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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Alone in a locked, darkened room scented with sandalwood and cedar, I focused only on my breath. I sank deeper into trance, all knowledge of the firm pillow under me and the warmth of the room fleeing my mind. I left my body for the astral realm, easing out of the physical with a sigh of relief. My hand didn’t pain me here, but that was only one reason I visited the astral more and more these days. 

      Escape. I needed it. 

      I soared, free, my consciousness absorbing all there was to see, the blue nodes and fault lines of energy, the green fractals of life, here bright and steady, here flickering and weak. I didn’t look back. For a time I hung suspended, more at peace here than I could be anywhere else.

      And then I traveled. Time doesn’t operate in a linear fashion on the astral. Neither does space. I knew where I needed to be, and then I was there.  

      Wren.

      I looked down at my twin, resolving my vision to take in her surroundings. She was with Terra, in the woods. Maybe near the cabin in Washington State. I wished I could breathe in those woods, wished I could lose myself there; I wished desperately for home. 

      Terra and Wren stretched their hands toward each other and lifted off the ground, testing their abilities together. That was new. No doubt they’d been ordered to see what they could make of the scraps of power that remained to the Lady.

      Maj was nowhere to be seen. Maj would never see again, thanks to me. 

      Wren lifted higher. Terra anchored her from below, a frown on her sweet-natured face.

      I couldn’t use those powers anymore. Not with my hand as it was. Channeling my psychokinetic power through the burned flesh hurt too badly, and the results were as unreliable as they’d been when I was a child. I’d sacrificed my own abilities in that battle with Maj, the one that left her blind.

      Wren looked up. She looked straight at me, or rather, through me. But I could have sworn she recognized my presence. Her eyes narrowed and she shivered, lowering herself to the ground.

      “We’re supposed to be practicing!” Terra insisted as she touched down next to Wren.

      Wren breathed hard, her frustration mounting. Leaf litter on the forest floor began to lift and swirl around them as Wren pulled power from the earth below their feet.

      Crap. Terra had better look out. She backed away a couple of steps, then seemed to rethink giving ground before Wren’s temper.

      “I can’t,” Wren said. “This is ridiculous. How can she expect⁠—”

      “Well, she does expect it. So we’d better do our best to make it happen.”

      Wren narrowed her eyes. “You’re no fit match for me.”

      “The Lady believes otherwise.” Terra crossed her arms and stared Wren down, our old teacher showing through. But I’d always been the listener. They’d needed me to push Wren just to get the basics of spellwork down.

      “The Lady should worry about finding my sister!” Wren turned away, hands reaching for her hair. She looked on her way to a full-fledged Foulweather tantrum.

      A bluebird chirped a sweet song and then darted from its branch above them.

      Wren’s hands lashed out toward it, cutting off its song in midflight. The bluebird burst apart in a moment that seemed to last too long. Tiny fragments of bone and flesh scattered on the wind and blue feathers drifted to the forest floor. Wren didn’t seem to take any joy in this action; she walked away without another word.

      Terra shuddered violently. Left behind, she sank to the forest floor. She put her head in her hands for a moment while feathers settled around her. Then she took a deep breath, pulled herself from the ground, and followed Wren.

      So, the Queen witches were getting about as much cooperation out of my sister as could be expected, now that I’d left them. I wondered if Wren even missed me. I knew she missed having me there to deal with the others. She missed what we’d been together. But I would never serve the Queen of Peace like that again. I couldn’t be her Hand in the mortal world.

      And I could never go home.
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        * * *

      

      Returning to my physical form, I could almost smell the familiar forest back in Washington State. But no, that was the cedar in the incense. I breathed hard, still seeing that bluebird shattered by Wren’s power, breaking apart midflight, the lovely pieces that had made up a living creature broken at my twin’s whim.

      Here in Costa Rica, a loud knock startled me into sitting up too fast.

      “Yes?” I croaked, pausing to clear my throat before I tried again. “Yeah?”

      “Sage! What the hell?” Peter growled from the hallway. “I was about to break the door down.”

      I jumped up and crossed to the door, flicking back the lock and opening it for him. I rubbed a hand over my forehead, brushing away the sweat that beaded there.

      Peter’s characteristic smile was nowhere in sight. His eyes traveled my form and apparently found little to reassure him.

      “I burned the chicken and almost burned the condo down. I’ve been knocking and shouting at you for ten minutes, Sage!” 

      I shoved a hand through my dark hair, working a tangle or two loose. “I’m sorry. I was⁠—” 

      “On the astral, or whatever. I know.” He stared me down. “You do that a lot these days.”

      That look in his eyes should penetrate the fog that seemed to shroud me lately; his obvious distress should get through to me. But the truth was, I felt more frustration than anything.

      “Did you need help? Is there a fire?”

      “No, just a ton of smoke. I can handle it.”

      “Okay,” I said with a shrug.

      Peter’s eyes iced over. “After that, I’m going to the gym.”

      It was one of the only places he had to escape. Peter wasn’t a witch; he couldn’t visit the astral as I could. He kept getting stronger. He worked at things. Through all this, he grew closer to his true self.

      I wished I could get stronger, wished I could be as strong as I once was. My life looked like comic karmic justice. I’d busted free, finally, but it had cost me everything that once made me me. I didn’t recognize this woman I’d become. I didn’t want to.

      I put my right hand on his arm. “Look...I’ll try to be better. I am just so tired of trying to fix⁠—”

      “Everything,” Peter finished for me. He shook his head, his eyes dropping unconsciously to my left hand. To the injury that had left me maimed, in pain, and in hiding. “Just remember I’m here, okay? I can help. A little, anyway.” 

      Peter leaned down and kissed my forehead. Then he turned away.

      I didn’t follow. I closed the door to my dreaming room softly, but I didn’t lock it again. 

      His words had left me cold. 

      He shouldn’t be here at all. 
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        * * *

      

      I glanced up from the book I was reading the next morning, as Peter’s shadow interrupted my light.

      “Breakfast?” he asked, holding up a plate of eggs and toast.

      “Thank you.” I actually wanted to keep reading, but I wasn’t going to turn him down when he did me a small favor like this.

      He bent to give me a quick kiss, his body tense. As his lips left mine, I wished for the days when we’d actually enjoyed being together. Before I’d asked far too much of him.

      Peter set my breakfast on the small glass table on the terrace where I often read and went back inside. He’d spoken just the one word. Now he would retreat to his office, where he’d work remotely until late tonight, since we rarely strayed far from this property.

      Why did he stay? Why did he put up with this life I’d led him to without an inkling of a plan?

      I could see the ocean from this chair. It was a comforting reminder of the crashing surf on the shores of the Oregon coast, at Cape Foulweather, where I’d grown up. Tropical birds called to each other as they flitted from branch to branch, their bright colors flashing past. Sunlight filtered through the richly cultivated greenery, shadows dancing in the wind.

      I’d grown fond of this place in the six months since we’d moved here. But it was a half-life, a nothing life. I was waiting for everything to be right again, foolish indecision and a nagging, mind-clouding sadness eating away at me every day.

      I glanced guiltily at the plate in front of me and picked up my fork, thankful again that I’d injured my left hand and not my right. Injured wasn’t the correct word. It made me sound like a victim, and the sinking despair in my gut told me I was anything but that.

      I’d recklessly burned my hand. I’d used fire as an energy source, taking on way too much too fast in an attempt to defend myself. I’d made a choice. A stupid choice, but one I’d live with, nonetheless.

      It wasn’t fair to Peter. It grated on him, this hiding, my weakness and weighted silences. Of course it did.

      I knew it, but what could I do?

      If the Lady found us, we were dead. She’d kill Peter outright – he knew too much to let him live – and she’d throw me in a cell until she was ready to make my sister an immortal, like her. She needed me for that ceremony. I still wasn’t sure exactly how that worked, but the Crone had promised to tell me, in time.

      The Crone had worked to heal my hand, all these months. She understood the human body with thoroughness owing to lifetimes of study. She treated me personally once a week with a magical sort of physical therapy. She would hold my injured hand between hers and infuse the singed skin with her own radiant energy. At the end of each session, my hand recovered a bit, and over time it pained me less.

      But it wasn’t enough. I still couldn’t channel power through my left hand with any stability, couldn’t control the psychokinesis I’d spent years learning to control in the first place. I hadn’t told the Crone I was starting to lose hope.

      I couldn’t wait much longer before re-engaging in the outside world. I’d only been out of Costa Rica a handful of times in the past six months – each of them to see Anna in Glasgow and plot rebellion. Anna had recruited more European witches, and I’d been working through the Crone and her people to gather even more to our cause. But I’d done about all I could do from behind the scenes.  

      When another shadow interrupted my light, and my thoughts, I looked up expecting to find Peter. I smiled, thinking he’d returned just to see me, and maybe it wasn’t so bad between us after all.

      “Hello, Sage.” Chaos stood on my terrace, his gaze fixed on me. His stare glued me to my seat.

      He wasn’t supposed to be here.

      “What are you doing here?” I managed to get out, proud of how firm my tone sounded, when my knees felt too weak to stand. I stood anyway. I was done with girlish fantasies over Chaos. No matter my attraction, it could never be.

      “I’ve come to talk you into returning. You have been away too long.”

      As if I needed him to come here, put everything at risk, just to echo my own thoughts.

      “I don’t work for you anymore. It’s none of your business what I do with my time.”

      He shook his head. “Time grows short. Blood on the lake. Remember?”

      I raised my chin and glared. I wouldn’t acknowledge the words from his book, The Unseen Mirror.

      He scanned my form, his frown deepening. I didn’t like the possessiveness in that gaze. It scared me, partly because it lit me up in ways I needed to ignore. “Show me your hand.”

      “What do you know about my hand?” I snarled.

      “The Crone told me she’d been working to heal you.” He gripped my elbow and guided my arm out from behind my back. His brows knit as he evaluated the puckered scars that ran in ridges over my flesh. I almost cried at the devastation in his eyes. Then he met my eyes, fiercely. “I told her she must do more, or I will.”

      I frowned, pulling my hand out of his grasp. “What more could she do?”

      “Ask her. If she refuses to tell you, remember my offer. And remember, our time is running short.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Inside, Peter stared me down. “Who was that and what does he want with you?” 

      My stomach sank. Something told me he wasn’t going to let me avoid his questions today. All I wanted to do was escape and think.

      “He’s one of them, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah. Chaos is part of the problem.” Part of my problem with giving up the world I’d known. I’d always craved my freedom, but when I got it, the price was high. I still reeled from paying it. I glanced at my hand.

      “Chaos? Some name,” he scoffed. “What did he say? You looked mad.” 

      “He said I’m out of time and can’t keep hiding.”

      Peter nodded. “Okay, so someone is trying to talk some sense into you. I can get on board with that.” He watched me, the silence growing to take a new shape between us, filled with all the unsaid. “He’s the one, isn’t he?”

      The question hit me like a slap. I couldn’t hide my reaction swiftly enough. I didn’t want to fight. I had enough to think about. And now Peter was going to throw that old misstep, that one kiss, in my face.

      “Yes,” I answered, willing him to drop it at that.

      He nodded once and turned away. “I could tell. He still likes you, you know.”

      What was I supposed to say to that? Any answer felt incriminating, yet I hadn’t done anything to be guilty about that hadn’t already been the source of many, many arguments. “I know.”

      “But you’re not—” He clenched his jaw.

      “Peter, I didn’t ask him to come here. I wouldn’t.”

      “Good.” He shifted his weight. The suspicion still hung there between us.

      “It’s going to take some time to figure out my next step.” I didn’t mention what Chaos had said about the Crone. Didn’t mention my hand and how I couldn’t fight for us in this condition.

      He reached out a hand and tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “What can I do to help?”

      “Be patient?” My voice cracked over the request. “I know that’s asking the impossible. You’ve been patient for six months now.”

      “Not if you’re moving forward. I can be patient.” He smiled at me, but I didn’t like the look in his eyes. It felt a whole lot like regret. 

      I glanced down at my hand again. I had my regrets, too.

      Sometimes a snap decision can have lifelong repercussions. My choice to turn that fire on Maj and Logan had forever altered her life, and I’d spent the last six months trying to figure out how to live with constant pain, and how to ignore my very reasonable terror.

      The Crone had offered protection and a sort of therapy no doctor could provide. The magical sort.

      But I had no doubt that the Lady still sought me. That’s what Chaos alluded to. And the moment she chose to tell Wren her true plans, my twin would help her track me down.

      I had to strike first. If I could figure out how the hell to do that.

      I cleared my throat. “I need to see Anna. She should know about that visit.”

      That was a name he recognized. Anna had facilitated our escape from my family, after all. 

      Peter kissed me then. “Can it wait until tomorrow?” His eyes locked on mine, his hands at my waist.

      I leaned my forehead against his for a moment. Unshed tears marred my vision. I leaned back and shook my head. “I’ll be back soon.”

      He stepped away and his hands dropped to his sides. “I’ll be here.”

      He didn’t sound happy about it.
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        * * *

      

      Glasgow, Scotland was a far cry from the Costa Rican coastline. I felt the change in climate instantly as I stepped from the portal Anna had crafted to link our hiding places. 

      The Lady sought Anna, too. Her skill passed in the bloodline. She wouldn’t escape the Lady’s control a second time. If she was caught, she’d land in the cells. Neither of us had any doubt how the Lady would use her if she had the chance.

      Anna welcomed me like a sister. Or like a normal sister. My own would likely throttle me if I visited her today.

      “Sage!” Anna glanced at the portal behind me, like she was anticipating another arrival. But since we were alone, she led the way to her living room, which was empty save for us. “I’m glad you came. I have news.” 

      “Me, too. Is there anyone else here?”

      “Not right now. I’m linked up with another safe house and that’s where training’s happening. I wouldn’t risk bringing them so close to you.”

      A chain of three portals wasn’t a huge separation for someone like me, but to the mostly untrained ranks of Queen witches, portals were a bigger barrier than you might think. Portals had always been for the Lady’s use, and Anna had trouble convincing even the most unhappy servants of the Queen of Peace to escape using the immortal’s own methods.

      “Did those Ecuadorians find you? A family of three?” The Crone had been guiding some of the strongest of her witches in our direction. We would need them before long.

      “Yes. They’re staying in London for the time being. They’re not the Lady’s and she has no reason to look for them there.”

      “She has no one to look for them.”

      “You forget your aunts.”

      I shook my head. “Trust me, I haven’t forgotten. They just don’t have the skills necessary for that sort of tracking.” I was the most accomplished magical tracker who still lived. Maybe I’d even stretched beyond my mentor’s skills...but Godwin died before I could test that theory. Died violently by the deeds of a trusted family member, along with his twin.

      I ended the dreary, circuitous route of my thoughts. They could fester when I was safely back in Costa Rica. I leaned back against the couch cushion and tried to relax. “The Hands are busy, anyway. They’re trying to retrain Wren and Terra into a bonded pair.”

      “What?” Anna grinned and her eyes shone with laughter. “That’s not even possible. Why are they wasting their time on that?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure if it’s possible either, but it shows how desperate the Lady is. When Maj attacked me and I used that fire, she lost two pairs of Hands – the set still in their prime, and us, the youngest. Plus I’d just stolen the babies out from under her nose. Now it’s only four old ladies crossing the globe to enforce the Lady’s system of control.”

      “You sound pretty darn confident.”

      “I’m not. I’m scared shitless, truth be told.”

      Anna grinned again. “Then I know we’re on the right track.” She leaned forward. “How are you feeling?”

      “Guilty. Peter is trying to be patient, but I know he didn’t understand what he was signing up for. I brought him anyway. I’m not sure he’ll ever forgive me.”

      “I wasn’t asking about your relationship woes.” Anna crossed her arms and stared at me. “I meant your hand.” 

      “Yeah, but I need some quality counsel and you’re my best bet.” I shot her a sardonic smile. Then I lifted the limb in question and we both stared at it. “The Crone’s magic is helping, but not quickly.”

      “How much use do you have now?”

      “If I channel through it, I have a lot of trouble controlling the results. Not to mention the pain.” I wasn’t going to focus on that. I’d done so much worse to Maj that I couldn’t comprehend how she was coping. In the end, it had to be worth it. I wanted us all free. “That’s actually why I came. I had a visit from Chaos.”

      “You what? How did he find you?” 

      “The Crone trusts him that much. Don’t worry, it was just him, none of his witches.”

      “Was he pissed about Maj and Logan?” Anna had every right to her fears. Chaos had offered her a place with his family, but she’d chosen to go rogue and help me with plans we weren’t sharing with any immortal.

      I’d had to make the awful choice not to trust Maj with those plans, for fear she’d run straight to Chaos and the youngest twins would fall under his control instead. Chaos didn’t use witches the way the Lady did, but his patronage was another form of inescapable control. A gilded cage.

      “He didn’t mention any of that. He said the time for hiding is running short. The Crone can apparently do more to heal me, and he said if she wouldn’t do it, he would take matters into his own hands.”

      Anna stood and paced. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means we need to figure out our next step. Soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      When I got back from Glasgow, the apartment was empty. Peter had probably gone to the gym. It was just as well, because I needed to see the Crone.

      It wasn’t far. I don’t know why she’d put her trust in me, but the Crone had welcomed Peter and me into the heart of her family. She lived a short walk up the road, amid towering trees and sweet-smelling flowers. As the road curved, I took a lesser-traveled track through the forest, heading straight up the hill. 

      Where the Lady had retreated from the world and kept to a domain of her own control, the Realm, the Crone had always lived among humans. Her house reminded me of the Aunt’s house at the Cape, if only in the welcome I was assured when I crossed their threshold. Well...the welcome I was assured before. If I returned now, I might cause a deep rift in the household where I was raised. From what I’d seen in my astral journeys, Aunt Ivy would approve the harshest of punishments for my betrayal.

      Saving those girls had still been worth it. Iris and Mabel had the chance now to grow up without the crushing weight of obligation to the family’s immortal patron. And I had the excuse I needed to disappear into this life of hiding. 

      The Crone made hiding easy. She took care of us. We had everything we needed, including a small apartment to ourselves, complete with a view of the sea. And although we didn’t share her roof, we were under her protection.

      I rounded a sharp bend in the path and stopped for just a moment, soaking in the now-familiar view of the sea stretching out ahead of me, impossibly blue. It was hard to believe it was the same ocean I’d looked out on every day from the Cape. That Pacific was stormy and often so gray that sea and sky seemed to meet somewhere just beyond the crashing surf. Here the view was so peaceful. Today it cut a sharp contrast with the knot in my belly.

      Confronting an immortal was never my first choice for spending such an afternoon.

      I nodded at Mateo, a short, middle-aged man with a cheerful smile, who stood guard on the steps below the vaulted, arched entryway. His eyes sparkled at me as he opened the door. “Bienvenido, Sage. Pura vida?”

      “Pura vida,” I greeted him. It wasn’t exactly true. I had a lot of worries I couldn’t set aside, and he knew that. But local custom included a positive, take-charge attitude here in Costa Rica, which the locals combined with a relaxed pace and constant connection with the natural world. I liked it. 

      “Let me tell her you’re here,” Mateo said in strongly accented English. He ushered me inside and pulled out a phone, stepping to the side to speak to someone for a moment. He smiled at me as he put it back in his pocket. “She will meet you on the patio. Shall I have Tamara bring you something to drink?” 

      I shook my head. He pointed the way, though I knew it well at this point, and I went out on the broad patio. Trees bordered the space to the north and south; the west faced the sea. The Crone stood waiting for me, next to a pathway that led under the canopy of the rainforest. Mateo had just called her, but being what she was, she traveled at a thought. 

      “Sage. I wasn’t expecting you today.”

      “I know. But Chaos paid me a visit. I need to speak with you.”

      “Is that so?” She turned to the path and began to pick her way along it, her silver hair concealing her profile. Was she avoiding my eyes?

      I’d grown to understand the Crone over these last months. She was so different from the Lady, who had always put herself out of reach. She’d spent some hours doting over us as children, but never taught us anything beyond her personal rules about the use of our powers.

      The Crone had been teaching me. Pleased to have acquired an adept pupil, she shared spells with me that I could never learn anywhere else. She taught me wards for large spaces, shielding spells to keep one’s cover, and a variety of bindings and magical contracts.

      I’d have driven myself crazy without these lessons, and maybe she knew it. My psychokinesis, the power I was accustomed to, hadn’t been the same since my burns. Yet I’d always loved spellwork, and these lessons gave me a chance to further augment my natural abilities. I grew stronger in spells, if not in body, and I needed the satisfaction that provided.

      But I pleased her, too. I saw it when I learned a complicated binding spell and stopped a snake slithering on only my third try. She didn’t praise me out loud, but she clucked her tongue and her eyes crinkled deeper for a moment.

      I shouldn’t have craved her praise, but I am weak and I did.

      I tried not to think how easily my allegiance passed from immortal to immortal, and how terribly difficult it was to leave this life behind. I’d promised Peter I would, as soon as my hand was better. As soon as I made sure we could be safe.

      And now this warning from Chaos, as if my time had run out. Choices were coming no matter how badly I wanted to postpone them.

      I knew better than to launch straight into my questions, as urgent as they felt to me. If we were walking together, she had something to show me. I held my peace and moved slowly along with her. 

      “Look here,” she finally spoke, pointing to a huge tree ahead. It was an old Guanacaste tree, towering high, its sprawling canopy grown sparse with age. Yet its surface was rope-like, and I realized it was actually two trees that had grown tangled together. She pointed to the web of thick roots that had covered most of the gray bark of the tree beneath. “A strangler fig – have you noticed them?”

      Closer, I could see that the fig’s roots wound ingeniously around the mighty Guanacaste’s trunk, broad leaves reaching toward the sun. I could see why it was called a strangler, for the Guanacaste didn’t appear to be thriving in this partnership.

      “It’s a curious thing. Their seeds grow inside or atop a host tree – that’s the Guanacaste in this case. See how the fig’s roots have grown downward here, weaving all around it?” She patted the thick gray trunk. “It won’t survive forever under that weight.”

      A hole opened up between the mingled roots and she peered inside. I bent beside her and looked. I felt a shadow pass overhead and while we were cradled deep in the rainforest, I felt exposed. I looked up, sure I would find some creature staring me down from the tree’s hybrid crown. I saw nothing.

      “You feel it, too?” Her gaze sharpened on my face. 

      “Feels like a predator.”

      She nodded. “It is, of a sort. An energetic piranha. It has no body, but appears to be using this poor old tree as a home base. It has crowded my thoughts for days. What do you prescribe?” 

      “I have to know more about what it is first. I could travel the astral – its appearance there might be telling.”

      “I will accept this help from you. But not today.” 

      “Not today,” I agreed. “I need to get back soon. Peter wasn’t home when I left.”

      “Is Peter well?” the Crone asked, her eyes still on my face as we left the strangled Guanacaste’s shade and sunlight brightened her white hair like a halo.

      “No,” I said. “He’s getting frustrated with this whole situation. And then Chaos shows up on our doorstep, when he isn’t supposed to be able to reach us at all. None of them are.”

      “That’s my fault,” the Crone admitted. “He was quite worried for you. I felt that if he saw you, he would be better able to understand.”

      “He said there’s more you can do for my hand.”

      Something changed in her eyes; they glittered like diamonds as she watched me silently. 

      “Of course I appreciate all you’ve already done. I know I screwed up. I caused this and I don’t deserve whatever remedy⁠—”

      The Crone shook her head. “It isn’t a matter of deserving. I do not think you would accept the form such an intervention must take. I have done everything I can to help heal your injury...without changing you.”

      My blood roared in my ears. “You can’t mean⁠—”

      “You would still be mortal,” she said, lifting a hand to silence my question. “But not as you are now. You’d be stronger. Faster. And far more powerful.”

      “How can he think I’d want that? I’m fine! My hand will heal more. I’ll be just as fit as I ever was.” 

      But the way she looked at me...I had to ask. The rock in my belly tripled in size. I leaned against the steady, wide trunk of a tree. “My hand will heal more, right?”

      “It’s been many months. I have done what I can...save this thing that Chaos is determined to try.”

      My heart dropped. I stared at the offending limb, willing the past into a different shape, so I could still understand the shape of my future. 

      Damn it. I didn’t want to think about this. 

      “Chaos is right about one thing,” the Crone said. “The time is coming when you will have to make a choice. Do you return to the world and make your life as you are? Or does your path require this sacrifice? Only you can decide. It is not a decision I will make for you. It is much too serious for that, and despite what Chaos intends, it is not a choice he can make for you, either.”

      “Chaos doesn’t care for my humanity. It puts me out of reach.”

      The Crone’s eyes sparkled at me. “So you know, then.”

      “That Chaos is infatuated with me?” I crossed my arms over my belly. “Yes, I know.”

      “You have given Chaos a new hope. You’ve given him something to love in this world.” 

      Love? My breath caught.

      I didn’t speak. Her words hung in the air between us for a long moment, before she finally spoke. “Go for now, Sage. Speak to Peter. Listen to your own mind. Tell me soon what you want to do.”

      As I left by the Crone’s path, I turned her words over and over in my mind.

      I had no idea what I wanted. That, at least, was clear.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s get out of town,” I said when Peter emerged from his office a couple of hours later. The sound of my voice, silky and wheedling, shocked me. “I rented an condo in Playa Hermosa, a little beach village. What do you say?”

      He smiled, his eyes warming. “Yeah, that’d be great. Some time away…it’ll be good for us.”

      I kissed him.

      What I didn’t do was bring up all the weighty crap I had to drop on him before I made choices that could change my body and my life. Instead, we hashed out a plan to pack fast and called a car to pick us up for the hour-long drive south.

      I dove into the mini-project with more vigor than I felt and by the time we were on the road I was pretty much bouncing in my seat with excitement. It was only too easy to put the hard stuff out of my mind.

      I’d give myself the next two days; give us the next two days.

      Tightly clustered trees obscured our view of the gulf’s blue-green waters as we drove into Playa Hermosa. The car dropped us at a complex shaped like a horseshoe around a central series of swimming pools.

      Peter whistled as we took in the view from our condo, which faced the courtyard and pools, rather than the Gulf of Papagayo, as I would have preferred. “Did you bring a suit?”

      “Of course not. You know I don’t like pools.”

      “I brought one.” He gave a tight smile. “No worries. I’ll go on my own.”

      He set his bag on the bed and a tense silence rose up between us, stretching awkwardly as we looked at each other.

      I was such a bummer of a girlfriend. I grimaced. “I’ll go shopping later and get one.”

      “We can go together if you want. Maybe get some dinner?”

      Yeah, activities in public. That would be good. I nodded. “I’ll change.” I put on a fresh sundress in chartreuse that flared out from a tight waist and dipped to mid-calf. The pop of color would normally have improved my mood, but I was stuck on that silence and what it meant. I put on a touch of coral lipstick and a wide-brimmed gray hat, and donned my sunglasses mostly to hide the worry in my eyes.

      I walked beside Peter, and as the thickly canopied blocks drifted past, the stony silence melted into easy, familiar banter as we took in the sights. I tried to relax, tried to put my dilemma out of my mind. If I didn’t plan to tell him anything now, there was no need to ruin our night.

      Restaurants and shops lined an open-air plaza a couple of blocks from the gulf. The sun was hot on my back and I felt another knot of tension loosen as I clasped Peter’s hand.

      “Look,” he said. “There’s a shop that might have what you’re looking for. What do you think?”

      I eyed the neon-chino clad mannequins in the window and pivoted slowly to take in my other options, which were few. “I don’t know…”

      “Do I have to carry you inside and see if they have swimsuits?” Peter wasn’t taking no for an answer on this swimming thing.

      Luckily, I spied a café a couple shops down. I pointed and gave him a smile. “Go order a latte, or whatever. I got this.”

      “Good. Do you want a latte?”

      I shook my head, already drawing a deep breath and steeling myself for what looked like a whole lot of typical beachwear to wade through. But actually, once I stepped inside and got a better look, I was pleased. I instantly spotted a dark purple midi dress with a sweetheart neckline. As I swooped over for a closer look, I noticed the shoes on a rack at the back and bit my lip. Huh. How long would Peter be happy waiting for me?

      “Buenas noches, señorita.”

      I turned to see the shopkeeper, who was short and petite, and clothed in flowing flower-printed skirt and a smart blouse in a bright rose red. “Buenas noches. Do you speak English?”

      She smiled. “Yes. Did you need some help?”

      “I like the store.” I glanced around admiringly. “Are you the owner?”

      Her eyes lit up. She nodded. “Thank you. Yes, it is my store. I’m Anita.”

      “Nice to meet you, Anita. I’m Sage.” I looked around for a moment. “Do you carry swimwear? I’m visiting and didn’t bring any.”

      “Ah, yes, over here. Please follow me.” She noticed my left hand just before turning, but she didn’t mention my scars and I was grateful.

      Half an hour later we were still chatting as I tried on most of the clothes in the store. I hadn’t had this much fun in a long time.

      “Which do you think, the blue or the green?” I asked about two pairs of the chinos I’d previously scoffed at.

      The bell over the door chimed. We both looked up to see Peter standing just inside the door.

      “Hello, sir,” Anita said. “I’ll be with you in just a sec⁠—”

      “I’m sorry!” I said simultaneously. “I got carried away.”

      “Nah. I just finished my latte and came over.” He lifted a cup and started toward me. “Here’s yours.”

      I took it from him and enjoyed a long sip, savoring his obvious surprise.

      The shopkeeper looked between the two of us and smiled at me. “So this is the man you’ve been keeping waiting. Why in the world would you do that?” She glanced back at him and raised her brows. “He’s very handsome.”

      I laughed.

      “It does look like you got carried away,” Peter said mildly as he took in the heap of clothing I’d set aside in my yes pile. “Is there a swimsuit in there?”

      “Two.” Anita’s eyes sparkled as she lifted part of the pile. “Do you want this stuff shipped?” she asked.

      I pulled aside the items I planned to wear and gave her all the information she needed to ship it to the Crone’s place. And I paid in cash.

      “It was very nice to meet you. Thanks for buying me out – now I can spend more time sewing!”

      “Send me pictures,” I told her. I hugged one of her dresses to my chest. “I just love your stuff.”

      Anita grinned. “You should wear that one to dinner.” She pulled scissors out of a drawer and removed the tags and urged me off to the dressing room again.

      I glanced at Peter. “Do you mind waiting?”

      “Not if the wait ends with you in that dress,” he said appreciatively.

      I changed into the dress and the low heels I’d also purchased, turning to view myself at all angles, not to mention how the skirt swayed when I moved. I felt like a whole new woman in a nice dress. Call it a character flaw.

      I ran my fingers through my long dark hair and gathered it into a loose braid, soft tendrils escaping to brush my neck.

      “Damn,” Peter breathed when he saw me. He grinned. “See…well worth the wait.”

      “Have a good time, kids.” Anita leaned on her counter and watched us leave, giving me a wave.

      “She seemed nice.” Peter put a hand on my waist and tugged me closer.

      I slipped an arm around him. “She was nice.”

      “You seem…happier.” He said it carefully, like he wasn’t sure if he should.

      I looked at him from under my lashes, suddenly feeling shy as he watched me. “I don’t know…it was fun.”

      “Fun is good. You don’t get a lot of that.”

      He didn’t either. Not since being with me.

      We walked around the plaza. Maybe the dress was a bit much for this sleepy little town, but as the sun edged over the glistening horizon and the stars appeared, I felt beautiful and carefree for the first time in a long while.

      Peter chose the restaurant. I ordered tapado, a rich seafood stew flavored with coconut and plantains that warmed me up from the inside.

      He watched me as he ate his ceviche. “You know…you could run a place like that.”

      “Hmm?” I mumbled, lost in the flavors lighting up my tongue. “What place?”

      “That dress shop.” He took a drink of water. “I’ve never seen you like that.”

      I smiled softly. “A girl has to have her secrets.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’d say you have your fair share.”

      Understatement of the year.

      “Do you remember when we met in Seattle?”

      “Yeah. Of course.”

      I pushed my bowl aside. Any more of the soup and I’d no longer fit in this dress. “Well, when I lived in Seattle, I spent a lot of time, and money, in boutique after fancy boutique.”

      “What else does a girl like you have to spend money on?”

      “Exactly.” I put my hand over his. “I ended up spending it on a couple of college classes, too, and that’s the best money I’ve ever spent.”

      “You’re sweet.” He smiled into my eyes. “And apparently you have a stockpile of finery waiting somewhere.”

      “Yeah,” I said. I looked down at the tabletop and brushed a drop of condensation from my water glass. Tears threatened to close my throat and I wasn’t sure what to say next anyway. Wren had never understood my fascination with fashion, either, and now most of my stuff was in Portland, in her house where I couldn’t go without worrying for my life.

      “Hey.” He squeezed my hand. “Sorry. I know it’s hard. I didn’t mean to kill the mood.”

      I lifted my shoulders with conscious effort and smiled at him. “Don’t worry. The mood’s not dead yet.”

      But as much as I might wish that were true, I couldn’t get back to the glow that had suffused every moment for a few blissful hours. We tried the pool, and then, upstairs, we made full use of our borrowed room. If Peter knew I was trying too hard, he didn’t say so.

      I wondered how joy could be so fleeting…it was probably just me.

      And even if we escaped the Lady’s plans, I would still be me.
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