diya’s gaze had been sultry as she ran her fingers over the tuxedo that Susanne had had made for me when I turned twenty-one, an expensive gift that had stood the test of time; the tailor had left room in the seams so I’d been able to have it altered when I put on more muscle, settled into my adult body.

Diya, for her part, had chosen a dress of darkest amethyst fitted to the waist, the bottom half an airy flow to the ankles. Sleeveless, with a plunging V-neck, it had made her appear a siren right off the silver screen.

The necklace I’d given her—a jagged icicle of a diamond pendant— had sat perfectly in that vee, but she hadn’t needed the adornment. Diya’s shine had dazzled brighter than any gemstone as she spun under the kaleidoscope of lights and music and color that was Las Vegas, her beauty so sharply defined that it had scared me for a minute.

A woman that lovely, that fragile, might just one day shatter.

As Jocelyn had shattered. As Virna had shattered.

Susanne … her end had been a thing far more torturous and slow.

“I’m Diya Advani!” Diya’s happy scream had obliterated the cold chill of my worry, my world as awash in multihued lights as the skies of Vegas. “Mrs. Tavish Advani!”

Grabbing her by the hips, I’d lifted her up and spun us both around.

Diya’s hair a tumbled fan around her shoulders, her strappy black heels hanging off her fingers, and her body light but so, so alive.

My fingers clenched on the cold porcelain of the sink. “Please, baby.” The plea whispered out of me.

The door to the toilets swung open.

Gut clenching at the sudden burst of noise, I pushed off the sink. It took all my courage to follow the directions to the waiting area. The main atrium of the hospital proved huge and wide; it was full of natural light due to a high peaked ceiling full of glass panels, while the pillars to my left bore intricate Māori carvings.

A number of people sat talking quietly at tables I could see at one end.

I didn’t notice much else, my focus on getting closer to Diya. Going up one floor using the stairs, I went through the doors as the instructions said I should—and realized I’d arrived.

Tucked to the left of the doors, the waiting area was delineated by several large armchairs currently empty of occupants. A sign at one end advised of the hospital’s chaplaincy services, while the largest wall held a striking piece of Māori art. The usual hospital signs and a fire extinguisher sat at the far end of the wall, while a water fountain occupied the little corner directly next to the doors.

Despite the fact that the waiting area wasn’t a walled room on its own, it sat mired in silence … because according to the sign opposite the doors, the hallway led to the Intensive Care Unit as well as the Coronary Care Unit on the left, the Medical Unit on the right.

Not a place where people lingered or wandered past without painful reason.

While a nurse about to enter the ICU did check and confirm that Diya remained in surgery, she refused to share any information on Shumi, and since my mind was going in circles, my panic stretching my skin until I thought it would burst, I decided to keep myself busy by seeing if I could find my sister-in-law’s family.

They needed to know what had happened.

The first thing I did was click through to Diya’s profile on her favorite social media app. Her smiling face hit me in the gut, the photo one I’d taken right before the “engagement” party the Prasads had thrown us.

Diya’s parents might have thawed toward me, but they weren’t over missing Diya’s wedding. Rajesh and Sarita had convinced us to pretend that we were only engaged, so that they could throw us a full Hindu wedding in six months’ time—spread over multiple days, it was to involve a guest list of hundreds and simply couldn’t be organized any faster.

You have no idea who she is or what she needs to be happy. Do you even know that she’s kept a wedding-ideas scrapbook since she was sixteen?

Bobby’s voice, his sharp words.

Diya’s older brother hadn’t been my biggest fan, either, not when we’d first arrived. But I’d appreciated him for his cold bluntness in telling me about Diya’s girlish dreams; it’d have devastated me to realize it down the road, when there was no chance of giving Diya the kind of wedding that she’d imagined.

Bobby had been right, too. My wife’s face had lit up when I’d agreed wholeheartedly with her parents’ desire for a full ceremony, complete with all the traditional rituals.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I’d murmured to her late that night as we lay face-to-face in bed, a thin sheet pulled over our naked bodies. “You know I’d do anything for you.”

“You already moved countries for me.” A sweet kiss pressed to my fingertips. “I wasn’t about to ask you to sign on for what’s sure to be an insane and over-the-top production that’ll hijack our lives for months.”

I’d laughed at her ominous description. “Tell me now. About all the things you dreamed.”

She’d turned and picked up her phone, then tucked herself up against me, the little spoon to my big spoon, and started with showing me images of intricate wedding mehndi. “Mehndi is henna,” she’d said when I hadn’t understood that word. “And, oh, by the way, I always dreamed that my groom would learn a romantic Bollywood dance number with me for our sangeet night. Full choreography.”

I’d groaned and buried my face in her curls. “I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this, but I’ll do it—but only for you.”

Laughing, she’d snuggled in deeper and showed me more pieces of her dreams, translating terms and explaining the rituals as she went along. Ethnically half-Indian, half-white, I’d grown up “as American as apple pie,” as my mother used to say on the short-lived sitcom that had kicked off her career.

Cliché words, terrible script. No wonder the show had barely limped through its first season. But while the sitcom had died a quick death, it had made a superstar out of its leading lady before it closed up shop, the “vivacious, charismatic, and startlingly lovely” Audrey Advani.

My father, Anand, had framed the review for her; it still hung in the hallway of their Malibu home, a piece of a distant past when they’d been two young people in love—both on the cusp of the next stage of their careers.

“Audrey and Anand,” my father had been known to say when he was feeling maudlin. “We were meant to be.”

He spoke fluent Hindi, but only when we were alone—or when he was speaking to my paternal grandparents. The rest of the time, the Advani household ran on English. I’d learned to understand Hindi because of how much time I’d spent in my father’s study as a child, but my ability to speak it was middling at best. And when it came to tradition and ritual, of those I knew less than nothing.

“Mehndi,” I whispered, having forgotten all about the fact that Diya had decided to get her hands done for the engagement party. She’d spent hours with an artist who’d driven out to the house, her mum and Shumi her willing partners in the day of pampering and preparation.

The final mehndi was an intricate filigree across the backs and on the palms of both of Diya’s hands.

I could see part of the design in the photo she’d uploaded last night when she updated her profile image. She was seated at her vanity in a robe of emerald green that she’d closed up modestly so as to not “horrify the oldies,” her makeup done and her hand lifted as she showed off her engagement ring while beaming at me.

“Just so you know,” she’d told me the moment after I’d snapped the picture, “I’m planning to be one of those obnoxious brides who has her wedding photo as her profile picture for the next ten years. It’ll be a pic from tonight until then.”

Only … she’d never had the chance to upload any of the photos from the party itself.

A broken rock in my throat, I clicked through to Shumi’s profile from an older photo where Diya had tagged her. And soon frowned, my shoulders hunching as I concentrated on the small screen. I scrolled and scrolled without finding a single photo of the other woman’s family.

Two years down and still nothing.

I kept going despite my stiff neck, until at last I landed on an image of Shumi with a youth of maybe nineteen. The two had the same eyes, the same shape to their lips. The caption read: My baby brother all grown up!

She’d tagged him: Ajay Kumar.

His profile listed the names of their parents. And at the very top of his feed were three photos from yesterday. One featured a slightly older Ajay from the one in the photo with Shumi, the second his parents, while the third one had all three of them in front of a sign for a huge gold mine in Perth, Australia.

Vacation!!

That was the only word in the caption, but the comments seemed to indicate the three had only recently arrived on the far side of the huge red continent. A quick search told me the Perth-to-Auckland flight time was roughly six and a half hours. Add in the available flights, the time it might take them to get to the airport on their end, then travel from Auckland to Rotorua, and it would likely be well over a day before they made it here.

Now that I had the names of Shumi’s parents, however, it didn’t take me long to find some contact information for them. The first hit was her father’s job—he was a partner at an accounting firm, his details listed on the firm’s website. I figured that at his level of seniority, there was a good chance they could contact him even on vacation.

The receptionist answered on the first ring, and when I explained who I was and why I needed to get in touch with him, she said a shaken, “Oh my God. I just heard a short update on the radio about the fire, had no idea it was Mr. Kumar’s family.” A pause. “I should call him, rather than giving you his mobile number.”

“Okay,” I said dully.

“I don’t want to tell …”

“It’s okay. I will. Just let him know it’s a family emergency and identify me as Diya’s fiancé from the US”—it was how the Prasads had introduced me—“and ask him to call me.”

“I’ll do it right now,” she said on a wash of relief.

My phone rang with an incoming call only two minutes later, despite the fact that—per
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