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Journdl). Now, award-winning, bestsdlling author Anne Bishop invites you into anew realm, onethat is
ever—changing, caught between the Light and Dark forces of the heart...

“Let your heart travel lightly. Because what you bring with you becomes part of the landscape.”
Long ago, to stop the ondaught of the Eater of the World, Ephemerawas split into a dizzying number of
strange and magical lands connected only by bridges—which may take you where you truly belong,
rather than where you had intended to go.

Now, with the Eater contained and virtually forgotten, the shifting worlds of Ephemera have been kept
stable by the magic of the Landscapers. In one such land, where night reigns and demons dwell, the
half-incubus Sebastian revelsin dark ddights. But then in dreams she cdlsto him: awoman who wants
only to be safe and loved—a woman he hungers for while knowing he may destroy her.

But amore devastating destiny awaits Sebastian, for in the quiet gardens of the Landscapers schooal, evil
Isgtirring. The prison of the Eater of the World has weakened—and Sebastian's realm may bethefirst to
fdl...

Intoxicating, erotic, and intensely romantic, Sebastian isfor those who know on which sde of the
heart—Light or Dark—their passonslie.

From theback cover:

Praise for award-winning author Anne Bishop:

“Rich and fascinatingly different dark fantasy.” —L_ocus
“A terrific writer...the more | read, the more excited | became because of the freshness of [her] take on
the usud high fantasy setting, the assurance of [her] language, dl the lovely touches of characterization
that [shedipg] in so effortlesdy.” —Charlesde Lint
“Lavishly sensud...arichly detailled world.” —Library Journa
“Vividly painted...dramatic, erotic, hopefilled.” —_ynn Flewelling

“A darkly fascinating world...Vivid and sympathetic characters...lavish and sensuous descriptions, and
interesting world building...Many compelling and beautifully redlized dements. A terrificread.” —SF Site

“Intense...erotic, violent, and imaginative. Thisoneiswhite-hot.” -Nancy Kress

“Mystical, sensud, glittering with dark magic.” —Terri Windling, co—editor of The Y ear's Best Fantasy
and Horror

“[Anne Bishop's] poignant storytdling skills are surpassed only by her flair for the dramatic and her deft
characterization...atalented author.” —Affaire de Coeur
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Long ago, in atime that has faded from memory, amotherstearsforged the bridge that, ever after,
connected the power of theliving, ever-changing world to the human heart.

—Myth

Chapter One

Present

Standing at the kitchen counter, Sebastian closed his eyes and inhaled dowly and deeply to savor the
sméll of freshly ground koffea beans. Better than awoman. At least, amore sensud experience than the
last two he'd been with.



When an incubus found sex boring, it was time to take a break—or think about another line of work.

Pushing that thought into the menta trunk where held shoved so many unpleasant memories, he followed
therest of the ingtructionsfor brewing the koffea beans.

What would it beliketo risein the first wisps of dawn and come out to the kitchen to grind the beans
while someone who truly mattered was snuggled in his bed, waiting to be awakened with anuzzleand a
kiss—and acup of freshly brewed koffee? What would it be like to stand outside, cup in hand, and
watch the day come alive?

Sebastian shook his head. Why was he rubbing sdlt into emotional wounds, thinking about things that
couldn't be?He lived in the Den of Iniquity, which consisted of afew blocks of crowded buildings and
cobblestone streets—a place that, most likely, had been an unsavory part of some large city, nothing but
adark smudgein adaylight landscape. Then aLandscaper had dtered the world, turning those streets
into a separate landscape, and that had changed the fed of living on those streets, had changed the
taverns, gambling houses, and brothelsinto acarna carniva.

But it was more than a place where human vices were openly enjoyed, more than a place where humans
who didn't fit into the daylight landscapes and demons like the incubi and succubi could live. The Den
was at the center of acluster of dark landscapes some of Ephemeras demon races claimed astheir own.
It was a place where those demons could purchase supplies or buy adrink in atavern without being
hated or driven away because they weren't human.

It was dso aplacethat had itsrootsin the darker sde of the human heart, a place where the sun never
rose.

He'd been abitter fifteen-year-old boy when hed stumbled into the Den. Having escaped hisfather's
control two years before, he'd disappeared into the landscapes and struggled to survive. The dark human
landscapes were too desperate and frightening even for aboy whose demon nature eclipsed whatever
human blood might flow through his veins, but the people in the daylight landscapes didn't want something
like him living among them, and held been driven out of village after village as soon asthe people redized
he was an incubus—and that hunger for the emotions that were produced by sex was something that
couldn't be hidden or denied for long.

So when hefound the Den and felt the dark, edgy, carnival tone of the place, held embraced it with dl his
heart because held findly found a place where being an incubus didn't make him an outcast, aplace
where the never-ending night suited who and what he was—a place where he could belong.

And he gill belonged here. The Den was his home. But now, as aman who had recently turned thirty ...
I'm so tired of the night.

A sudden yearning for something washed through him, making his heart ache, filling him with aneed and
alonging so powerful it staggered him. He braced his hands on the counter and waited for the fedling to
pass. It dwaysdid.

But the yearning had never been this powerful before, had never swept through him like this. Didn't
matter. Those fedlings came and went—and nothing changed.

Disgusted with himsalf for not being content with what he had, he plucked amug off the wooden
stand—and almost dropped it when someone knocked on the cottages front door. He never brought
anyoneto hishome, never invited anyoneto vigt. The only two people who ignored that demand for
privacy were his human cousins, Gloriannaand Lee, and neither of them would sound so hesitant about



applying knuckles to wood.

Hed just ignoreit; that's what hed do. Hed ignore it, and whoever—whatever—was on the other side
of the door would go away.

The door creaked open. Sebastian's heart pumped againgt his chest as he set the mug on the counter,
careful to make no sound. Just as silently, he eased the biggest knife he had out of the wood block.
Maybe he wouldn't win, but hed go down fighting.

"Sebagtian?' avoice cdled. "Sebagtian? Y ou here?"

He knew that voice, but he still hesitated. Then he swore silently and dipped the knife back into itsdot.
There were very few thingsin the Den that couldn't be bought, but trust was one of them.

Moving to the doorway that separated the kitchen from the main living area, he peered into the room and
Sudied hisvigtor.

The other incubus stood on the threshold, amaost bouncing with nerves. Y et his eyeswere bright with
curiosity as he looked at the smple furniture and the framed sketches on the walls.

"What do you want, Teaser?" Sebastian asked.

If Teaser noticed the harsh note in Sebastian's voice, heignored it and bounded into the main room. Then
he stopped, spun around, and closed the outer door before moving toward Sebastian with the cocky
swagger that was at odds with his boyish good looks.

Women were often deceived into believing he acted the way he looked. With Teaser, sometimes that
was a serious mistake.

Asyouths, they had trolled the Den's Streets together—blond-haired, blue-eyed Teaser projecting an
image of aboy out for abit of naughty fun, while Sebastian was the handsome piece of danger with his
sable hair and sharp green eyes. They'd played their games of seduction, providing physica sex to
women who crossed over to the Den from the daylight landscapes or using the power of the incubi to
connect with another mind through the twilight of waking dreams, feeding on the emotionsthey crested
by being fantasy lovers. Unhappy wives. Foolish girlswho wanted the romance of amysterious admirer.
Lonely women who craved the warmth of alover, evenif that lover cameto them only in dreams. They
weredl prey to theincubi.

For five years, he and Teaser had rented adjoining rooms at an expensive bordello and trolled the Den.
Then, when he turned twenty, Sebastian could no longer ignore agrowing need for something beyond the
Den and the sexud games, so he walked away from the colored lights and the dark buildings. He found a
dirt lane that began afew steps away from where the Den's main street ended—alane he was certain
hadn't been there before. He followed it, not sureif hewasjust taking awalk or redly leaving the one
place hed felt at home.

That was how he found the two-story cottage. It didn't look like it belonged in alandscape like the Den,
but it wouldn't have been thereif it hadn't belonged. That was the way thingsworked in Ephemera.

Hewent insde, wary of being caught by whoever laid clam to the place. But it wasn't inhabited. Half the
rooms were empty, but there was enough furniture left haphazardly in the other roomsto set up a
comfortable bedroom, living area, and kitchen. He found linens and towels, aswell as everything he
needed in the kitchen to prepare and eat a smple medl. He prowled the roomsfor an hour—and reslized
something ingde him had relaxed, asif hed taken hisfirgt full bresth in months.



Finding cleaning suppliesin acupboard in the kitchen, he dusted, polished, swept, and scrubbed until the
cottage was clean and the furniture arranged to hisliking. Then he went back to the Den, removed most
of his possessions from the room he rented in the bordello, and moved into the cottage. A week |ater,
when he returned from trolling the Den's streets, he discovered someone had planted a moonflower
beside the cottage's back door.

That was when he redlized this place had been waiting for him to find it, to want it. She would have
known the moment something in him had changed enough to match the cottage, and the moonflower was
her way of saying, "Welcome."

In Ephemera, there were few secrets of the heart. And nothing could be hidden from Glorianna
Belladonna

He had lived in the cottage for the past ten years, till apart of the Den and yet apart fromiit.

"Didn't see you around yesterday," Teaser said, pulling Sebastian back to the present. " Just thought I'd
stop by and... see

Hed spent yesterday sketching—and had burned al the sketches when he redlized held been trying to
capture daylight memories of Aurora, hisaunt Nadias home village. Things held seen asachild during the
times he lived with her. Then hisfather, Koltak, would show up again and take him away, dumping him
on some woman in the poor section of the city where Koltak lived—awoman who was paid to tolerate
his presence and provide him with food and a place to deep. Half the time he lived on the streets, running
wild with other abandoned children and remembering dl over again how barren and miserable hislifewas
supposed to be. Then Nadiawould arrive and take him back to her home.

Nadias and Koltak's battle of wills, and the cycle of loving acceptance and coldhearted misery, findly
ended when he'd gotten away from hisfather the last time Koltak arrived at Nadias house to take him
back to the hated city.

"l was occupied,” Sebastian said, pushing aside the memories.

Teaser grinned wickedly. "Still offering comfort to aging spingters and lonely widows?'Y ou need to look
for something a bit more lively. Someone with abit more kick. Can't imagine any of them are much fun
when you cross over to givethem aridein the flesh instead of just romantic dreams.” Then he sniffed the
ar. Hiseyeswidened. "Isthat koffee?"

Sebastian sighed. He'd ground enough beans for two cups. Looked like he was going to share. "Come
on, then."

When he walked back to the counter, Teaser was right behind him.

After eyeing the bag of koffea beans, the grinder, and the perk-pot, Teaser whistled. "Got thewhole
setup. Maybe giving spingters and widows sweet dreams and hot nightsis more lucrative than | thought.”
He paused. "But you don't usualy buy from the black market.”

Sebadtian took another mug from the wooden stand and filled it with koffee. "1 didn't get thisfrom the
black market. Thiswas agift from my cousins." As he turned to hand the mug to Teaser, he caught the
flash of fear in the other incubus's eyes, noted the dight tremble in the hands that accepted the mug.

The prissy prig humansin other landscapes called the incubi and succubi vile demons, although enough of
those humans craved the kind of sex that could be had only with an incubus or succubus partner to
provide the Den's resdents with agood living. But there were more dangerous demons that roamed their



world, and the incubi and succubi could end up being prey as easily as any human. It had taken him afew
yearsto redlize the reason other demons who came to the Den were wary of him wasn't because he was

abadass demon; it was because of his human connection. They didn't fear Lee, who was aBridge with a
rare ability to impose one landscape over another, but Glorianna. ..

No demon wanted to incur her wrath—because Glorianna Belladonna was the Landscaper who had
crested the Den of Iniquity.

Filling his own mug, Sebastian leaned againgt the counter, spped his koffee, and said nothing.

After afew minutes, Teaser said, "Thisplace. Its... nice” He looked at the small table tucked against the
wall, where Sebadtian ate his medls, then at the larger table in the dining area. "It looks... nice.”

It looks human, Sebadtian thought, feding asif held been caught doing something lewd. In public. Ina
human landscape, since doing something lewd in the Den was commonplace. Embarrassed that anyone
had seen evidence of hisneed to stay connected with whatever humanity he might claim, hefelt theold
bitternesswdl up ingde him.

Nadiawasn't blood kin. Sheld been married to his father's brother and had no reason to fight with Koltak
over thewell-being of ahaf-demon boy. But she had fought—and had won often enough that there were
idands of time throughout his childhood when held known what it was like to be loved and accepted.
Everything good that he had experienced in the human landscapes had come to him because of her.

That was why the cottage had tugged a him. That waswhy it looked like a human home instead of an
incubusslair. He had the room at the bordello for seduction. This place reminded him of how he had felt
when helived with Nadiaand Gloriannaand Lee. When held till had some connection with the Light.

But if the other incubi and succubi found out he lived like ahuman, the maicious teasing would never
end—and he'd end up being an outcast again.

He swallowed the last of his koffee to choke the bitterness back down. "Why are you here, Teaser?' he
asked roughly.

Teaser drained his own mug, started to set it aside, then hesitated, crossed the kitchen, and carefully
placed the mug in the Sink, asif keeping the cottage tidy were of the utmost importance. When he turned
back to face Sebastian, his expression was bleak. "We found another one."

Currents of power dance through Ephemera, thisliving, ever-changing world. Some of those currents are
Light, and some are Dark. Two haves of awhole. Nothing has one without some measure of the other.
That istheway of things.

And thereisno vessd for focusing the Light and the Dark that can compare to the human heart.

How do wetell people, who are il shaken by the horrors the Eater of the World set free in Ephemera,
that thisthing they fear cannot be destroyed completely because It was manifested from the darkest
desires of their own hearts? How can wetell them they planted the seeds of thiswar that shattered the
world? How can wetdl them it was their own despair during this fearsome time that changed rich
farmland into deserts? How can wetell them that, even with our guidance and intervention, the link
between Ephemera and the human heart is unbreakable, and the world around them is nothing more or
lessthan areflection of themsalves?



We can't tell them—because, despite the dangers that exist within it, the human heart is our only hope of
restoring Ephemera someday. Nor can we let people completely deny the part they play in the constant
shaping and reshaping of thisworld.

So wewill teach them thiswarning: Let your heart trave lightly. Because what you bring with you
becomes part of the landscape.

—The Lost Archives

Chapter Two

Three weeks earlier

Lukene gathered the frayed threads of her patience as she pulled out achair at the study table and sat
down next to the sulking girl. She'd been kind and understanding the first time this complaint had been
voiced. And the second time. And the third. But no maiter how many times she explained it, the girl
refused to acknowledge the truth.

"Y ou're not going to promote meto Level One Landscapes are you?' the girl asked, her tone one part
desperation and two parts hostility.

Lukene sighed. "No, Nigelle, were not. The Instructors considered your abilities very carefully before
making the decision, but it is our conclusion that you havent, as yet, achieved the skills necessary to
advance. Until you have fulfilled dl the requirements, you will not be granted a Landscaper's Badge."

Nigelle pressed her fists againgt the top of thetable. "'I've been studying for four years. Y ou haveto
achieve Leve Two or better in five yearsin order to remain and continue studying for the higher levels.
How am | supposed to fulfill the requirementsfor two levelsin ayear'stimeif you won't promote meto
eventhefirg level?'

You can't, Lukenethought. And that is a blessing for us all. "What isthe Hearts Blessng?'

The girl's eyes darkened with anger. "Isthis another test, Instructor Lukene? Although | don't seethe
point in asking a question every child knows the answer to."

Guardians and Guides, let me finally explain thisin a way she'll understand. "Thenit should bea
smple question to answer,” Lukenereplied. "Heart's Blessng.”

Nigelle sneered. "Trave lightly."

Lukene nodded. "Trave lightly. Because what you bring with you becomes part of the landscape. That is
true for every person who livesinthisworld. It isespecidly truefor Landscapers, because we are the
seve through which Ephemeramanifestswhat isreflected in al those hearts. The resonance of our hearts
provides the bedrock through which the currents of Dark and Light flow, keeping people safe from the
turmoail of their own fedingswhile till allowing the true desires of the heart to becomered. We arethe
bedrock, Nigelle. Other people, and Ephemeraitself depend on usto find a balance between the Light
and Dark aspects of oursavesin order to filter the Light and Dark currentsthat are thisworld's



wonderful and terrible power."
"I know al thet," Nigelle snapped.

"Up here." Lukene tapped afinger against her own temple. Then she tapped the finger againgt her chest.
"But not here. Y ou carry too much baggage, Nigdlle. Y ou show up for the lessons, but you make only
token attempts to practice those lessons. Y ou're angry and envious whenever other studentsfulfill a
requirement and go on to the next stage, but you won't do the work they did to achieve the goa. And yet
you still expect usto grant you power over our world. We can't. Open your eyes, Nigelle. Look at what
you manifest in your garden. Until that changes, until you change, we cannot alow you to have control of
places other peoplewill haveto livein."

The girl's sulkiness shifted, changing into something 9y and ugly. "I know the redl reason you won't
advanceme."

Lukene sighed. Why did the "red" reason never have anything to do with the student's kills?

"You'reafraid of me" Nigdlesaid. ™Y ou know I'm better than you. Better than dl of you. I'm like
Belladonna, and you can't stand the thought of there being another Landscaper who can do things you
can't even dream of ."

Unable to hide the shiver of fear that went through her, Lukene said nothing. Instructors never engaged in
discussion once a student mentioned that name.

After the sllence stretched out, Nigelle let out anasty little laugh and stood up. "Y ou better keep thet in
mind the next time you evauate my work."

Lukenewaited until Nigelleleft the room before whispering, "WEIl keep it in mind. Oh, well definitely
kegpitinmind."

She braced her hands on the table to help her shaking legs support her as she stood up. She wasn't forty
yet, but right now she felt ancient.

"I know they're necessary,” amale voice said from the doorway, "but these thrice-yearly evauationstake
more out of the Instructors than the sudents.”

Tears stung Lukene's eyes as she looked at the solid man filling the doorway. " Gregor."

He hurried across the room to reach her. Hiswarm, strong hand rested on her shoulder.

Sheturned into that strength, that warmth, wrapping her arms around him as his arms closed around her.
"Difficult day?" Gregor asked, resting his cheek againg her hair.

"Not so bad... until thislast sudent.”

"What did shedo?'

"Spoke the name every Ingtructor in the school fears.”

Gregor tensed. "Belladonna.”

L ukene nodded. "1 broke, Gregor. | showed fear."

"With good reason if thiswas more than schoolgirl romanticism of arogue Landscaper.”



"More like another manipulative ploy to push the Ingtructorsinto granting her a status she hasn't earned.”
She eased back enough to look at the man who was the Head Instructor of Bridges—and her lover.
"And how was your day?"

"Better than yours. Teaching the young men who have the gift to provide a connection between
landscapesisn't nearly as unnerving as teaching the young women who will control those landscapes.™ He
studied her, hisdark eyesfull of concern. "Why don't you go to Sanctuary for aday or two?"'

"Maybe | will. But | think | should be here right now, in case the other Ingructors..." She couldn't finish,
couldn't say thewords.

"In case the other Ingtructorsfed thisgirl istoo dangerous and needsto bewalled in," Gregor said
grimly. When Lukene nodded, he asked, " I's she that dangerous? Could she be another Belladonna?”

L ukene thought for amoment, then shook her head. " She has enough anger and... soul muck... to
resonate with dark landscapes, but shelll never be like Belladonna. She doesn't have the power—or the

Nigelle glowered at every student she passed as she hurried down the wide flagstone paths that would
eventudly lead to her walled garden. She should have known from the moment she'd seen how far away
her training ground was from the school's central buildings that the Instructors would be againgt her.
Other students had training grounds that were no more than afive-minute wak from the classrooms.
Granted, there weren't many students who were given a space among the walled gardens reserved for
the Instructors, but there were some, and she should have been one of them.

"Cold, heart-rotted bitches," she muttered. Abruptly, she turned down another path that headed back
toward the school. A path that, while aswell tended as dl the others, dways had a dusty, little-used feel
toit. A path students were forbidden to follow to the end unless an Instructor was with them. Maybe that
waswhy it intrigued her enough to risk sneaking down that path severa timesayear to ponder the
mystery at itsend.

The path ended in an archway that was the only break in ahigh ssconewall. In the center of this garden
was another high-walled garden that had alocked wrought-iron gate. The only things that grew on the
land between the inner and outer garden walls were large, bloated mushrooms and thorn trees that
produced afruit the color of a putrid wound.

Students whispered that the Dark Guides sneaked into the school during the dark of the moon, harvested
those mushrooms and fruits, and cooked them with the hearts of people they had lured into the dark

landscapes.

She liked that story. She spent alot of nightsimagining that one of the Dark Guides had cometo the
school and snatched al those snippy-bitch Instructors who said they were trying to help her learn how to
use the power insde her but were redly doing everything they could to ensure that shefailed.

Sheld like to see someone like Lukene face a Dark Guide. Snippy-bitch Lukene would wet hersdlf if she
came face-to-face with anything truly dark. But she wouldn't be afraid.

Yes, something whispered insde her. You have nothing to fear from the Dark. Thereis power in the
Dark, waiting for you to embrace it.



Maybe that was the other reason she so often ended up standing in the archway, looking into this place
that caused every Ingtructor to pale whenever it was mentioned.

Late a night, the older students would whisper stories about that garden, saying that forbidden
landscapes were contained within it—landscapes so terrible they had been taken out of the world to
protect people from the things that lived in those places.

But as she stood in the archway, al she could see beyond the wrought-iron gate was alow stonewall in
the middle of barren, hard-packed earth. What was so frightening about that? Oh, there was adark
resonance in the garden. Y ou could fed it as soon as you stepped beneath the archway. But if there was
something really bad, why not tell the sudents what it was instead of making a secret out of it?

The Ingtructors were always making secrets out of things. Y es, this school was good at keeping things
away from people who could make use of them.

Anger svedled insde her until therewas nothing dse.

Looking at the ground around her, Nigelle spotted afist-sized stone. She picked it up, cocked her arm,
and threw the stone at the lock on the wrought-iron gate. She didn't expect anything to happen; shejust
wanted to vent her anger at being held back again.

But the metd, fragile with age, crumbled where the stone struck. The gate, and whatever secretswere
contained within that inner garden, was now open to her.

Licking dry lips, Nigelle stepped through the archway. The place smelled dightly of rotted meet, but that
could have been the mushrooms or the fruit covering the ground around the thorn trees.

She hurried across the ground that separated the inner and outer garden, then wrapped her hands around
two of the gate's bars and pulled as hard as she could. Frozen, rusty hinges screamed in protest, but the
gate opened far enough for her to squeeze through.

Nigelewaited, her hands still wrapped around the bars, certain someone would come running to find out
what had made that noise. But the air felt heavy and till, muffling sound.

She counted to one hundred, ready to run to avoid being caught in aforbidden place. When no one came
to investigate, she relaxed enough to study the barren ground on the other side of the gate.

They say even Belladonna was afraid of this place, that she wouldn't come near it. But I'm not
afraid. I'm going to see what's enclosed within these walls.

That didn't mean she wouldn't be careful. She retreated to the nearest thorn tree. Plenty of deadfal, but
nothing suitable, so she went from tree to tree, checking the ground until she found a branch that wasthe
right sze and length to prod at anything of interest without having to get too closeto the thing itself.

Excited now, she hurried back to the gate, dipped inside, and approached the low stonewall.

Just an old, waist-high wall bardly two man-lengthslong. Mortar filled dl the spaces between the uneven
stores, which meant someone had built it with care.

Shelooked around. There was nothing else within the inner garden. Nothing at al. Which meant the wall
itsdlf was the thing being guarded. Why guard awal|?

Maybe the wall was an access point to alandscape the Instructors wanted to keep hidden—a landscape
that was the source of the dark resonance that permeated the walled garden.



She walked the length of thewall, studying it. Old stones. Old, crumbling mortar. She poked at the wall
here and there, but her excitement at being in the forbidden garden waned, and she/d almost convinced
hersdlf that an old wall couldn't really be the access point to an interesting landscape. Then a poke with
the narrow end of the branch loosened a piece of mortar, revealing a space between the stones as big as
the circle she could make with thumb and forefinger.

A hole big enough to look through if she could clear it out to the other side.

She rammed the branch into the hole over and over, scraping out the crumbled mortar to clear the space.
Findly, when her hands were raw and her muscles ached, she punched through to the other side. Tossing
the branch away, she dropped to her knees and peered through the opening.

A narrow gretch of rust-colored sand that led to dark, sill water.

Severd minutes later, Nigelle sat back on her hedls. Thiswasit? Sand and water? This was the scary,
forbidden landscape that made the Instructors shrill whenever a student asked about it?

Disgusted, Nigelle stood up and brushed the dirt off her trousers. " Should have known thiswasjust an
excuse for the Ingtructors to penaize anyone whose |andscapes weren't sugarcoated nice-nice."

Slipping through the gate, she hurried back to the archway. Then she paused to check the position of the
un.

Too lateto go to her own garden. If she didn't show up on time for the evening med, it would be another
mark against her. So sheld make the effort to be on time and cometo class and be nicefor al the
Ingtructors—even if it killed her.

Although shed prefer it if the effort killed them.

*

Lured by the resonance of adark heart, It rose to the surface, barely making aripple in the deep, dark
water. Nothing in the water around It, so It stretched out atentacle and delicately touched the place
where sand met water—a border between two of Itslandscapes. But the resonance in the sand was
enough warning that It was near the hated stones that had shaped Its cage for so long.

Andyet...

Its tentacles moved across the sand, rapidly changing their color from the dark gray that matched the
caves deep beneath the water to the sand'srust color, making them invisible while they flowed toward
the tonewall.

Beforethe first tentacle touched stone, It knew something was different. Something had changed. There
was adifferent fed intheair, atrace of the dark heart'sresonanceright... there.

Tentacles eongated, thinned to dender cords of flesh that flowed through the small opening between the
stones. Bit by bit, thelarge, fluid body moved across the sand and through the opening until thetip of the
last tentacle brushed the other side of the old wall.

Free.

It had not understood Its Enemy's power, had not known It and the landscapes It had shaped could be
locked away. But not completely. Never completely. It had not been able to reach the physical world



beyond Its own landscapes, but It had aways been able to whisper to the truly dark hearts, sending Its
resonance through the twilight of waking dreams. And the Dark Ones, who had brought It into being so
long ago, had found away to send humansinto Its landscapes often enough to keep It amused—and to
keep It and Its creatures fed. But now It was free of the magic in the sconewall that had kept It caged;
now It could bring Its landscapes back into the world. Now It could find the Dark Ones, who would
help It ater the world into what It wanted the world to be. Now...

The vibration of footsteps. Coming closer.

Tentacles condensed and changed into eight legs. The body's shape dtered to fit thelegs. It climbed up
and over thewall of the inner garden, then raced across the ground to the archway, Its belly brushing the
tops of bloated mushrooms. It climbed the wall beside the archway. Within moments, Itslarge body
blended perfectly with the stones, even mimicking the shadows cast by the thorn trees.

There It waited, savoring the anticipation of hunting again.

With her arms wrapped around hersdlf, Lukene stared at the sedled, barred gate. A wooden door on the
other side of the gate kept anyone from seeing what was held within the stone walls.

"Belladonna," L ukene whispered.

A mistake made fifteen years ago and impossible to rectify. But there were il times when she thought
she could have done something, should have done something, to stop what had happened.

Sheld been twenty-four and anew Ingtructor the year fifteen-year-old Gloriannacameto the
Landscapers School. A bright girl, eager to learn. And so gifted.

They hadn't understood how gifted until halfway through the first year, when the Instructor L ukene was
assfting assigned the students the task of making an access point for "ahome." Since studentsthat age
hed, at best, fledgling control over the power that lived within them, the access point would become the
connection to the landscape that was their home. That was what the Instructor expected; that was what
the lesson was meant to do.

But Glorianna had done something no other Landscaper could have done. Somehow she had altered
Ephemera, rearranging pieces of the world to create an entirely new landscape, a place called the Den of
Iniquity. The Instructors who judged the student efforts were horrified when they crossed over and got
their first ook at the Den—and were even more horrified when they saw the "residents’ of that

landscape.

When they returned to the walled garden that was Gloriannas training ground and demanded an
explanation, the girl had smiled and told them even demons needed ahome,

No one had asked Gloriannawhy she would create a place for demons that would surely also attract the
darker eements of the human heart. No one contacted her family to make any inquiries—at least, not
whileit would have mattered.

Instead of asking the questions that should have been asked, the Head Instructor gave Gloriannaafase
smile and told the girl she was being given one of the advanced tests. For afortnight, she wasto stay
within her walled garden and anchor her foundation landscapes—that is, the landscapes that resonated
for her and were her "persond world."

She was given abasket of food, her clothes and books, water, and blankets.

She stood on one side of the gate and smiled while she watched the Head Instructor put a stout padlock



on the barred gate to keep anyone from going in.
And she had waved cheerfully a L ukene when the Instructors walked away.

The last morning before it wastoo late, L ukene stole the padlock key and entered Glorianna's garden.
What the girl had donein afortnight had left her awed and breathless—and terrified. The Den of Iniquity
hadn't been afluke. The girl truly had the power to change the world and needed to be nurtured very
caetully.

Sheld run back to the Head Instructor, ssammering in her desperate attempt to make hersalf understood.
But the Head Ingtructor shouted her into silence, telling her the decision was made; the wizards had
arrived to sed the gate. Gloriannaand her unnatural power would be walled in to keep the landscapes
safe.

By the time she ran back to that walled garden, the wizards were gone, the seal wasin place, and no one
would enter that ground ever again—or leave it. Whatever Glorianna could coax Ephemerainto
manifesting within that garden was al the world the girl would know.

But amonth later, she was walking with afew of her students and noticed a black-haired girl standing in
front of that sedled gate.

"What are you doing there?" Lukene asked. "You know students aren't supposed to..." The words
died when the girl turned and looked at her.

"0 thisis why none of you have come to see my work," Glorianna said.

"Perhaps," Lukene said carefully, aware that her students were shifting about uneasily, "now that
you've found your way hack—"

Glorianna shook her bead. "No. There's nothing | want from you anymore. You chose to close me
in. Now | choose to shut you out.”

"I didn't choose to close you in!"
The girl smiled sadly. "No, you didn't. Good-bye, Lukene. Travel lightly."
As Glorianna walked away, one of Lukene's students said, "Who are you?"

She stopped, looked hack, and said, "I'm Belladonna." Then she walked away—and was never
seen at the school again.

L ukene wiped the tears off her face and started walking, paying no attention to where she was going, just
needing the movement.

There was nothing she could have done, not then, not now. But the mistake they'd al made fifteen years
ago il ate a her sometimes until she felt the cut of it right down to the bone.

There were seven levels of Landscapers, seven levels of skill in using the power that kept people, and the
world, safe from the manifestation of every heart's desires. And then there was Glorianna Belladonna. If
only...

A fedling of dread swept through L ukene, making her stop and look around.

What had drawn her to this path? Why did everything feel out of balance? The dark resonance, usualy
suppressed by the presence of so many Landscapers, felt asif it were leaking out of the forbidden



garden, seeping into the ground and spreading out to contaminate the rest of the school. And it was
strong now. Terribly strong.

Which wasimpaossible. Unthinkable. She was overreacting to something that was dwaystherein the
background of the school. Thiswas probably nothing more than areaction to her confrontation with
Nigelle and her thoughts about Glorianna.

But she hurried along the little-used path, and when she reached the archway and saw the open
wrought-iron gate, she froze for amoment. Then she spun around, intending to run back to the school
buildings and warn everyone that the unthinkable had happened.

Has the unthinkabl e happened?
A whispered thought. Calm, soothing, coaxing.
L ukene hesitated, turned back to look through the archway.

If she went running back now, what could shetdll the Head Instructor? That someone had opened the
old gate? That would cause an uproar among the Instructors in both the Landscapers and Bridges
schools, but it wouldn't tell them anything. And she didn't actually know someone had opened the gate.

You don't want to make another mistake, the voice whispered.

Lukene shook her head. No, she didn't want to make another mistake.

She stepped through the archway—and gagged on the smell of rotting mest.

No more mistakes, the voice whispered. They eat at you. Eat you right to the hone.

Mushrooms burst as L ukene kicked them in her rush to the gate. Just aquick look to confirm nothing had
changed inside, she thought as she squeezed through the opening. Then she would report to the Head
Instructor, who would assign workers to replace the gate. Nothing to worry about. Nothing to fear.

Theamdl holein the old ssone wall throbbed insde her like abad tooth.
"No," shewhispered. "Oh, no."

Back through the gate. Racing across the short distance to the archway. Distracted by amovement on
thewadl, she ssumbled as she glanced up and...

... sheran across endless, rust-colored sand beneath a sky the color of ripe bruises. Her heart pounded,
her arms and legs pumped for speed, but the creatures behind her kept getting closer, closer.

Guardians and Guides, how had she gotten here? One moment she was running for the archway. Then a
movement, astumble, and...

Sheran, gulping air that felt too hot, too dry. Feet pounded the endless sand.

Travel lightly. All she needed was afew momentsto calm her mind, find her balance, and resonate with
the access point of one of her landscapes. That would bring her back to her garden at the school. Then
she'd be safe. Then she could warn the others that—

Onefoot did over something just under the surface, breaking her stride. She flung her arms out to keep
her balance, but that brief hesitation cost her. Shefelt the dashing bite on her |eft caf, felt blood flowing
down her leg asfear gave her speed.



The calf musclesin her |eft leg seized up. Shelost her balance. Fell on her hands and one knee. Up again
in aheartbest, but it was gill enough time for another one to reach her, to dash at the back of her right
thigh.

Running again. Running and running, trying to ignore the wounds, the blood, the musclesthat were getting
too giff to obey the mind'sfrantic commands.

Then she caught aglimpse of white and veered toward the mounds, not wondering what they were or
why she hadn't noticed them before. If she could reach the top of one, maybe she could keep the
creatures away long enough to get back to her garden at the schoal.

But as she got closer, fighting for every stride, she saw black, chitinous, segmented bodies pouring out of
the top of the mounds, running toward her.

Shetried to veer again, but the calf musclesin her left leg stopped working. She staggered. Barely kept
hersdf from faling. In ascream of terror and defiance, she turned and grabbed the cresture that was
amost ontop of her, lifting it up in both hands.

For asecond she looked at the head, the jaws, the legs. Her mind supplied aword: ant. But thisthing
was aslong as her arm from elbow to fingers. Screaming, she hurled it at the others rushing toward her.

Shetried to run, but her legs didn't work anymore. She fdl full-length on the sand.

And they were on her, the onesthat had chased her, the ones from the mounds. She screamed astheir
jaws ripped out pieces of flesh, as her blood drenched the sand. She kept bucking, trying to throw them
off, but there were so many now, her movements produced no more than another ripple under the mound
of glistening black bodies.

Then she stopped moving. Stopped screaming.

When they findly left, the workers returning to the mounds, the scouts returning to the endless landscape,
all that was left was a darker patch of wet sand, scraps of cloth, and clean bones.

Chapter Three

Present

Clutching the penny, Lynnea crept toward the wish well. There was no one around at thistime of night.
No one would see her here and mention it to Mam, who said tossing coinsinto the wish well was awaste
of good money. And Mam would be very angry if she even suspected Lynneawished for something
beyond what Mam thought she deserved to have—food, serviceable clothes, and a place to deep.

Besdes, if Mam found out shed gone to the wish well, shed have to explain where shed gotten the coin,
snce she wasn't dlowed to have money. And since Mam searched her tiny, barren room severa timesa
week to make sure she wasn't hiding anything she was forbidden to have, she wouldn't keep the penny
for long.

So she had to come tonight, had to sneak out of the farmhouse after Mam, Pa, and Ewan had fallen
adeep. You needed acoinin order to make awish a the well, and there was no telling how long it might
be before Mam bobbled the egg-money jar again, spilling a few coins on the kitchen floor. Mam's sharp
eyes hadn't noticed the penny next to aleg of the kitchen table. But Lynnea had seen it—and had



convinced hersdf that the sunlight coming through the windows at just that moment, casting the shadow
that had hidden the coin, meant she was supposed to have the penny in order to have this one chance to
make awish.

Holding her hand over thewish well, Lynneawhispered, "I wish..." But there were so many wishes
crowding up insde her, she didn't know which oneto choose. And al she had was apenny. Maybe you
could get only asmall wish granted if you dropped apenny in the wdll. But asmal wish wasn't what she
wanted. What she redlly wanted...

I wish | lived in a different place. | wish | could have friends. | wish | could do thingsright instead
of always doing the wrong thing, no matter how hard I try. | wish 1 could find someone special to
love. | wish someone loved me.

Something strange and powerful washed through her, startling her so much her hand snapped open.
The penny dropped into the well, and the feding faded.

Lynnea stepped away from the well, wiping her hands on her much-mended skirt. Then she glanced at
the sky and felt fear—such afamiliar sensation—ripple through her. The farmhouse was beyond the other
sdeof thevillage. If shedidn't hurry, she wouldn't get back before the others got up and discovered
she'd been out.

Wondering if anything good would come from the risk sheld taken tonight, Lynnealifted her skirt above
her knees and ran back to the farmhouse.

Sebadtian stood at the end of the dley. The colored pole-lights that gave the Den's main street afestively
decadent appearance barely touched the entrance, asif even created light didn't want to enter that dark
space.

Hewas ademon. Thiswas hislandscape. But he didn't want to walk into that dark, didn't want to see
whatever was at the other end of the dley.

Didn't matter what he wanted. The crowd that had huddled at the edge of the dley, waiting for Teaser to
fetch him, smply watched him now. Humans and demons dike, they watched him.

Beside him, Teaser extended a hand and took the torch someone passed to him.
"I'll gowith you," Teaser said, looking pae and sick.
"l too," avoice growled. "Go with you."

The crowd parted for the bull demon. Big, mean, and not too bright, they came to the Den to drink in the
taverns and bellow at the dancing girls. The wickedly curved horns could gore aman, and despite the
bovine cast to their features, it was said they ateraw mest... of any kind.

Thisone held athick wooden club that ended in abdl filled with metal spikes.

Walking into a confined space with abull demon that was carrying a vicious-looking weapon wasn't
something any sane person would do, so feding relief at the offer told Sebastian better than anything ese
could how deeply hefeared what had been found inthe aley.



"Thank you," Sebastian said. He closed his eyesfor amoment, gathered his courage... and walked into
thedley.

Something wrong here. The ground felt soft, fluid. .. asif it might ripple under hisfeet a any moment.

No. Hard-packed ground didn't shift, didn't ripple. He just felt sick, alittle dizzy. Which was
understandabl e considering what he expected to find.

Asthey waked forward, the torchlight finally unveiled the other end of the dley.
The three of them froze. The bull demons breathing suddenly changed, sounding harsh and wet.
The body of the succubus they'd found aweek earlier had been bad. This one was worse. Much worse.

Femade. So mutilated he couldn't say if held ever seen her in the Den before, could bardly say with any
certainty that the thing spilled over the dley was femde.

"Human," Teaser whispered.

Sebadtian jerked, breaking the awful hold the corpse had on him that had kept him staring at it. He
looked at Teaser. "Y ou recognize her?!

Teaser shuddered. "The bracdlet. She dways wears that wide gold bracelet. Has arich husband. She'sa
mean bitch who likesto play rough gamesin bed. Husband likes megt-and-potato sex, so she comes
hereto roll in the muck and do it naughty."

She's not going to do anything anymore, Sebastian thought, worried about the way Teaser talked asif
the woman were going to Sit up at any moment and laugh at them for being taken in by her hideous joke.

"Let's—" Fear suddenly clamped icy hands around his spine. "Did you hear that?'
The bull demon waggled his ears and snorted. Sebastian had no ideaif that meant yes or no.

The ground felt soft again, fluid again. And he would have sworn on everything he held dear that he heard
awhisper of dy, wicked laughter coming from nearby.

He knew the Den. Knew these dleys aswdll as he knew the main streets. Something wasn't right here.

"Letsgo," he said, backing away from the corpse. Was there something moving up there on the walls?
Something just beyond the torchlight? " Teaser, let'sgo.”

The dley wasn't long, but he felt asif he labored for hoursto gain each step.

Hafway back to the street and the crowd. He turned and focused on Philo and Mr. Finch, two humans
who had found their way to the Den and had settled in to stay.

Then heheard it. A faint scraiching as something shifted on thewall.

Hedidn't think. There wasn't room inside him to think, not when he was certain that if he didn't get out of
thet dley now, he'd end up like that woman. Or worse.

He sprinted for the mouth of the aley. Between one step and the next, the alley stretched like warm taffy,
and the people waiting for him receded as the hard ground turned to sand that pulled at hisfeet, dowing
him down. In another moment the dley would disappear and there would be nothing but sand, nothing
but—



No! Hewasinthe Den, inandley. A short dley. Hard ground beneath him. Stone walls on either sde of
him. Teaser and the bull demon running just behind him. Familiar people waiting for him afew steps
away. Just afew steps away. Just—

They burst out of the alley and were caught by the crowd.

His heart pounding, Sebastian spun around, desf to the cries and questions of the humans and demons
around him.

He'd dmogt dipped into another landscape. The dley had aimost changed into another landscape. A
terrible place. .. from which hewould never return.

The certainty that something terrible had existed in that other |andscape made hislegs wesk.

"I need adrink.” Now as desperate to get away from the crowd as he'd been to reach them, Sebastian
shoved hisway through the bodies and headed for Philo's place.

Standing at the back of the dley, 1t watched the crowd follow the incubus like aherd of trembling sheep.
On another night, It would have waked among them, looking like awel-to-do, middie-aged gentleman
who had cometo the Den for alittle gambling, alittle whoring. On another night, they would have looked
at 1t and seen potential prey. The succubus It had killed afew days ago had certainly seen It that way.
The human femde stinking up the alley had been less convinced that another "human™ could give her the
same sensud thrill asan incubus. 1t had shown her It wasn't human—and then It had shown her other
things. Not that she'd been able to see most of them, since her eyes were one of the first pieces of forfeit.

Her fear had spilled out with the rest of her, addiciousfeast of emotions, spiced at timeswith the hope
that someone would see her, help her. Killing the succubus, a creature so diluted from the pure-bloods of
her kind, had produced the first shivers of fear in the hearts of the people who lived in this place. But the
human femaesterror, coaxed and nurtured in the few minutes It had taken to kill her, had seeped into
the ground, changing the aley's resonance into something It could use as a connection to one of Itsown
landscapes. Then It wouldn't have to move through landscapes held by Its enemiesin order to reach this
hunting ground.

But something had fought Its attempt to shift the three maesinto the bonelovers landscape. They had
amost crossed over, had felt the sand benegth their feet for amoment. But something—or
someone—had been strong-willed enough to hold on to the dley and keep them in this place. Anything
that strong was ariva to be eiminated.

But even agtrong rival could be besten if fear was molded into a sharp enough weapon.
It resonated, imposing Itswill on the ground around It—forcing Ephemerato yield to Itsdesire.
Between the dley's tonewadlls, the ground changed into rust-colored sand around the corpse.

It shifted form, Itslarge body changing color to match the sone while Its eight legs climbed the wall.
Then It waited.

A few minutes later, thefirst bonelover gppeared. Not long after that, the sand was hidden under amass
of glistening black bodies.



A little girl'sfear of ants had been the seed It had nurtured long ago, feeding that fear until the girl had
been glutted with it, then hollowed out by it. Her terror, day after day, had pulsed through the land, giving
It the power to reshape something small and naturd into a nightmare come alive—a nightmare people
caled bonelovers because that was dl that had been left of thelittle girl who had been their first prey.

Sighing like asated lover, It watched the last bonelover disappear. Being Ssmpleminded creatures, they
couldn't cross over into the dley. For them, the dley didn't exist. But anyone on thisside of that fluid
border who could be lured or driven onto that sand would disappear into the bonelovers
landscape—and never return.

It climbed down thewall, Itsbody changing as It touched the sand. Asabonelover, It raced acrossthe
sand to the access point It had crested that would take It back to the enemies lair—the place they called
the Landscapers Schoal. It had found a safe place there, adark place where It could hide while It
anchored Its landscapes within other landscapes—and searched for the landscape where the Dark Ones
now lived.

Asfor the humans and other creastures who lived in this hunting ground... When they came back for the
femae's body, they would find sand instead of hard ground, an elegant dress that was now tattered rags,
awidegold bracelet... and clean bones.

*

Sinking into achair, Sebagtian braced his arms on one of the tables scattered around the courtyard of
Philo's place. His body shook, asif it comprehended something his mind couldn't bring into focus.

Teaser, collgpsing into a chair oppogite his, looked just as sick, just asfrightened.

What had happened in that alley? Glorianna had told him once that a person couldn't cross over into a
landscape if the heart wasn't open to what it held, just like you couldn't always get back to alandscape
you'd known if something had changed inside you so that your heart no longer resonated with that place.
When you crossed aresonating bridge, the borders and boundaries that defined the landscapes could
become asfluid asadream. The only congtant in Ephemerawasthat it was ever-changing.

So what did it mean that he, Teaser, and the bull demon had dmost stumbled into another landscape
without crossing any kind of bridge? How could two landscapes meld so that you saw one fade asthe
other became dominant?

Nothing like that had happened in the Den before.

Philo, ashort, round, balding man who served the best food in the Den, hurried up to them and clattered
two whiskey glasses on the table. Sweat beaded hisforehead, but his hands were steady as he poured
drinks and pushed the glasses toward Sebastian and Teaser.

Teaser gulped down the whiskey. Sebastian, afraid to haze the edges of his mind and dip into nightmare,
took acautious Sip.

The crowd gathered in the street just beyond the courtyard, but there were afew precious minutes of
slence before Philo shifted from one foot to the other, drawing Sebastian's attention.

"Thisisthe second onein two weeks," Philo said. "Thereisno demon race that killslike that. Nothing in
the Den killslike that. That's why, when we found this one, we asked Teaser to fetch you."

Sebastian frowned. "'l don't understand.”



Philo and Teaser wouldn't look at him. When he glanced at the crowd, none of them would look at him.
Finaly Teaser asked softly, "Are we being punished, Sebagtian?’

"How should..." But he did know. Looking at the naked fear in Teaser's eyes, he did know. He shook
his head. " She wouldn't do this. Belladonnawouldn't bring something like thisinto alandscape.”

At the edge of the crowd, Mr. Finch made distressed chirpy noises.

Philo wrung his hands. "If we have done something to anger the Landscaper—"
"She wouldn't do thig!" Sebastian snapped.

Silence. Then Philo said, "Someonedid.”

Keeping his eyesfocused on the table, Sebagtian spped hiswhiskey, feding the tug of conflicting
loyalties. The Den was hishome. Held spent the past fifteen years living among these people. But every
good thing that had happened in his childhood had come from Glorianna, Lee, and their mother, Nadia
Every happy memory from the years before he escaped his father for the last time had a connection to at
least one of them.

And the year the wizards, those sdlf-righteous pillars of law and justice, had tried to destroy the Den...

Sx years after the Den was created, the wizards came with a Level Seven Landscaper whom they
had convinced somehow to take over control of the Den and "balance" the landscape.

Sebastian stood on one side of the main street with Philo, Teaser, and Mr. Finch, watching the
Landscaper take a position between the line of wizards and the line of residents, her hands dlightly
lifted, her head tilted back, her eyes closed. Then he stared at the wizards, at one in particular
who finally met his bitter stare with eyesfilled with hatred.

Demons were a blight on the world. Demons were a threat to humans. Demons had no placein
Ephemera, and creating a haven for such vileness... The wizards hadn't been able to prevent the
Den's creation, but now they were determined to put an end to it.

They could have done it anywhere. They could have picked a quiet place on the outskirts of the
Den, wouldn't have needed to go more than a few steps beyond the bridge they'd used to cross
over into the landscape. It would have made no difference in terms of what the Landscaper could
do. Instead, they marched into the Den's main street, taunting the humans and demons who had
gathered with the knowledge that their place in the world was going to be splintered beyond
recognition. The changes were already in motion, and not even killing the Landscaper would have
stopped what was to come.

Finally, when he felt something swirl around his heart and knew the Landscaper was tapping into
the heart's core of every creature that made a home in the Den, he looked away from the wizards
and the woman and focused on the colored lights and the buildings and the small islands of dwarf
trees and night flowers that could gather sustenance from the cold light of the moon instead of the
sun's warm glow. He wanted to remember the Den asit was in this moment—because when the
wizards and Landscaper wer e finished, there was no telling what he and the others might he able
to salvage.

The swirl faded. Everyone was silent.



Then the Landscaper, one of the most powerful of her kind, rubbed her arms asif chilled and took
a hesitant step away from the wizards as she looked around. As they all looked around.

Nothing had changed.

"This landscape already has a signature resonance” the Landscaper whispered. "A very power ful
signature resonance. I'm... not welcome here anymore.”

"Stupid bitch,” Teaser whispered. "Did she really think she was welcome before?"

Sebastian just watched the woman, who looked more and more uneasy with each passing
moment.

"Who controls this landscape?" the Landscaper asked.

The wizards didn't answer her, so he did. "The Den belongs to Belladonna”
She whirled around to face the wizards. "You didn't tell me that."

"It wasn't significant,” one of the wizards replied.

"Are you mad?" she screamed. "No one touches one of Belladonna's landscapes. No one!" Her
voice broke on a sob.

Pity stirred in Sebastian. The Landscaper ooked like a terrified child who suddenly realized all the
bad things she feared were lurking in the dark spaces truly existed.

The wizards shifted uncomfortably. " Since there is nothing more to be done here, we will go,” one
of them said.

"Where am | supposed to go?" she wailed. "There's no safe place to go.”

The wizards stared at her in disgust. Then they walked away—and never looked hack.
The Landscaper crumpled in the street.

Philo lifted his hands in a helpless gesture. " Perhaps—'

"Daylight," Teaser muttered, looking up the street.

Looking in the same direction, Sebastian felt his heart jump.

She stood beneath one of the pole-lights, staring at the Landscaper. He walked forward to meet
her, once again startled by the fact that this slim, lovely woman with green eyes so like his own
and a river of silky black hair could do things to their world that terrified even the fiercest
demons.

"Glorianna," he said softly when he stood before her.

"Sebastian." Her voice still held a hint of the country lilt that had enchanted him the first time
he'd met her.

"I don't think the Landscaper truly meant us harm." He studied her eyes, looking for the fiery
compassion he knew burned within her—and found only ice. "Judge her with your heart."

"It isnot my heart that will judge her, Sebastian,” Glorianna replied. "It is her own." She swung



around him and walked toward the Landscaper.

He caught up to her, walking close enough to make it clear he was with her, whatever she chose
to do, and still keeping enough distance so that she knew he wouldn't interfere.

They stopped a few paces away from the Landscaper, who made no move to get to her feet and
face them as an equal. She just looked up at them, knowing no plea she made would change
anything.

No one around them spoke. No one so much as shifted afoot while Glorianna and the Landscaper
stared at each other.

Finally, Glorianna said, " Go back to your landscapes!"

The Landscaper scrambled to her feet, wobbled as she took a few steps away from them, then
turned and ran in the same direction the wizards had taken.

Sebastian looked at Glorianna. The sadnessin her eyes was so unexpected it made him ache. He
knew she'd been cast out of the school, had been declared a rogue Landscaper. Tee had told him
that much, but not why. Never why.

He sidestepped, bringing him close enough to nudge her with his elbow. "Come on. I'll treat you to
Philo's specialties—Stuffed Tits and Phallic Delights.”

No sadness now. Just shock swiftly changing to the suspicious ook she used to give himand Lee
when they'd try to convince her that something preposterous could really be true. Of course,
they'd all been young enough then not to under stand that nothing was preposterous in Ephemera.
Especially for Glorianna.

"Suffed Tits and Phallic Delights,” she said. "And what might those be?" He gave her a wicked
grin. "Come with me and see for yourself." So they went to Philo's, and when the plates were set
before her, her laughter rang through the courtyard—and for a few hours, while they drank wine
and ate the various offerings Philo placed before them, he saw her asthe bright-eyed girl he
remembered and not whatever being an outcast and a rogue was shaping her into.

Sebastian raised his glass, discovered it was empty, and reached for the whiskey bottle.

No one dared touch one of Belladonna's landscapes. That was the |esson wizards, Landscapers, and
demonsdike had learned nine years ago. Which meant a Bridge had linked two landscapes recently,
enabling akiller to cross over to the Den, or another Landscaper had managed to add something to the
landscape—or Philo and Teaser wereright and Glorianna hersalf had brought something into the Den.

Which hedidn't believe. Couldn't believe. But if it wasn't Glorianna. ...
"Could be ahuman," Sebastian said.
Philo stiffened. Teaser looked at him, shocked.

"It could be ahuman," he repeated. "A sick mind, or an evil one, that's come to hunt in the Den because
it'sadark landscape.”

"Wdll, daylight! What are we supposed to do about that?' Teaser said.



Thewordslodged in Sebastian's throat like sharp stones, while the whiskey churned in his sscomach aong
with heart-deep revulson. "We haveto inform the wizards."

"Guardians and Guides, Sebadtian," Philo sputtered. "Y ou'd give those creatures areason to come back
here?'

"Wheat choiceisthere? A human died here."

"Humans have died around here before," Teaser muttered. "They cross over, see apretty horse that acts
tame enough to give them aride, and they're in the lake and drowning before they understand a
waterhorse has ensnared them. Or they follow marsh lightsinstead of keeping to the path that |eads them
home and end up the guest of honor a a Merry Makers feast. Or they figure abull demon isn't smart
enough to noticeif they cheat while playing cards.

"It'snot the samething," Sebagtian said. " Anyone who wanders through the dark |andscapes that
surround the Den istaking a chance of never getting home again. And anyone stupid enough to cheet a
bull demon isasking to be gored. Thisisdifferent. Besides, you said this woman had arich husband,
which means she probably has some status in her own landscape. Someone's going to start looking for
her when she doesn't come back.”

"Maybe," Teaser replied. "But she gave me adifferent name every timel saw her, and she never said
which landscape she came from.”

"Which brings us back to informing the wizards," Sebastian said, suddenly weary.
Philo said hesitantly, " Perhaps we should wait and ask the Landscaper?”

"No one knows how to find her," Sebagtian replied. Which wasn't quite true. Aunt Nadia probably knew
how to get amessage to Glorianna, but he didn't want to tell his aunt what was happening in the Den and
seeahorrible truth in her eyes: that Belladonna had sent that evil to walk among them.

"So that |eaves the wizards, since we do know how to find those bastards. Besides, the Justice Makers
are supposed to take care of thiskind of ... problem." He looked at Philo and Teaser... and accepted
that thereredly was no choice. "I'll go."

Teaser pushed back from the table. "I'll try to convince ademon cycleto giveusaride.”
"Us?" Sebadtian asked, surprised. 'Y ou're coming with me?"

Teaser moved his shouldersin what was probably meant as a shrug but looked like an uneasy twitch. "As
far asthe bridge, anyway."

Which was farther than he/d thought the other incubus would go. "1've got to go back to the cottage and
pack abag." Evenif the journey didn't take more than one rising and setting of the moon, held gtill need a
fresh shirt to wear when he presented himself to the bastards who lived behind their walls and rituds.

He borrowed Philo's bicycle and rode back to the cottage asfast as he could. By the time he packed
sometoiletries and clothing, changed into the leather pants and jacket that would probably outrage the
wizards but made him fed lesslike a supplicant, and walked out of the cottage, Teaser was waiting for
him, straddling ademon cycle.

Like the motored carriages that had been invented in one of the big-city landscapes, the motored cycles
had been unknown in the Den until adozen men had crossed over afew years ago to cause sometrouble
and have a spree. They'd thought they were bad. They'd thought they were mean. They'd thought they



were powerful—until they'd clashed with demons who were badder, meaner, and much more powerful.

The whedls were gone. So was the motor and whatever else had originaly powered the cycle. The
demons who had taken up residence in the cycles didn't need those things.

The demon who inhabited this one stared at him with red eyes. Its pushed-in face and tufted ears made it
look comica—if aperson could ignore al the razored teeth, the powerful torso, the thick arms, and the
fingersthat ended with curved talons.

Satisfied that the other passenger was the person promised and not a potentia medl, the demon flowed
back into the hollow belly of the cycle until only its head stuck out of the hole that had once held alight.

Adjusting the straps of his pack so it settled comfortably against his back, Sebastian mounted the cycle
behind Teaser.

Since the demons had the ability to float the cycles above the ground, they didn't need roads, but thisone
followed the lane from the cottage back to the main street of the Den, then beyond the crowded buildings
to the open countryside.

About a mile outside the Den, they stopped at awooden bridge that crossed a stream.

There were two kinds of bridges. The stationary bridges linked one or more specific landscapes and
were usually areliable way of crossing over from one landscape to another. Resonating bridges alowed
aperson to cross over to any landscape that resonated with that persons heart. Most of the time,
focusing the will was sufficient to reach a particular destination. But there were other timeswhen a
resonating bridge ignored the will and listened only to the heart—and a person ended up in alandscape
that wasn't remotely close to where he intended to go. Which made traveling in Ephemeraagambler's
adventure.

And thiswas aresonating bridge.
Teasar looked over his shoulder. "Will thisdo?"

Sebastian took adeep breeth, then let it out dowly. "Thiswill do." It wasn't asif he had achoice. There
weren't any stationary bridges that linked any of Belladonnas landscapes to the landscape that held
Wizard City.

He got off the demon cycle and walked to the edge of the bridge. Hetried to clear hismind of everything
but the need to reach Wizard City.

"Sebadtian?"

He looked back.

Teaser shifted his shoulders, looking embarrassed. "Trave lightly."

Heart's Blessng. It warmed him to hear someone say it. "I'll be back soon." He hoped.

Wizard City. Wizard City. Other imagestried to intrude—thefed of sand beneath hisfest—but he
chanted the words "Wizard City" under his breath as he crossed the bridge.

Theland didn't look any different, but the sky was now a predawn gray or the fading light of dusk. And
when he looked back across the stream, there was no sign of Teaser or the demon cycle.

So. Hed crossed over. Now al he could do was hope held crossed over to the right landscape.



A rough cart path led away from the bridge. Settling the straps of his pack more comfortably on his
shoulders, hefollowed the path to wherever it would take him.

*

Gloriannawaked into the aley, then stopped and opened the lantern's shutter to illuminate the ground as
much as possible. One cautious step, then another. Always studying the ground, the walls, the shadows.
When the light found the bones and the rust-colored sand, she stopped. Crouching, she touched a
fingertip to the ground, then studied the grains of sand clinging to her skin. There were afew landscapes
that had that color sand, but combined with clean bones... only one.

So thiswas the source of the dissonance she had felt when shed walked through her private garden to
check on her landscapes. Sheld felt aripple of uneasiness afew days ago and had intended to visit the
Den and talk to Sebastian, but there had been stronger ripples of dissonance in two other landscapes.
Sheld crossed over to check on the disturbances in those landscapes but had found nothing unusual, so
she'd decided awizard must have been passing through those places, since their presence always created
adissonancein her landscapes. By the time sheld returned home, the ripple that had disturbed the Den
had disappeared.

Until now.

She rubbed thumb against finger until she was absolutely certain she was clean of every grain of sand.
Then sherose and carefully backed away.

Glorianna, these past few nights I've had dreams full of disturbing images, and a... sense... that
something old, something evil is swimming beneath the surface of the world.

| know, Mother. I've had the same dreams.

She went back to the mouth of the alley, opened the pack she'd |eft there, and took out ajagged piece of
stone. Then she walked back into the dley and carefully studied the ground, looking for the grain of sand
farthest away from the bones. Setting the stone on top of the last grain of sand, she called to the world.

Ephemera, hear me.

The currents of Dark and Light power that flowed through the Den mingled with the currents of Light and
Dark insde her while the world waited to manifest her will.

Take the sand before me and send it deep into the place of stones. Let the sand have the bones.
They belong to that landscape now. Let nothing remain here that does not come from my heart.

Shefdt the currents of Dark power flow into the alley, long with athread of Light. She watched the
sand and bones disappear, along with the jagged piece of stone that would act as the anchor point
connecting the place of stonesto the bonelovers landscape.

She watched Ephemeramanifest her will, responding to her in waysit responded to no other
L andscapes.

Her resonance filled the dley once more. But there was till atingle of fear where the blood had seeped
into the ground, and that fear would linger, smearing the heart of every person who passed the dley.

Shefet aplayful tug from the currents of Light. Before she could respond and impose her will, shoots
pushed up from the hard-packed ground, rapidly growing into lush, dark green leaves. Within aminute,



the blood-soaked ground was covered in living green.
It was an awkward place for plantsto grow, to say the least.
There's no light here. Even moonlight won't reach the plants. They can't survive here.

The Light would give them what they needed. And seeing them would make the hearts happy. Wouldn't
it make the hearts happy?

Ephemerawasdive, but it didn't have an intdligence of itsown. At leas, it didn't think in away that
people would consider intelligent. But long ago, Ephemera had harnessed itself to the human heart, and it
congtantly made and remadeitsdlf in response to those hearts. Since it responded to her heart over any
other in her landscapes, the plants must have been Ephemeras response to her desire to somehow soften
the violencethat had filled the dley.

She sighed, but she dso smiled—and wondered what the Den's residents would say when they
discovered the greenery.

Stepping out of the aley, she picked up her pack and looked around. She could spare an hour or two.
Might aswell take astroll aong the main street and listen to the hearts of the Den's residents before she
went searching for Sebastian.

*
Lynneadipped into the dark kitchen. But as she breathed asigh of rdlief, she heard the scuff of adipper,
felt the stir of air before the heavy leather strap hit her across the back.

She cried out, but softly, knowing the punishment would be worse if she made any noise that wasloud
enough to wake up Paor Ewan.

One of Mam's strong hands grabbed her hair, yanking her head down to hold her in place, while the
other hand worked the strap with brutd efficiency up and down her back, buttocks, and thighs.

"Trollop," Mam hissed. "Sut. Whore. Y ou think | don't know what you're up to?"
"l didn't do anything bad. | just went for awalk."

"I know what kind of walk girlstake when they dip out of the house a night. | didn't take you in and
raise you up so you could run off and keep house for some man. Asif something like you deserved to
have a husband and children. Y ou're nothing but trash abandoned by the side of the road. Just trash |
took in out of the goodness of my heart, hoping | could raise you up to be adecent girl. But you were
born trash, and you'll ways be trash. Should have left you to die. That'swhat | should have done.”

"l just went for awak!"

The protest made no difference. The words and the blows continued until Mam had said what she
wanted to say. Until Lynnea's back ached unbearably from the strap and her heart felt scoured by the
words.

Then acresk of afloorboard upstairs had Mam giving Lynneds hair afind yank before she stepped
back.

"The man's up. Get out to the henhouse and fetch the eggs.”



Lynnea shuffled over to the wooden counter next to the kitchen sink. Her hands shook so badly, she
spilled the matches al over the counter when she opened the matchbox to light the lantern.

Cursing quietly, Mam grabbed the box and lit the lantern's candle. "Usdless. That'sall you are. A waste
of time and money. Git out there now. Git."

Taking the lantern, Lynnea moaned as she bent down to pick up the egg basket.

"And don't you be whining and moaning,” Mam said. ™Y ou got less than you deserve, and you know it,
missy.”

Another floorboard creaked.

Lynnealeft the kitchen asfast as she could. If Pacame down and redized something was wrong, things
would get worse. Much, much worse.

But when she got to the henhouse and hung the lantern on the peg by the door, she just stood there,
garing at the deepy hens.

Thiswas her life. Nothing but this.

She couldn't remember her life before the farm. Didn't have her own memory of how shed cometo live
with Mam and Paand Ewan, just Mam's story about finding alittle girl abandoned by the side of the
road.

| found you by the side of the road, and | can put you out again just as easily, and don't you forget
it, missy. You earn your keep or you go hack to the road with nothing more than the clothes you're
wearing—just like 1 found you.

There had never been any kindnessin Mam. She seemed to love Ewan and Pain acold sort of way, but
sheld never shown even that cold kind of loveto thelittle girl sheld taken in. Maybe shed longed for a
daughter of her own and that was the reason she'd stopped that day to pick up an abandoned child.

Why didn't matter anymore. Every mistake—and a child could make so many—had been followed by
the threat of being taken down the road and abandoned again. She'd never felt safe, had lived in fear that
thiswould be the day she would make the mistake that would end with her being tossed out like a
used-up rag.

And yet, when shetried to remember that day on her own, she remembered it differently. She could fed
hersdf asthat little girl, happy and full of anticipated pleasure as she roamed the edges of a clearing and
then followed a path in the woods, picking flowersfor her mama. When she came out of the woods, she
was standing on the edge of aroad, holding adouble fistful of flowers. And her mamahad gotten los.

Then the lady, Mam, came by with the horse and little wagon. She stared at Lynnea, who wastrying to
be brave and not cry because her mamawas lost.

You're the answer to a wish, Mam said as she got down from the wagon. What's your name, child?
Lynnea. | picked flowers for Mama, hut she'slost.
I'm going to be your mama now.

Mam picked her up and put her in the wagon. Not on the seat, but on the floor. Then Mam climbed into
the wagon and dapped at the horse to make it run very fast.



Lynneaused her deeve to wipe away thetears. She didn't know if that was atrue memory or just wishful
thinking that changed Mam's story so it didn't hurt so much. Just as she didn't know if sheredly
remembered aman and woman calling her name, over and over, asif they were searching for her.

Didn't matter now which story wastrue. It had al happened along time ago. Sixteen years, in fact. She
knew that because not long after sheld cometo live with Mam, Ewan had his sixth birthday and Mam
had baked a cake as a specid treat. That evening, when she was getting ready for bed, she'd told Mam
her birthday so Mam, who was her new mama now, would know what day to bake the cake.

But she didn't get a cake for her birthday. Not that year, not any year. Because cakes took time and
money to make. Cakes werefor red children, not someonelike her.

She no longer remembered when her birthday was. Didn't want to remember. And she couldn't
remember how old she had been the day Mam found her by the road. But she knew it had been sixteen
years ago because Ewan had turned twenty-two last week—and Mam had baked him a cake.

| wish | lived in a different place. I wish someone could love me.
Foolish wishes. Just like every other wish sheld ever made.
Wiping her eyes onelast time, Lynneabegan collecting the eggs.

Muittering to hersalf, Gloriannatromped down the lane toward Sebastian's cottage. She'd seen him and
Teaser Zipping down the main street on ademon cycle, heading for the other end of the Den, but there
hadn't been time to call out. Sebastian had a pack, so he must be planning to cross over to another
landscape for avigt.

Opportunities and choices. Sheld missed the chanceto talk to Sebastian, so another pattern of events
would take shape. That wasthe way of the world. That wasthe way of life.

She had known from the moment sheld looked into the green eyes of awary boy and felt his heart's
strong desire to belong in the nice house with the kind woman and the children who weren't being cruel
that her connection with Sebastian was different from her connection with Nadiaand Lee. She had
known, in achild'singtinctive way, that she and Sebastian would have a powerful influence on each
other'slives. She hadn't known then that loving her cousin and wanting to help him would bresk the
pattern of her life so completdly, but...

Opyportunities and choices. She had made the choice because of Sebagtian, but it had been her choice.
And even though she'd never been able to put the pattern of her own life back together in away that
made it whole, she didn't regret her choice. Had never regretted her choice. Because it had saved him.

"Sebadtian," she said—and amiled.

A swdl in the currents of power washed through her, leaving her breathless. She stopped walking, just
stood in the middle of the lane while she absorbed the fedling that had touched her.

Heart wish. A powerful one. The kind that would send ripples through the currents of the world.
"Sebadtian?' she whispered—and felt the heart wish wash through her again.

So. The heart wish had come from him. Maybe that was the reason for his urge to visit another
landscape.

Despite what she'd seen in the alley—and her suspicions of how that particular landscape had been



inserted into her own—she felt her heart lift. There had been so much possibility of Light in Sebastian's
heart wish. HEd had opportunities to leave the Den and cross over to another landscape, but he'd been
blind to them because, despite wanting a change, he hadn't been ready to change hislife. Maybethistime
hewould follow his heart.

The Den wouldn't be the same if he l€eft, but the Den, too, had been changing over theselast few years,
so thismight be the time for the man and the landscape to go their separate ways. A bad time, to be sure,
but a Landscaper had no right to interfere with a person'slife journey, no matter the cost.

She started walking again, anxious to reach the cottage. Sebastian wouldn't mind her bedding down on
his couch for afew hours. She needed some time to rest. She needed the peace of solitude so she could
think.

But when she got close to the cottage, another swell in the currents of power washed through her. This
onewasfainter, asif it were aripple of something that had begun along way away, but no less powerful.

Another heart wish. And something more.
Gloriannareached under her hair and rubbed the back of her neck to get rid of the prickly fedling.

For good or ill, acatalyst was moving toward the Den—a person whose resonance would bring change.
And that change seemed to center on the cottage.

She went inside and hoped Sebagtian hadn't rearranged the furniture since her last vigt. Fedling her way
in the dark, she reached the couch without tripping over anything, dropped her pack besideiit, then
dumped in one corner, knowing that if she stretched out she would never make the effort to get up and
rummage for something to est.

Nothing to be done about the heart wishes or the catalyst. Things were in motion, but a hundred
possihilities could change the pattern that might bring those heart wishes and the catalyst together. Right
now she needed to think about the aley and alandscape that had been taken out of the world long ago
and shouldn't be able to touch the rest of Ephemera. And she needed to think about a possibility she
didn't want to consider.

Sighing, Gloriannarubbed her hands over her face.

Only one way to find out. After she got some rest, she would go to the Landscapers School and look at
the forbidden garden, just to reassure herself that the Eater of the World was still contained behind a
gonewall.

Chapter Four

"Hoo-whee! Youlucky | camedong,” William Farmer said.
"Yeah," Sebastian muttered. "L ucky.”

"Don't usualy pick up strangersthis closeto abridge. Can't never tel what might be crossng over from
another place. But you look like aregular fella.™

The farmer spent aminute making various noises at the two horses pulling the wagon, which didn't seem
to have any effect on the animals. It certainly didn't increase their speed.



Travel lightly. Sebastian closed hiseyes and tried to fed grateful that the farmer had offered him aride.
Even if held followed the cart path that had led from the bridge, he could have spent daystrying to reach
Wizard City, getting detained one way or another over and over again. His reluctance to get anywhere
near the wizardswas a odds with the knowledge that it was what he needed to do. But Ephemera
responded to the heart, not the head, so the landscape would have provided obstacles to keep him from
reaching the city, turning the journey into abettle of wills—hisagainst Ephemera. He till would have
reached the city eventually, but the people held left behind in the Den didn't have timefor eventudly.

So when held reached the spot where the cart path joined the main road at the same moment the wagon
was passing by, held accepted William Farmer's offer of aride for what it was—asign that the journey
would go smoothly if he didn't turn away from the giftsthat were offered.

No one ever sad giftslike this came without a price.

But, he thought with a sour glance at the farmer, if he had to listen to the man hoo-whee al the way to
Wizard City, the price of this particular gift was a bit steep.

"You redlly going up to Wizard City to talk to awizard?' William asked. 1 am.

"Hoo-whee! Don't know as I'd want to do that. They's not like regular folks. Don't matter that they'sthe
Justice Makers. Got that magic in them that makes them different. Wouldn't want to be jawing with the
likesof them."

Sebadtian looked sdeways a William. "Have you ever seen awizard?'

"Seen 'em, sure. They prowl the marketplacesin the city from timeto time just like everybody else. But
never talked to one—and hope | never do."

Something—a changein inflection, ashift in the way William held himse f—made Sebastian look at the
man more closdly.

"Why do you do that?" he asked, curious.

"Dowhat?'

"Tdk likethat. Y ou're not a hayseed.”

"What makes you think I'm not?" William sounded indignant.

Sebadtian smiled, but it wasn't afriendly smile. "Y ou try too hard. The hayseeds|'ve run across dways
give themselves away, but they try to talk better than they do a home. Youroll inthewordslikea..." He
couldn't think of anything to compareit to that wouldn't be an insult.

"Likeapiginmuck," William sad.

Sebadtian tipped his head. "All right." He paused, then added, "Y ou may be afarmer, but you're not a

William was sllent for thefirst time since held picked up Sebastian. Findly he said, "Are you going to rob
me?'

"I'm not athief," Sebagtian snapped. "Besdes, robbing you after you gave me aride'—Wouldn't be a
kindness—"would bewrong." He studied the farmer in the dusky light. The clotheswere sufficiently
worn-out to be apractica choiceif aman was going to spend aday traveling along muddy or dusty



roads—or they could have been the best clothes the man owned. As soon as held heard William speak,
he'd assumed the latter. And any would-be thief, after listening to William for aminute, would figure there
was nothing essy to stedl and elther endure the chatter for the length of the journey or escape at thefirst
crossroads that offered an excuseto leave.

All indl, it provided a camouflage againgt potentid predatorsthat didn't change the resonance of the
man's nature, like arabbit whose fur changed from brown to white to better match the land when summer
turned to winter.

Sebastian looked over his shoulder at the baskets of fruits and vegetables that filled the back of the
wagon. "lsn't there amarket closer to your home? Y ou said it'saday'sjourney to the city."”

William nodded. "And today it wasalong day'sjourney. | usualy reach the city well before sunset.
Guess those delays were meant for areason.” He shrugged. "I sell haf of what | harvest at the market in
my town. The other haf | bring up to the city."

“Why?

"It'sakindness." William hesitated. " Someone told me that what you give to the world comes back to
you. | guesstheréstruth in that.”

Sebadtian |ooked away. The waning daylight was enough to travel by, but not enough, he hoped, for the
farmer to see hisface clearly.

He remembered Glorianna, with those clear green eyesfocused on him, telling him the same thing. What
you give comes back to you, Sebastian. It's not tit for tat—Iife isn't that simple—but what you
give always comes back to you.

His heart ached. He missed his cousins. Especidly Glorianna. There was abond between them,
something more than he felt with Nadiaor Lee. Nothing... carnal. Never that, despite his nature. But her
words had aways sunk deep into his heart, had been the reason held learned to consider human needs as
well as his own when he hunted as an incubus. Hearing her words coming from astranger.....

No matter what landscapes she might be walking now, no matter what she might be doing asarogue
L andscapes Glorianna Belladonnawouldn't bring terrifying death into alandscape. Guardians and
Guides, the world held enough of its own terrors without unleashing more.

"It'slikethis" William said. "A few years ago, thingswere bad. The farmisgood land, and | worked
hard, but I could never make things what they could be. Crops were poor, and | couldn't get adecent
price a the market. | turned to drink, and | turned mean. Stone-hearted, | guess you could say. Blamed
my neighbors, blamed the merchants, blamed the land. Blamed everyone and felt sorry for myself.

"So one day | packed the wagon and came up to Wizard City. The merchants laughed at the country
farmer, and the price offered for what | had in thewagon... Might aswell throw it in the Street astake
what they were offering.

"It was close to sunset, and | was on my way home, since | couldn't afford to spend the night in the city. |
picked up this girl walking along the road. Was going to drive by, but she lifted ahand and asked if she
could have arideto the next bridge. Said it would be akindness."

William shook his head. "Don't know why | stopped. | wasn't fedling kindly toward anyone. But | gave
her aride. She asked about the produce in the wagon, and | spoke my mind, poured it out like | was
draining afestering wound.



"When | was done, she said, 'There are peoplein the city who could use the food in thiswagon. The
poor in the outer circle. The children who are outcast for one reason or another, who feed on despair
and never know the sweet taste of hope. A stone heart can only harvest stones. What you giveto the
world will come back to you." "

"And | said, 'Who says s0? and she said, 'l do.'"
" 'And who areyou? And she saild—"
"Beladonna," Sebastian whispered.

William nodded. "Didn't know what that name meant. Not then. But after | et her off near the next
bridge—amost the same place where I met up with you, as amatter of fact—I turned the wagon back to
the city. Went to apoor section in the outer circle and sold off my produce for pennies.

"Some of the youngsters couldn't even scrape up a penny between them for ahandful of fruit and a few
vegetables”

Sebastian swallowed hard. There had been times when held been one of those children—running wild in
the streets, as cunning and dangerous as animas. Then Nadiawould arrive and take him back to her
home for a few weeks or months—until Koltak showed up and the cycle started again. The childrenin
Aurora, Nadias home village, knew what he was, and their name-calling and taunts revealed a nature
more vicious and cruel than any creature he'd met in the Den, but being with Nadiameant being with Lee
and Glorianna. Their love and acceptance couldn't erase the cruelty, but without that tempering, he would
have become the kind of incubus that was feared—the kind that thought of humans as nothing more than

prey.

"So | told them they could have the food in exchange for doing akindnessfor someone dse,” William
continued.

When the farmer didn't say anything more, Sebastian prodded. "What happened?

"Things changed,” William said quietly. "Not dl at once. It doesn't happen that way. But | brought up a
wagon of produce each week once the land started to ripen and sold it in that section of the city. And
things started to change. The children who paid for the food | gave them by doing akindnessfor
someone el se helped old shopkeepers by sweeping the sdewalk or cleaning the shops. Some began to
learn the merchant trade and were given cotsin the back rooms and food as pay.

"Things changed for me, too. The land became richer. What | brought to the home market got a better
price, and | began to prosper. One day at the market, | met afine woman who wasn't too proud to be a
country farmer'swife. We've got two children now, and that's awonder to me." He paused and cleared
histhroat, asif emotions and memories had choked him for amoment.

"It'sdill apoor part of the city, but it's different now. Troublemakers aren't comfortable there and don't
stay long. Folkslook beyond their own doors these days and give their neighbors ahelping hand. And |
gtill bring awagon of produce each week once the land ripens.”

"Did you ever see her again?' Sebastian asked.

William nodded. " Couple years ago. | was selling my last bushd of apples, and thiswoman held out a
penny and smiled a me. By then | knew who she was, what she was, how dangerous shewas. But | tell
you, | don't care what other folks say about her. She gave me achance to change thingsthe day | gave
her aride, and nothing but good has come from it." He raised ahand and pointed. "Theresthe city's



south gate. I'll be turning off once we get past it. Will you be ableto get on all right after that?"
"I know theway to the Wizards Hall," Sebastian replied.

Theland around them wasnt flat, but the hill upon which Wizard City had been built dominated the
countryside, asif some massive creature swimming beneath the surface had suddenly arched its back.
No, more like agiant dog stretching its back and front legsin an invitation to play and pushing the earth
up with itsmovement. The hill doped gradudly on thisside, giving people enough of afoothold to build
houses and spiraling roads that led to the plateau where the Wizards Hall and Tower |ooked down on
the rest of the city. The other side of the hill wastoo steep for anything but pasturing sheep and goats.

They drove through the south gate in the high stone wall thet circled the hill. William stopped hishorses
long enough for Sebastian to climb down.

"Trave lightly," William said.

Sebastian nodded. "Thank you for the kindness." He watched the wagon until it disappeared around a
curve. Then he strode in the opposite direction toward a courtyard that was as old as the city.

In the beginning, the courtyard had been a place for meditation, for quieting one's heart and thoughts
before climbing the Thousand Stairsto Justice. Now it was flanked by barracks for the hard-eyed guards
who kept order in the lower levels of the city, and he doubted if anyone who lingered in that tired place,
with its dying trees and weed-choked flower beds, found any peace there.

Hedidn't know if there had been athousand stairs when they had been created or if someone had called
them that because it sounded impressive. There wouldn't be athousand now, since the roads that were
built afterward diminated some of them, but it was ill aclimb that tested the strength of aman's
legs—and his determination to reach the top.

And it was ill the fastest way up to the plateau where the wizards, the Justice Makers, reigned.

He heard the bell chime nine times as he stepped into the courtyard. Guards who had been lounging
againg the buildings straightened when they saw him. Ignoring them, he settled one strap of his pack over
his shoulder and strode to the back of the courtyard asif he had every right to be there.

And he did. Anyone could petition the wizardsfor help. Of course, asking for help wasn't the same as
getting any.

The moment hisfoot touched thefirst dair, the guardslost interest in him. Wizards magic supposedly had
built the stairs and still resded in them. It was said that the audience was merdly aformdlity, that the
wizards knew al that was needed about the petitioner by the time the person climbed the last Sair.

Hedidn't believe that was true. Even 0, as he climbed he tried to empty hismind of everything but
moving from one gtair to the next. He didn't want to remember the other times he'd been in this city—or
the one and only time he'd seen the Wizards Hall.

But his musclestightened, his heart pounded, and the despair and bitter anger that had colored so much
of his childhood was a heavy rock strapped to his back with chains forged by cruel words.

Hed climbed these stairs once before.

How old had he been? Five? Maybe six? Just lingering at the edge of the Street where he lived, as much
to get away from the latest woman who was looking after him asto watch three girls playing catch with a
bright-colored ball. He watched them, drinking in their laughter and happiness, unaware of hisown nature



or why their emotions made him fed asif he were gulping down cool water after being thirsty for so long.

A girl missed the catch, and the bdll rolled right to him. He picked it up, and as he looked at the girls, he
felt their happiness change to wariness. He knew what other boys would have done—kept the ball, snce
it wasthekind of pretty toy rarely seen in thispart of the city, or thrown the bal hard at one of the girlsto
scare her or hit her so sheld cry. But he wanted to hear the girlslaugh again, so he tossed the ball gently
to one of them. They studied him amoment, then went back to their game. But when the ball came
around to the one who had missed it before, she motioned him forward and tossed the ball to him. And
thetriangle of girls became asquare of four children playing catch and having fun.

Then the woman stomped out of the building and dragged him insde to the cramped, smelly rooms he
cdled home.

She screamed at him about the demon inside him and the depraved nature she'd been told to watch for.
Then she hit him, her heavy hand cracking across his face hard enough to send him to the floor.

But he'd scrambled to hisfeet, dodged past her... and ran until he reached the courtyard and the
Thousand Stairsto Justice.

Some of the other women who had looked after him had been alittle kinder. They'd told him his father
was an important man, awizard. But children weren't dlowed to live in the Wizards Hall, so he had to
stay with them. He'd accepted that, had never questioned their explanation.

Heraced up the stairs, hisyoung legsfueled by anger. He hadn't seen hisfather often, and the fedings
that flowed out of the man made him uneasy, but that didn't matter now. His father was an important
man. Hisfather wasawizard. And hisfather, after learning how mean the woman had been, would take
him someplacedsetolive.

Y es, that's what would happen. He would go live in anice house with a kind woman who didn't yell a
him dl the time or say bad things about him or hit him. And maybe there would be children to play with.
Children who liked him, who wouldn't cal him names.

The need for that kind woman and those children swelled inside him, blotting out the anger. Hopefilled
him as he raced up the Sairs.

When hefinaly reached the top of the stairs and ran along the path that led to the street and the high
stone walls beyond, avine of doubt curled around the hope and tried to smother it.

How was he supposed to get insde and find hisfather? What if he went insde the Petitioners Hall and
asked for Koltak and the other wizards just sent him away? He had to get insde!

Then luck, or fate, or the nature of Ephemera gave him the opportunity. A man waked out of the
wrought-iron gate next to the Petitioners Hall and gave it anegligent shoveto closeit. The gate stopped
ahandwidth awvay from locking.

He ran across the street and pulled the gate open just enough to dip inside. A different world, with more
trees and greenery than he'd ever seen. He wandered along the paths, his father momentarily forgotten. It
was 0 clean here. No smell of garbage or sour bodies.

Then, hearing laughter, he turned and made the discovery that changed hislife.

Boys, not much older than him, running along another path toward the buildings at the other end of the
courtyard garden. Boys. Living at the Wizards Hall.



He could have lived here, in this clean place—if hisfather had wanted him.

He stepped off the path and sat down next to a bush, curling up as much as he could to keep from being
noticed. He cried silently while al the crud words that had been said to him over the years took root
deepin his heart.

Hearing footsteps on the path, he curled up tighter. But the footsteps stopped suddenly, the person
stepped off the path and came around the bush—and he looked up at awoman with dark hair and dark,
angry eyes. Heflinched at the anger pouring off her, but when she crouched down, her voice was gentle.

"Who hit you?" she asked.

"Thewoman," he muttered.

"Y our mother?'

He shook hishead. "Thewoman | liveswith. She... kegpsme."
"Areyou an orphan?'

Another head shake. "Don't know my mother. My father... he doesn't want me because I'm an
incubastard.” He wasn't sure what that was, but he knew now it was the reason he would never livein a
clean place with kind people.

"What's your name?"

"Sebadtian."

"I'mNadia" She hestated, studying hisface, staring deep into his green eyes. "Are you Koltak's son?"
He nodded.

"Well, then. | guessthat makes me your auntie.” She stood up and held out her hand. "Would you like to
come live with me, Sebadtian”?'

The anger insde her had faded to sadness, but the warmth and kindness beneath the sadness, at the core
of her, dazzled hisyoung heart.

Getting to hisfeet, he took the offered hand—and the two of them waked away from Wizards Hall.

Opportunities and choices. That was how Aunt Nadia explained how the currents of power worked.
When a person made a heart wish, that wish resonated through the currents and things would happen to
give the person an opportunity to make that wish cometrue. Like agate not closing al theway. Likea
woman, distressed and angry over the disappearance of her husband, hurrying down a path and stopping
suddenly at the exact spot where aboy, who had the same green eyes as her own children, was hiding.
Like ahand offered—and accepted.

Sebastian shook his head as he continued to climb.

Travel lightly. Think of something besides the fast. Think of sitting in Philo's courtyard on a
summer night, drinking wine and watching the ebb and flow of people looking for a taste of the
dark side. Think of sitting in Nadia's kitchen, a room that felt bright and warm on even the
dreariest day. Think of Nadia's birds, those bright, playful little chatterheads. Travel lightly—or
this place will swallow you whole.



Hislegs burned by the time he climbed the last sair. His heart burned, too, but not from exertion.

A cobblestone path cut between the stone wallsthat protected the houses of the wealthy who now
shared the plateau with the wizards, leading to the street. Directly across the street was the Petitioners
Hall—the only entrance common folk had to the part of the hill the wizards considered their exclusive
domain.

As he crossed the street, he glanced at the structure that dominated the right-hand side of the wizards
edate.

The Tower was the oldest structure in the city, and even now, centuries after it had been built, wizards
gtill walked sentry duty, still kept watch.

For what? What had they once feared that they had built on the highest piece of land in thislandscape?
What did they ill fear that they continued to keep watch?

He shook his head and banished those thoughts. Wizards claimed they feared nothing. He knew that
wasn't true—at least, not for the last fifteen years. Which was the only reason he risked entering this city.

The Petitioners Hall was connected to the wal surrounding the wizards private domain, separated from
the buildings that made up the Wizards Hall by the expansive courtyard and garden he'd wandered

through so many years ago. It till looked open and friendly with dl itstrees and greenery—if you didn't
congder thefact that only one gate next to the Petitioners Hall provided away back into the rest of the

city.
He opened the door of the Petitioners Hall and stepped into along room. Stone floor, ssone walls, and
unadorned wooden benches that were, no doubt, uncomfortable if anyone had to sit on one for very

long. Theroom waslit by il lamps suspended from the ceiling, which had to burn al the time, since there
were no windowsto let in light. The place felt cold and hard asthe stone it was built from.

He |eft the door open, more to give himsalf away to escape than to indicate discourtesy, and strode to
the desk at the back of the room.

Here there was some luxury. The big wooden desk gleamed in the lamplight. Benesth it was apool of
thick carpet that would keep the cold damp of stone from seeping into the feet of whoever was on duty.

Tonight it was asurly young man who closed the book held been reading and folded his hands over it.
The badge he wore on his robe declared him a second-level wizard to anyone who knew what the
symbols stood for.

"l need to see Wizard Koltak," Sebagtian said.

"It'slate," the young wizard snapped. "Wizard Koltak isn't on duty this evening to see petitioners. Take a
Seat and I'll see who—"

"Neverthdess, Koltak will sseme.”
Thewizard looked outraged. "And who are you?"
" Sebadtian. From the Den of Iniquity.”

The surly look gave way to fascinated revulsion. So. This one had heard the stories that had been
whigpered in the sudent quarters—and perhaps till were. A lesson for the lusty and foolish.



The wizard grabbed asmall piece of parchment from the stack on the corner of his desk. Snatching up
the quill and dipping it into the inkwell, he didn't notice that he dribbled ink on the desk's gleaming wood.
Hurried scribbles. Theink barely had timeto dry before the wizard folded the parchment and shouted,

"Bw!"

A boy dozing on abench close to the desk scrambled to answer the summons. The folded parchment
was handed off, and the boy dashed out the door in the back of the room.

Your pen dribbles. A smple phrasethat held awealth of meaningswhen an incubus sad it. It was
tempting to seeif thisyoung wizard would find the call of an incubus more dluring than that of a
succubus, but he aready had enough enemies among the wizards.

So hejust gavethewizard alazy smile that suggested traveling to reach this place wasn't the reason he
looked disheveled.

A few minutes later, the boy dashed back into the room, breathless, and handed afolded piece of
parchment to the wizard. The man looked startled as he read the command, but he said, "The boy will
lead you."

Giving the wizard an insolent salute, Sebastian followed the boy out the back door and acrossthe
courtyard. Instead of going through the door of the main building, the boy turned to theright and led him
to another door.

The hair on the back of Sebastian's neck rose as he noticed that the windows on either side of the door
had a queer sparkle in places where the light from the courtyard lamps touched the glass. Wooden
shutters were folded back on the outside of the windows.

The boy pushed the door open and entered the dark space.

Sebastian heard the clink of glass against metal, then the scrape of amatch. Staying in the doorway, he
watched the boy light the candle and replace the globe over the meta candleholder.

When the boy turned to leave, Sebastian stepped into the room to let him pass. But when the boy
reached for the handle to pull the door closed, some instinct made Sebastian grab the wood and growl,
"Leaveit open.”

The boy bolted into the night.

Not sure why he'd responded that way, Sebastian looked at the door—and felt a shiver run down his
sine.

No handle on this sde. No way for a person inside this room to open the door.

Sipping his pack from his shoulder, he st it against the door and went over to one of the windows, aert
for any sound in the courtyard.

Thick glassthat extended into the stone. A mesh of wire embedded in the glass. Even if someone
managed to bresk the glass, he still wouldn't be able to escape through awindow.

Turning, Sebagtian studied the room. A table, two chairs, and the globed candleholder. No other visible
means of exiting the room, athough there probably was a hidden door or other kind of opening.

What it dl meant was that once the door was closed, the only way a person could leave thisroom was if
someone on the outside opened the door.



His hands trembled as he went back to the door and picked up his pack. After settling it over his
shoulder, he shifted so his back wasn't completely exposed to the courtyard. At least he'd have some
warning if someone tried to rush him and shove him into the room.

A scrape of boot on stone. Sebastian scanned the courtyard. The place looked so open, but the
lamplight played with the surroundingsin such away that there were patches of deep shadow that could

hide anything.
"Why areyou here?' aharsh voice said behind him.

Sebastian whipped his head around to look into the room and felt amusclein his neck twingein protest.
He swore slently as he redized held been caught by adeight of hand. There was no onein the courtyard,
but that magica distraction had allowed Koltak to dip into the room without reveding the location of the
hidden door.

"Did you hear that | wasfindly being considered for a seat on the Wizards Council and decided to
remind everyone of why I've been passed over al these years?' Koltak kept hisvoice low, but that didn't
diminish the venomous tone.

| don't give a damn about you or your ambitions. "I came here to report an incident to the Justice
Makers," Sebadtian said, keeping hisvoice just aslow. "1 asked for you because | thought you would
prefer it rather than have metak to another wizard."

"The Justice Makers have no interest in the Den of Iniquity or what goes on there,” Koltak said.

"Even when ahuman is murdered?’

Koltak hesitated, then made a sharp, angry gesture with his hand.

"Comeinthen. Y ou may think nothing of making your affairs public, but things are done differently here.”
"Il gay wherel am.”

Spots of color blazed on Koltak's cheeks. "What do you think I'll do? Lock you in thisroom and deny
you were here?'

"If you could get away with it, you'd do it in a heartbeat," Sebastian snapped.
"Asif anyonewould careif you disappeared.”

"One person would."

The unspoken name—and the threst—hung between them.

Belladonna.

"We think the woman who was killed came from awedthy family. She dwayswore awide gold
bracdet.”

"Every wife of aprosperous man wears agold bracelet,” Koltak growled. "What did she look like?!
"I don't know! There wasn't enough left of her face to describeit!”

Koltak paled, but Sebastian couldn't tell if it was because of what he'd said or because held raised his
voice.



"Ligten to me, Koltak. Something cameinto the Den that isbrutal and vicious. It killed a succubus afew
days ago. Now it'skilled a human woman."

"Maybeit will wipe the Den clean and stop dl you demons from luring decent humansinto doing things
that will ruinther lives™

"It'snot just demonswho livein the Den. And I'm half-human, remember?”
Koltak's lips pulled back in arabid snarl. "There's nothing human about you!

Sebastian looked away. Apparently those heart-wounds hadn't scarred over enough after al. Then he
forced himsdlf to look Koltak in the eyes. ™Y ou'reright. How could there be anything human in mewith a
succubus for amother and you for afather?”

"Get out!"

Hetook one step back, which Ieft him standing on the threshold. " There's something out there, Koltak.
The Den may not beitsonly hunting ground. | did what | was supposed to do. | reported thisto the
Justice Makers. If you do nothing because | was the one who came here, then the blood of the next
person who dieswill be on your hands, not mine."

He stepped out of the room, unwilling to turn his back on the man whose seed had helped create
him—the man who hated him for existing.

When the door siwung shut, hiding him from Koltak's view, he pivoted and moved across the courtyard
asfast ashe could without running. He had to get off thishill, get out of this city. Wizards ruled here,
commanded the guards. He could be detained, locked away.

It felt like forever before he reached the wrought-iron gate next to the Petitioners Hall. When the gate
ressted his effortsto openit, his chest tightened until he struggled to bregathe.

Trapped. Was Koltak watching, exerting hiswill and wizard's magic to keep the gate closed until ... ?
Until guards showed up and decided aman who couldn't get out of the courtyard must be dangerous and
should be detained for questioning. Or, worse, Koltak would appear and tell the guards to take him back
to that room for questioning. L atch the shutters and close the door—and no one but Koltak would know
he was trapped in that room. Oh, the guards would know, but they wouldn't care what happened to an
incubus who had dared enter the city.

Detain him. Contain him. Kill him.

He had to get out of here!

Travel lightly, travel lightly, travel lightly.

Sebastian took a step back from the gate and closed his eyes.

A smple gate designed to open only from insde of the courtyard. A smplelatch that might be abit rusty.
That wasal. A smple gate that would open easily at histouch. Then hewould leave this courtyard, leave
thiscity... and go home.

Sebastian opened his eyes and reached for the gate. A gentletug. A click asthelock did back.
The gate swung open.
His heart pounded, but he walked through the gate and headed for the Thousand Stairs, keeping his pace



easy, asif hewere strolling the main street of the Den.

As he reached the stone path that |ed to the stairs, he glanced back—and saw guards hurrying toward
the Petitioners Hall.

They have no interest in me, nor | in them, beyond simple curiosity, Sebagtian thought. His stride
lengthened, despite his efforts to appear unconcerned that the guards might notice him. My businessin
the city is done. I'm going home to enjoy a meal and a pleasant evening with friends. I'm going
home. To the Den.

No hue and cry sounded behind him, and by the time he reached the stairs, he was trembling with relief.
He paused at the edge of the gairsto give himsdf timeto regain his composure—or as much as he could
while hewas still within the city walls. No point getting away from the Wizards Hal if hetook a spill
down the stairs and ended up with broken bones that would leave him helpless.

Hetook adeep breath and let it out dowly. Then he put hisfoot on the first sair for the descent that
would begin hisjourney home.

Koltak watched the guards mill around the courtyard gate. No point dipping asuggestion beneath their
surface thoughts a second time. There was no longer anything tangible for them to dedl with to confirm
the"inginct” or "intuition” that had compelled them to check on the gate beside the Petitioners Hall. Even
if he gave them another nudge, Sebastian had too much of alead now and could €lude any guardslong
enough to get out of the city.

Stepping back into the room, he closed the door, then snuffed out the candle. He walked to the back
wall and, with the experience of the years held lived within the Wizards Hal, touched the concealed latch
for the hidden door.

As soon asthe door swung open, Koltak dipped out of the room, then paused long enough to make sure
the door was securely locked before hurrying along the corridors that were used mostly by the servants.

He gave slent thanks to whatever Guide was watching over him that he made it back to his suite of
rooms without running into anyone who might wonder why held been coming back from the direction of
the Petitioners Hall—and the detention rooms.

Not that the other wizards would wonder for long. By morning, they'd all know who had asked to see
him. It would have been different if he could have contained the problem, bui. ..

Koltak stared out his sitting room window. It didn't face the right direction, but he stared anyway, asif
that a one would somehow |ocate Sebastian before he got out of the city. Again.

For thirty years held been punished for that indiscretion, that weak hungering for the kind of sexua
gratification that made human women little better than acontainer for aman's seed. Plenty of wizards had
indulged themsalves with succubi. Plenty. But their liaisons hadn't threatened to topple the power
Structure that gave wizards a place in the world, that made them the Justice Makers.

How could there be anything human in me with a succubus for a mother and you for a father?

Just words flung out in anger. Sebastian didn't know the truth. Couldn't know what his existence meant.



Secretstightly held within the Wizards Hall were flaunted daily because that whelp had been born. Oh,
most of the citizenswouldn't redlize what it meant that a mating between awizard and a succubus had
borne fruit, but the wizards knew it branded them for what they were.

Something not quite human. Beings whose ability to influence minds sprang from the sameroots asthe
seductive power the incubi and succubi unfurled to attract their prey.

We've paid for our secrets. We pay every day by keeping order, by standing for justice. Weve
pad.
But tonight, the thing held personally feared the most hed findly displayed itsdlf.

Sebagtian was not only an incubus; he also had some measure of the wizards kind of power. He couldn't
have opened that gate otherwise, couldn't have shrugged aside Koltak's mental persuasion so quickly that
there wasn't time for the guardsto arrive.

If the other wizards redlized Sebastian controlled the same magic as the Justice Makers, everything he,
Koltak, had done for the past thirty yearsto make up for hislustful mistake and prove himsdf worthy of
the kind of authority held always craved would have been for nothing. So thereredly was only onething
to do.

Somehow, some way, Sebastian had to be eliminated once and for all.

Sebadtian was a stone's throw beyond the city's southern gate when he heard the bell ring twelve times.
Midnight. The city gates were locked at midnight, and no one could enter or leave until the following
dawn.

A shiver of relief went through him. Turning east, he struck off across the open land. Not that it would
make any differenceif Koltak ordered guards to come after him on horseback or on foot, but being off
the road made him fed like he had abetter chance of getting away from thislandscape before his
father—he let out aquiet, bitter laugh—found away to force him to remain.

Besdes, if he went back along the road, there wasn't a closer bridge than the one held crossed to get to
thisboil on the world's backside. Out here, there were bound to be other bridges. They might not take
him back to the Den, but they would get him away from here, and that was the most important thing right
now. Except...

If hewas delayed in getting back home, who e'se might diein the time he was away?
He had to get back to the Den!

Hed put afair distance between himsdlf and the city when aveil of clouds covered the moon. He froze,
unwilling to shift hisfeet. Theland suddenly fdlt soft and strange, asif it were strewn with hidden traps.
Which was foolish. He'd spent the past fifteen yearsin alandscape that never saw the sunrise. Hewas
used to traveling a night.

But that was different. He knew the dangers that lived in and around the dark landscape he called home.
Out here... There was something wrong out here.

A chill went through him. Hisskin felt clammy, asif held brushed against something that had smeared



somekind of illnessinsgde him.

Trying to shake off the sensation, he listened for any movement or sound that would confirm the
wrongness. All he heard was the burble of water. He forced himself to move, and, following the sound,

he found the creek. It was narrow enough that aman could scramble down the bank and jump acrossthe
water, but there were two rough planks stretched from one bank to the other. Since the planks didn't
look sturdy enough or wide enough to support the smalest cart, there was only one reason for them to
bethere.

A Bridge had put those planks across the creek, using that particular magic to create alink between
landscapes.

Sebastian studied the planks. Had to be aresonating bridge.

Those were the ones that tended to bein places that were found more by chance than design. Which
meant he could end up anywhere the moment he stepped off the other side of the bridge.

Just cross over, Sebastian thought as he hooked both arms through the straps of his pack and settled it
comfortably on hisback. You can't end up in any place that doesn't live in your heart. Isn't that
what every child is taught? That a person is where he deserves to he? Isn't that what Koltak
always said when he dragged you back to that thrice-cursed city? But Nadia always said life was
ajourney, and the landscapes reflected the journey. That even when had things happened, the
journey eventually would lead a person where his heart needed to he.

He looked back toward Wizard City. He hadn't deserved to be caged inside those walls smply because
he'd been born and the succubus who had birthed him handed him over to hisfather instead of leaving
him somewhere to die. He hadn't needed the cruelty or pain that had shaped his childhood.

But if he hadn't been shaped by those things, would he have known Nadiaor Lee or Glorianna? Would
he have ended up in the Den, a place where he belonged?

Sebastian shook his head. Pointless thoughts. An exercisein self-indulgence.

Then thefeding of sickness shuddered through him again. The memory of feling sand benegth hisfeet
instead of the hard ground of the aley made him shiver. And with every second that passed, the
conviction grew stronger thet if he didn't cross the bridge now, he might never again see alandscape he

recognized.

"Guardians of the Light and Guides of the Heart, please listen to me," he whispered as he set onefoot on
the planks. "1 need to get back to the Den. | need to get back to the Den."

He hurried over the bridge.

Night. Open land. Nothing significantly different enough to tel him where he was—or evento indicate
that he had crossed over to another landscape.

Get away from the bridge.

His body was in motion before he could decide on a direction. Maybe because there was only one
direction that mattered—away.

*



Inthisflat, undulating form, It flowed beneath the surface of the land as easly as|t flowed through water,
moving swiftly toward the mound of earth. It had found the Dark Ones—the ones who had opened up
the darknessin human hearts and had forced the world to bring It into being.

Then It dowed, circled, headed back to that finger of water that was too insignificant to hold any of the
creatures It controlled.

For amoment, as It had passed the water, It had brushed against something... familiar.
Nothing there now. And yet...

It reshaped apiece of Itsdlf. A tentacle broke through the soil, rising up like some strange, maignant
weed. Thetip explored, found the planks that still resonated with the heart that had recently crossed over
to adifferent place. More of the tentacle emerged from the soil, el ongating as the tip moved acrossthe
planks.

Y es, It recognized the resonance of this heart. One of the oneswho had eluded Its attempt to ater the
dley inthat dark hunting ground called the Den.

Thetip reached the other side, pressed into the dirt to feel the resonance of this other landscape.

Ah! It recognized this place. It had hunted in this dark landscape recently. The creatures who lived there
had been adelicious feast, athough not as savory as human prey.

Nothing was as savory as human prey.
Its power flowed through the tentacle. Pulsed in the tip that pushed into the ground.

The world struggled to resist Its dark resonance, which surprised It. It probed alittle more, trying to tap
into the Dark currents that flowed through thislandscape. Then It withdrew, wary now. Almost afraid.

A powerful resonance flowed through the Dark currents. Something much stronger than anything It had
found in the lair made by the enemieswho had caged It long ago.

Unwilling to yield completdly, It tried again, pushing the tentacle back into the ground near the wooden
planks.

Just a small bit of darkness, It wheedled. A change that won't even be noticed in a dark landscape.
Something that will protect this place from dangerous hearts.

Ephemera hesitated. Then the world surrendered asmall circle of ground near the bridge—a piece now
malegbleto Itswill.

Perhaps that was for the best. A small anchor would be hard to detect by whatever heart flowed through
thislandscape, but that anchor would be enough to give It accessto this place.

Careful to conced Itsgleein having tricked Ephemerainto giving up apiece of itsdf, no matter how
smadll, It reshaped the ground to provide an access point into one of Its own landscapes.

Thetentacletip withdrew from the soil. The ground in front of It lifted dightly, revealing sod covering a
latticework of ticksthat formed atrapdoor big enough to fit afull-grown man. Two large legs emerged
from the trapdoor, testing the ground around the burrow.

Satisfied that It had away into thislandscape, It drew Its tentacle back across the plank and reshaped it
to match the rest of Its current form.



Then It turned and headed for the mound and the minds that resonated so closely with Its own. It was
timeto dip into that twilight place between wakefulness and dreams. Once the Dark Ones knew.

It had returned, It would be that much closer to regaining what rightfully belonged to It.

Theworld.

*

Tired and thirsty, Sebastian trudged up another low rise. He still didn't know where he was, had seen
nothing but open countryside since he crossed over at the bridge. At least the trees held passed didn't
look aien, even in the moonlight, so there was hope that he'd crossed over to alandscape that had some
connection to the Den.

As he headed down the other side of therise, ablack horse pricked its ears and ambled over to meet
him—and he knew where he was.

It was abeautiful creature, but itslooks didn't make it any less ademon. Seeing the waterhorse
confirmed he wasin adark landscape that bordered the Den. Unfortunately, it also confirmed he still had
along walk ahead of him before he got back to the Den itself.

Sebadtian kept walking, avare that he could be ensnared by the demon's magic as easily as any human.
But the waterhorse suddenly lunged, blocking his path. Its nostrils quivered, asif it wanted to get agood
whiff of his scent but was afraid to get within reach. Which was queer behavior for one of these demons.
They usudly wanted to entice humansinto taking afatd ride.

Moving dowly, Sebastian held out his hand. The waterhorse siretched its neck, bringing its muzzle close
enough to snuffle him. Then it stepped back, tossed its head, and headed toward a glint of water.

When Sebadtian didn't follow, the waterhorse returned.

Sebadtian shook hishead. "I know what you are. I'm not going near water with the likes of you."
The waterhorse tossed its head. Stamped afoot.

"No," Sebastian said.

A whicker that sounded sad. Almost aplea.

Not knowing what to make of the demon's behavior, he looked toward the glint of water—and felt asick
certainty that be dready knew what the waterhorse wanted him to see.

He moved blindly toward the water, not even redizing his hand now rested on the waterhorse's neck.
They stopped close to the remains of something dark and bloated that rested on the bank of thelarge
pond. Hetried to move closer but couldn't do it. The waterhorse had used its particular magic to bind his
hand to its neck, preventing him from getting too close to the edge of the pond.

Not that he redlly wanted to get closer. Guardians and Guides, thiswas a pond, probably fed by small
streams. The waterhorses were the creatures to be feared in this landscape. But something had not only
killed awaterhorse; it had ripped out great chunks of flesh. Feeding.

The waterhorse's body quivered asit backed away from the pond, pulling him with it.

No humanswould regret the death of awaterhorse. After dl, those demons drowned any humans foolish



enough to ride them.

But the way that body was ripped up...
How many predators had found their way into the dark landscapes? And where had they come from?

"l..." Sebastian cleared histhroat. "I have to get back to the Den. | haveto tell the others about this" He
tried to step away from the waterhorse, but his hand was still ensnared in its magic.

It turned its head and studied him. Then it rdleased its hold on his hand. But when Sebagtian sarted
walking away from the pond, it blocked his path.

"What do you want?' He wastired, hungry, frustrated, and scared. Oh, yes. He was scared. He didn't
need another demon playing gameswith him.

The waterhorse tossed its head, then lifted each foot in turn.

Four feet that weren't tired. Four legsthat could run faster than his own.
"Y ou're offering me aride?' Sebastian asked.

The waterhorse bobbed its head.

"No tricks? No gallopsinto deep water to drown me?'

Head shake.

"Why?' He knew the answer before the waterhorse turned its head to look at the pond. They're scared,
too.

He wasn't used to riding horses, and he mounted with little skill and no grace. The waterhorse didn't
seem to care, and as he fdt the tingle of magic ensnare hislegs, he acknowledged one advantage to riding
this particular mount—unless awaterhorse chose to release its prey, aperson couldn't fal off.

So they raced over the land and splashed through streams until Sebastian saw acairn. Asthey passed it,
he felt the tingle that meant they'd passed through a border and were now in another landscape.

Borders and boundaries, Glorianna caled them. Boundaries separated one kind of landscape from
another—or the landscapes controlled by one Landscaper from those controlled by another

L andscaper—and could be crossed only by using a bridge. Borders marked the places where smilar
landscapes bel onging to a Landscaper were connected, despite how much physical distance existed
between them.

That was the way things worked in Ephemera. A man might not be ableto crossabridgetoreacha
neighboring village if he didn't resonate with that particular landscape, but he could cross aborder and
walk through avillage in an entirely different part of the world.

A few minutes |ater, they were racing aong the edge of acliff Sebastian recognized—just ashe
recognized the lake. He fdlt the waterhorse hesitate, no doubt tempted by the combination of deep water
and arider. But it kept to the land instead of looking for away to scramble down the cliff. Shortly after
that, the waterhorse dowed to an ambling walk and stopped at the door of Sebastian's cottage.

They could till hear the lake performing adow dance with the sand and stone on the beach.
The waterhorse sighed—and released him.



Sebadtian did off itsback, grateful for itshelp and wary of its nature. "Thank you," he said, moving
around the other demon until he had his hand closed around the handle of the cottage's front door.

It watched him for amoment, then turned and trotted back the way it had come.

He'd intended to drop his pack and head out for the Den, but alingering scent of woman made him
check the other roomsin the cottage.

Hefound Gloriannas note next to the bag of koffea beans.

Sebastian,
There's something | need to seein another landscape. Then I'll he hack.
We need to talk. Be careful.

No sgnature. She never sgned her notes. Not even with an initial. Since he saw her so infrequently
anymore, the unsigned notes made her seem less... redl.

Consdering what the wizards and other Landscapers thought of her, maybe that was her intention.

But—daylight!'—the note meant she/d been close by. If hed waited afew hours beforeriding out to
Wizard City, he could have talked to her instead of facing Koltak.

A shiver went through him. He rubbed the back of hishand over hisforehead. Washeill? He certainly
didn't fed well. But that could be nothing more than asick feding in his gut caused by seeing Wizard City
agan—and remembering things he tried hard to forget.

He rode Philo's bicycle back to the Den. As he coasted up to the courtyard, he wondered how long held
been gone. Were the daylight landscapes now passing into another evening or just beginning to seethe
unrise?

Sincethe Den never saw sunrise or sunset, what did it matter?

Admit it. You were disappointed that you hadn't seen daylight. That's one of the reasons you were
willing to go to that city. To see the world in daylight. To feel the sun on your face. Didn't happen,
though. Hasn't happened in years. After all, an incubus is the kind of lover women only want to
meet in the dark.

Fedling unsettled, and trying to ignore the craving for the hunt growing inside him—a craving that was
sharper than anything held felt in weeks—Sebastian walked the bicycle to the storage shed at the back of
the courtyard. Teaser sat at a nearby table. Since there were plenty of tables available, the other incubus
must have chosen to avoid the flirtatious games that usualy took place at the tables closer to the street.

Which wasn't like Teaser at dl.
"Why aren't you out trolling?' Sebastian asked as he pulled out achair and sat down.

Teaser gave him apdeimitation of hisusua cocky grin. "Wasn't in the mood for it." Heraised his
half-empty mug of ale, then pointed afinger at Sebastian.



A few minutes|later, Philo cameto the table with afull tray. He set down two mugs of ae, abowl of
melted cheese, and abasket of Phalic Delights.

"He's been swilling defor hours now," Philo muttered, not looking at either incubus. "' Get him to eat
something before he's so drunk he can't even manage a blundering grope.”

Teaser snorted. "Like I'm interested in playing dap and tickle.”
Sebadtian, reaching for his mug, froze for amoment. Teaser wasn't interested? Teaser ?

"What'swrong?' Sebastian looked from Teaser to Philo and back again. "Has something else
happened?’

Philo wiped his hands on his gpron and kept his eyesfocused on thetable. "Y ou didn't tell him?”

"Hejust got here, didn't he?' Teaser snapped. "Hasn't even had time to swallow some de and wash the
taste of Wizard City out of his mouth.”

"What'swrong?' Sebastian asked again.
Someone at another table called to Philo. He hurried away.

Teaser picked up apenis-shaped roll, swirled it in the melted cheese, and took a bite. Chew, swallow,
swirl the next piece of therall.

Sebadtian plucked a Phallic Ddlight from the basket and swirled it in the cheese. Thefirst bitewasa
sharp reminder that he hadn't eaten anything while he/d been away from the Den. Since Teaser didn't
seem anxiousto tell him what had happened—or find out what had taken place in Wizard City—he gave
his atention to the smple medl.

Then Teaser glanced toward the front of the courtyard and muttered, " Could have done without seeing
her "

Glorianna? Sebastian looked in the same direction, his heart suddenly pounding. Then he looked away
asquickly as Teaser had, hoping the succubus eyeing the other customers was too preoccupied with her
own gamesto notice them.

"Can't say I'd fed sorry if that one disappeared,” Teaser said, tearing off apiece of the Phallic Ddlight
before dipping it in the cheese.

"Y ou don't mean that," Sebagtian said sharply.

Teaser flinched. "No, | don'. It'sjust... wdll... that one. Y ou know the bitch will ooze over here and
make snide comments about incubi eating cocks.”

Sebastian huffed. "It's bread and cheese. We don't get a vote on what shape Philo chooses to make the
rolls”

"Tdl her thet."

I'd rather not get that close. Sincethey usually weren't competing for the same prey, the incubi and
succubi who lived in the Den tended to get long fairly well—and sometimes even played with one
another for anight of mind-blowing sex. But that particular succubus... Shedidn't livein the Den, but she
visited often enough, and every time he encountered her he fdlt... uneasy. She was sharper, darker, more
predatory than the Den's residents, and there was a maliciousness to the way she played with her prey



that made it clear to those who aso played the game that she deliberately stripped al the fun out of sex
and turned her prey's need into desperation and addiction. And she was just as malicious when shetried
to lureanincubusinto playing her particular game.

They sighed with relief when the succubus turned away from the courtyard.

Bresking thelast roll in half, Sebastian scraped the remaining cheese out of the bowl. He handed one
pieceto Teaser and ate the other. Full, and yet till hungry for something food couldn't ease, he leaned
back in hischair. Y ou ready to tell me what happened?”

Teaser lifted hismug, then set it down again without drinking. "The dley changed.”
"What does that mean?'

"It'sbeen atered,” Teaser said, his voice sharpened by uneasiness. He paused, clearly struggling with
some strong emotions. "We figured we should movethe... remains. Couldn't just leave them thereto
attract other kinds of predators, could we? But the body was gone. In its place there are green plants
growing in the middle of the dley right where the body had been.”

Teaser sared at him. Sebastian looked away.
"Bdladonnawas here," he said reluctantly.
"So shedid—"

"No. Shewouldn't bring akiller into the Den. She had to be the one who altered things after we |ft the
dley, but that's all shedid. Although why sheld put plantsin adark dley isanyonesguess.”

"Covering her tracks?"
Sebastian swore. "How many timesdo | haveto say it, Teaser? | know her.”
"Y ou know the girl shewas," Teaser replied. "Do you redly know the Landscaper she's become?”

No. But he wouldn't admit that. Not to anyone. Because he had to believe Gloriannawasn't so different
fromthe girl hed known.

Teaser hesitated. "Maybe you should stay at the bordello tonight instead of going back to the cottage.”

He amost snapped that an incubus couldn't afford to be afraid of the dark. Then it occurred to him that
Teaser was afraid—afraid to be doneright now and afraid that anyone heinvited to hisroom might give
him more than held bargained for.

"I'm going back to the cottage," Sebastian said. "There's only one bed, but the couch is comfortable
enough.”

"Y ou asking meto say?"

Sebastian shrugged. He wasn't willing to play scaredy-boy, but he also wasn't going to insult hisfriend by
indicating he knew which of them really needed company. Besides, Gloriannahad said shewould be
back, and he wanted to be where she could find him eaglly.

"A couch," Teaser grumbled. "Course, you've aso got koffee, so | guessthat's an even trade. All right,
I'll keep you company. Y ou settle with Philo, and I'll seeif | can snag another ride with ademon cycle.”



Sebadtian remained at the table, knowing Philo would cometo clear the dishes.

"Well?' Philo said, keeping his voice low even though there was no one at the nearby tables. "What
happened in Wizard City? Did you get an audience?!

"Well get no help from the Justice Makers. They don't care what happensin the Den."
Philo sghed. "We're on our own then.”

Belladonna will help. He didn't think anyone elsein the Den would find that thought comforting, so he
sad, "Yes, were on our own.”

*

It stretched out beneath the place where the Dark Ones dwelled. In the land above It, dogs howled a
warning, only to be hushed or ignored; flocks and herds of animals stirred, dert and edgy, their smple
minds aware that a hunter had come among them. But the best prey ignored their ingtincts, believing
themselves powerful and superior.

It unfurled athousand mentd tentacles, sending them into that twilight place between wakefulness and
dreams—that place that reveaed the heart's hopes and fears. The wakeful mind denied or caged so
many desires. The dreaming mind cloaked fearsin symbols. But here, in the twilight, the heart couldn't
hide or be denied. Here, in the twilight, was the true feast upon which It fed.

She's acting strange. My business depends on her family's wealth. Has she discovered | have a
mistress?

| put those coinsin the money box. | did! But they'll think I'm a thief and will send meto a
different landscape. Maybe even a dark landscape.

It fed, and fed on, the fears, glutting Itself as It hadn't been able to do since that long-ago time when It
lost the battle to control the world.

Yes, It whispered through the tentacles. You areright to fear that. It will happen, has already
happened.

Sated, It withdrew the mental tentacles. It had found the Dark Ones. But something tickled old
memories, nudging them into adifferent pattern. So It turned away, intending to leave the city, pleased
that 1t knew whereto find the Dark Ones but they didn't know how to find It.

Then amind, rising up into the twilight from uneasy deep, caught Its atention. Seduced by the powerful
emoations, It extended atentacle, dipped into that mind.

Yes, It whispered eagerly. Yes, you have reason to fear, reason to hate. Yes.

But the mind was risng to wakefulness too fast. There was strength there. .. and power that would
recognize an intruson.

It Ieft the city, looking like arippling shadow as It moved under the landscape. The last mind It had
touched puzzled It. So much fear, so much rage, so much loathing. But It didn't understand the word that
was the source of dl those ddliciousfedings.

Sehastian.



*

Feeling awkward, Sebastian dropped a blanket and pillow on one end of the couch.

Foolish to fed that way. Lee had bunked on the couch any number of times when held cometo visit.
But Lee was human. Teaser was not.

"Need anything el se?' he asked.

"Nope," Tesser replied, pulling off hisboots.

"Seep well." Sebastian walked to his bedroom doorway. Before he stepped into the other room, Teaser
sad quietly, "Pleasant dreams.”

He turned to face the other incubus, who watched him with too much understanding.

"Therésa... fed... aout you when you've abstained from hunting for too many days," Teaser said. "l
know you need to feed the hunger, but. .. Just be careful, dl right?"

Not knowing what to say, Sebastian nodded, walked into the bedroom, and closed the door.

Weas it gpparent to everyone? Or wasit that Teaser, being an incubus, could spot the signs of acraving
that had taken on the sharp edge of need?

He undressed, tossing his clothes on to a chair to dedl with them later. Then he dipped into bed,
extinguished the ail lamp on the bedside table, and pulled the sheet up to hiswais.

In the dark, hefelt the steady besating of his heart as he unfurled the power that made the incubi what they
were. Helet hismind drift as he sought afemae mind yearning for adream lover. Thistime he wouldn't
try to shape the scenario. She could set the stage for thisinterlude. And in the twilight of waking dreams,
he would provide aface and voice to her imaginary lover, would provide the sensation of touch, would
create the stimulation that would arouse her until she came,

And he would feed on that arousal, on that orgasm, until it eased the hunger insde him. It wouldn't hurt
her. He never hunted to cause harm. But the fedings he stimulated in the female were as necessary to his
well-being asfood and water and air.

Please.

He narrowed hisfocusto that fema e thought that resonated with something inside him and tried to
gtrengthen the link between their minds.

| didn't want himto feel that way. | didn't encourage himto want... lustful things...fromme. |
didn't!

Seh, Sebadtian whigpered soothingly. It's all right.

Why can't someone love me?

| can. | will.

The Landscapes will send me to a had place. | just want—

What? What do you want?



| want to he safe. | want to he loved. | want to be someplace where I'm not afraid all the time.

He hesitated. Thiswasn't afemae yearning for pleasure. Daylight! Why had his power pulled him toward
her when she wasn't going to do anything to ease his hunger?

Please.

Something warm and swest flowed through the link between them. Something that lived insde her,
waiting to bloom. Something elusive and so seductive it took his bresth away.

Come to me, he demanded. Come to me.

|—

Thelink between them snapped.

Sweating and frustrated, Sebastian furled his power.

What had just happened? And why? He had no sense of who she was or where she was. Nothing that
would help him retrace his path and find her again.

And why would he want to find an obvioudy troubled female?

Something warm and sweet insde her and S0, S0 seductive. Something that made him fed asif hed just
gotten the tiniest taste of something held been searching fo—and craving—d| hislife.

Sitting up, he rubbed his hands over hisface. He was past tired, but he wasn't going to fall deep anytime
soon.

Come to me, he thought, feding his heart ache with wanting. Come to me. Because | don't know how
to find you.

We have saved the world with stones and mortar. And we have made our own prison.

We cannot leave this place undefended. The Dark Guides, the ones who used the malevolent side of the
human heart to create the Eater of the World, have disappeared in the shattered |andscapes of
Ephemera. We cannot take the chance of them finding this place and releasing this evil. We cannot take
the chance of anyone bresking that wall.

There aretoo few of usleft. We came from lands all across Ephemerato fight the Eater of the World,
but now that the world has become a confusion of shuffled, broken pieces, we can no longer find the
places we called home. We have no hope of going back to our lives and the loved ones we | eft behind.

So we will stay and guard this place. We will protect the people by restraining Ephemera as much aswe
can. And we will nurture the hope of someday restoring our world by protecting Ephemerafrom the
human heart.

—The Lost Archives



Chapter Five

It swam benesth the sand, but only those with magic running in their veinswould notice the rippling dark
shadow that soured the land as It passed—and | eft behind a seductive lureto give in to the dark feglings
the heart usually kept well hidden. All creatures responded to the Dark and the Light, but humans, with
their agile minds, had always been the best prey—because It had been made to be their predator.

Which waswhat brought It back to the part of the bonelovers landscape It had anchored to the place
called the Den. Full of darkness, yes, but at the core there was Light that made It greedy to devour—and
made It shiver. The Den wasfilled with the same powerful resonance that had given Ephemerathe
strength to resist reshaping more than asmall anchor point in that other dark, demon landscape.

That would change. Theincubi and succubi had become feeble creatures, contaminated by the human
prey. But the purebloods that had been caged in Itslandscapes were still powerful, still belonged to the
Dark. They would be real hunters—and once they reached the Den, their presence would change the
Den'sresonance, would dim the Light.

Aslt roseto the surface, Its massive form shrank, shifted. A moment later a handsome, elegantly dressed
man stood on the rust-colored sand.

A moment after that, Its scream of rage made even the bonelovers scurry away from feglings so dark and
primdl.

Where an dley should have been, there was nothing but stone. Huge tumbled boulders blocked Its path.
Evenif It made the effort to scramble over them, It knew It would find nothing but stones.

Aslt beat Itsfists on the stones, It felt that same powerful resonance at the core of this strange
landscape.

Panting, It braced scraped, bloodied hands against the stones as It tried to crush the fear taking root
ingdelt.

The creatures called Landscapers were so diminished they were no longer athreat, were no more than
feeble barriers standing in the way of Itsdesireto turn al of Ephemerainto dark landscapesfull of terrors
shaped from the heart's deepest fears.

But the one who had touched this place...
A True Enemy was till out there. Somewhere.

Changing back to Its natural form, It swam beneath the sand until 1t reached the pile of bonesthat were
Its anchor to thelair of the Landscapers and Bridges.

Itsform shrank, shifted, grew eight legs. Itsfront legs lifted the bones It had turned into atrapdoor that
led down to the tunnel that would take It back to the school.

*

Fifteen years had passed since she'd waked down this path at the school, but she remembered the feel
of it—the dy rage, the envy and jealousy, the bitter despair that seemed to seep up from the ground



benesath the flagstones. Fedlings none of the other students, or even the Instructors, had been aware of.

It felt different now, muted, asif those fedlings, once so concentrated under this path that led to the oldest
garden at the school, were spread out in athin skin. But just as potent.

And she remembered her mother's warning as she took another step toward the forbidden.

Being at the school ... It's an exciting time in your life, Glorianna. You'll he with so many young
women who have a power like yours, the same life's work. And there will he the young men who
aretraining to be Bridges. They provide a different kind of excitement. But despite the power you
and the otherswill ham to wield for the good of Ephemera, you are all, in many ways, still
children. And children are not always wise, because they want to be strong and brave and adult—
and, therefore, they do not always want to believe that the things adults are afraid of are things
that truly should be feared, that should be left alone. That was true when 1 attended the schooal. |
doubt your classmateswill be any different.

S0 you must heed this warning, Glorianna.
"You therel"
She walked toward the archway. Each step took a moment, took alifetime.

The Instructors will take you to an archway and show you the walled garden with the
wrought-iron gate. Inside that old garden is a simple stone wall. They will tell all of you that you
must never step through that archway, must never approach that sealed gate.

But children will always want to prove their daring and bravery in front of their peers. So some of
themwill sneak out at night and go to the archway. They'll taunt one another into proving their
courage by crossing that poisonous ground of thorn trees and bloated mushrooms—and then they
will touch the gate to prove they aren't afraid of what was sealed behind that stone wall.

"Y ou there! Stop!”

They'll tease you, call you names, say that you're afraid. But, daughter, you must not step through
that archway. You must not touch that gate. You are not... quite... like the rest of the students. We
come from an old lineage, a secret held by the women of our house. It must remain a secret for
the sake of our world.

Those children, your classmates... They won't believe what the Instructors tell them—that what is
contained will become aware of their presence once they cross the archway and step on ground It
defiles with Its existence. They won't believe something locked away from the world can truly
sense them—or harm them.

But sometimes It does sense them, Glorianna, and It can harm them. Those who approach without
the respect due a powerful enemy... Well, things... happen. People get swallowed by the world,
lost in the landscapes instead of making their life journey. Even Bridges. Even Landscapers.

"Y ou there.™
What is contained within that garden, Mother?
The—

The flagstone shifted under her foot, just enough to banish memories and make her see her surroundings



with panful darity.

She looked down, then carefully lifted her foot and took a step back. Instead of hard earth, the space
between that flagstone and the others was filled with rust-colored sand.

Boots dapped the flagstones on the path behind her.
Shelooked at the land near the archway—and shuddered.

A hand clamped on her upper arm and yanked her around to face a stern, middle-aged man who wore a
Bridges badge on histunic.

Not stern, Glorianna decided as she studied his face. Grim. Worried. Afraid.

"What are you doing here?' he demanded. "This part of the school isforbidden to everyone. Y ou should
know that, Landscaper.”

Of course he knew she was a L andscaper. Hed be able to sense that power in her, just as she would
have known he was a Bridge even without the badge.

"Thewall has been breached,” she said. "It is out here in the world, Bridge, and the landscapes that were
sedled by that wall are no longer contained. It isno longer contained.”

"Nonsense. That wall has sood for centuries.”

"Thewall has been breached.” She stabbed afinger in the direction of the archway. "L ook at the ground.
If everything was asit should be, that shouldn't be possible.”

Helooked where she pointed—and she felt him tremble.

Totheright of the path, growing in the shadow of thewall, the ground was speckled with young
mushrooms. To the left, dark seedlings rose up from the rotted fruit of the thorn trees.

He shook his head. "The magics—"

"Arent strong enough anymore to hold back the things It shaped." Shejerked free of hishold on her arm.
"Y ou have to warn the Landscapers to guard the placesin their keeping and hold those placesin the
Light, regardless of how strongly the people there may resonate the darker feglings of the heart. You
haveto tell the Bridges to break the bridges they've created and isolate the landscapes. It'sthe only
chanceto find—"

"Find what?" he snapped. "Y ou want to spread arumor that amyth—"
"That wall wasn't created to contain a myth, Bridge,” she snapped back.

He seemed thoughtful, willing to bend to the idea that the horror that had caused the first Landscapersto
break the world into pieces was once more free to unfurl 1tsfull power and turn Ephemerainto a
nightmarish hunting ground. Then he shook his head, and hisface firmed into stubborn lines. "Theré's
enough uneas ness because of the incidents without—"

"What incidents? When did they start?'
"Three weeks ago, right after L ukene disappeared.”

Gloriannastared at him. "L ukene disappeared three weeks ago and no one checked the wal?"



But he was staring back at her, asif finaly seeing her. "Wheré€'s your badge, Landscaper? Y oure
supposed to wear your badge when you visit the school "

A stab of shame, the scrape of old memories, must have shown in her eyes.
"Youre—"

Sheraised her hand in asharp move to silence him. It wasn't safe to have anyone speak her name. Not
here. Not now. "It doesn't matter who | am. Warn the Landscapers, Bridge, beforeit'stoo late.”

"And tdl them what?'
"That the Eater of the World ishunting in Ephemera.”
Something rippled under the land. Something dark and predatory.

Did It have alair at the school ? It wouldn't want to keep Its pieces of the world in that old garden. Too
much possibility that the Landscapers might be able to reestablish the boundaries, repair thewall, and
trap It again. But because of Ephemera's nature, thiswas the only place that would give It accessto dl of

the landscapes.
At lesd, dl of the landscapes that were anchored in the gardens at the school.

The man facing her looked feverish. I1l. Ugly emotions swam in his eyes—and weren't quite banished by
histrue nature.

"Get away from this path, away from that garden,” she said, her voice low and urgent. "Warn the
Landscepers.”

Ancther dark ripple. Closer thistime.
She had to get away from here. Now!

Turning, she strode away from the archway, ignoring the shouts of the Bridge, who, for his own reasons,
didn't follow her.

At least, she hoped they were still his own reasons.

Guardians and Guides, let the Bridge turn away from that garden and give the Landscapers her warning.
Not that they'd believe awarning that came from Belladonna. She was arogue, a"threat” to maintaining
the landscapes that made up Ephemera.

Shewouldn't be surprised if they decided she was the cause of the"incidents.” After al, an embittered

L andscaper who had, somehow, escaped the wizards justice would want to cause mischief and harm to
those who could achieve what she had not—status among her own kind and an acknowledged placein
the world.

They had condemned her because she had made a patchwork out of some of the dark placesin the
world and shaped them around the Den of Iniquity.

Did any of them redlize she had adso made a patchwork of the most powerful places of Light? Did any of
them know she was the Landscaper whose power resonated through Sanctuary?

She cameto the circle of sand-colored bricks and walked toward the sundia at the center of thecircle.



The Landscapers and wizards had wondered all these years how she had escaped from amagically
sedled garden. Thiswas part of the answer.

Students were taught that their walled gardens were their anchor points to the school. Every connection
they established with one of Ephemera’s landscapes was anchored within their individua gardens, so they
could return to the school from any of those places without needing a bridge to cross over.

The walled gardens were the Landscapers anchors to the school. Students never questioned that
teaching. Neither did the Instructors, since dl of them had been students here aswell.

Having another anchor point between her garden and the classrooms had seemed a practical way to give
hersdf alittle more time to work without having to run al the way back to the school building to be on
timefor her classes. Sheld chosen the sundid as the second anchor point smply because she liked the
look of it, the warmth of its sone. And because it was adaily reminder that Dark and Light were
together in an eternal dance, and where there was one, the other aso dwelled.

That day, fifteen years ago, when she'd discovered a solid stone wall where her garden's gate should
have been, sheld assumed it was another part of the "test.” She might have spent weekswithout realizing
the meaning of that solid wall if the Instructors had given her dl of her books when they'd closed her in
for the "test." So shed crossed the boundary between here and there, stepping from her garden to the
sundia in the space of a heartbest.

But she hadn't gone back to her room at the student lodgings. Instead she'd walked back to her garden
to look at the gate from the outside in order to figure out why it had become solid stone so she could
change it back and passthat part of her "test.”

That was when sheéld found the wizards seal on the wrought-iron gate and redlized the solid stone existed
only for someoneinside the garden. That was when her trust in those who were supposed to be wise
enough to make decisions about other peopl€'s lives turned to ash swept away by the sharp winds of
anger and hurt. .. and fear.

Shelogt her innocence that day, and inlosing it, began the next stage of thelife journey that would make
her as dangerous as the wizards and Instructors had feared.

Glorianna shook her head. Thiswasn't the time or place for dark memories, especidly if the Eater of the
World was hiding somewhere in the gardens. It would be drawn to the resonance dark memories
produced in the heart, and she wasn't ready to fight It. Didn't know if she could fight It.

She brushed her fingers over the sundia as she walked past it, keeping her mind focused on where she
needed to be. In that moment, between one step and the next, the ground beneath her changed from
sand-colored bricks to an overgrown path in the abandoned garden.

A pang of sorrow pierced her, making her stop and look around.
The garden should have been lovely, should have been tended and nurtured. It should have been hers.
You've no time for this. Get what you came for and he gone.

Clenching her handsto resist the temptation to free some of the flowersthat were till struggling to grow
despite the smothering tangle of weeds, she walked to the center where the small fountain, the garden's
focal point, still burbled, pilling fresh water over the stonesinto the surrounding pool .

Sheld run home the day sheld discovered the seal. Had rushed back to this garden just long enough to
cross over to the landscape that was her mother's domain—a place where she safely could weep out the



hurt and bitterness.

"You must find another place to anchor your landscapes, daughter. You must build another
garden in a place that can't he reached by your enemies.”

"Thereisn't such a place!"

"Thereis. If you want it to exist, there will he such a place. Break your ties to the school, and |
will teach you all that | can!™

"I'marogue now, Mother. If you help me..."
She looked into her mother's eyes, stunned by the anger she saw in them.
"You're going to break your tiesto your garden at the school. Aren't you?" she said.

"Sending you to the school was a necessary risk, just as your grandmother took that risk when it
was my time to go for the formal training. Now there's another risk, one too great for me to take
chances. So, yes, | will break my tiesto that garden. But | promise you, Glorianna, | will not lose
anything | do not choose to release.”

"But... Mother—"

"There are things | must tell you about our family, hut not now. Not yet. Just shift your
landscapes anchorsto some other place, and do it swiftly."

"What about Tee?"

Nadia hesitated. "When the time comes, he'll have to go to the school to train as a Bridge"
"Another necessary risk?"

"Yes. Another necessary risk. You'll need a Bridge you can trust”

"You're placing a large burden on a young boy."

Sadnessfilled Nadia's eyes. "No, Glorianna. It isn't Tee who will carry the burden.”
Glorianna shook her head asif that would clear away the thoughts, the weight of despair.

Its influence. There wastoo little of her left within these wallsto fight againgt the fedings It coaxed to the
mind's surfacein order tofill the heart with dark emotions.

She had to leave.

Crouching beside the fountain, she studied the tumbled stones in the bottom of the pool. Most of them
were just stoneswithout power. Bt...

Pushing up her deeves, she plunged her handsinto the poal, shifting the stonesto find the three that
contained bridges Lee had created for her.

Sheld done what Nadia had asked. She'd found that safe, secret place and made another garden that
became her link to the landscapes that were in her keeping. But she came back here, just once, while
Leewasin school, and |eft the three stones. She'd been afraid for him because of his ability to impose
one landscape over another. If the Instructors at the Bridges School had discovered Lee could control



even asmall piece of alandscape to that degree, they might have handed him over to the wizards for the
"good" of Ephemera

So sheld placed the stonesin the fountain to give him away to escapeif the Instructors—or the
wizards—turned on him.

Sheroseto her feet and studied the stonesin her hands. The agate provided a bridge to the school.
Turning to face the wall, she threw the stone as hard as she could. It arched, met the resistance of the
magic that kept each garden private, then disappeared.

She didn't know where the stone had gone. Maybe it dropped on the other side of thewall. Maybe it
had ended up somewhere else. Or nowhere else. There was no telling what the wizards power would do
to anything that tried to get over the wall from inside the garden.

The second stone, a piece of red-veined black marble, provided a bridge to the Den of Iniquity. She put
that onein her trouser pocket.

Thethird...

Shetried to move her hand to put the smooth oval of white marblein her pocket, but she couldn't.
Something within her trembled—akind of knowing the mind couldn't put into words. It was afedling that
went through her whenever Ephemeraintervened to stop her from doing something that went against
some prima knowledge that lived within her heart.

That was the other part of the answer of how she'd escaped being walled insde her garden. Ephemera
hed intervened by showing her something irresgtible.

She'd been working hard in her garden, creating anchor points to the landscapes that resonated
for her, even in distant lands. When that staggering wave of darkness had pressed against her
mind, her first thought was that she was coming down with some kind of iliness. Then the coaxing
whispers began, trying to fill her with desolation, trying to convince her that the desolation
sweeping through her was the only thing that belonged in her garden. Desolation. I solation. Food,
clothing, shelter. Yes, those things should be part of her landscapes. But not people. She should
always be one step removed from any contact with people.

Alone. Forever alone. That was all she deserved.

But something Dark and powerful had risen up inside her. Something primal that recognized those
whispers—and hated them. Before those Dark currents flowing inside her could be shaped and
manifested in the world, the ground next to her altered, forming a perfect circlefilled with grass
and unfamiliar wildflowers—and currents of Tight that resonated so strongly they were
impossible to resist.

The whispers faded, no longer important, as she stepped into that circle and crossed over from
here to there...

... and found the first of the many Places of Tight that would call to her until she brought them
together as connected landscapes known as Sanctuary.

She stayed for two days, being given company and solitude as each were needed, until the
currents of Dark and Tight that flowed in her felt balanced again. Then she returned to her
garden, bringing with her an ornamental stone so that she could return to that distant |andscape
and learn more from the people who cared for the Place of Light.



And then, about a month later, she had used the sundial anchor point to return to her room for
the rest of her books and had discovered, instead, what the wizards and I nstructors at the school
had tried to do.

Glorianna sighed. The wizards hadn't succeeded in sedling her up in tiny, desolate landscapes, but more
often than not, she did fedl one step removed from other people, even when she walked among them.
More often than not, she did fedl alone.

Get away from this place before it warps something inside you. You may have escaped them, but
the resonance of what they tried to do till lingers here.

She dropped the stone that provided away to Sanctuary back into the pool.

Then shewaked away from the fountain, her mind focused on the place she needed to be as she took
the step between here and there.

She had to go to Aurora, had to warn Nadiathat the Eater of the World was once more hunting in
Ephemera.

Long after hedd lost sight of her, Gregor stood on the path that led to the archway, adudge of fury filling
his mind. He wanted to run after her, wanted to pin her to the ground and hammer hisfistsinto that
beautiful face, wanted to rip out handfuls of that silky black hair, wanted to... wanted to...

Vile creature. Nothing but avessdl of power that was a perversion of the magic that provided some
gability in their ever-changing world. There had been others like her in the past, and the wizards had
donetheir duty for the good of Ephemera and had sealed those perversons within their gardens, leaving
them just enough access to the landscapes that they would be able to find food, clothing, and shelter but
creating boundaries around those patches of Ephemerathat couldn't be breached.

What the wizards did when the perversion of magic surfaced in astudent Landscaper was no different
from what the first Landscapes had doneto contain... contain...

Vilecreature. Vile, vile creature. The only perversion who had managed to escape the Justice Makers.
He hawked and spit.

Then he stared &t the gob of phlegm on the flagstone, feding queasy, fedling asif heéd just spit out
something poisonous. Which was foolish. He was just feding contaminated by having touched her,
having spoken to her.

But L ukene had believed the Instructors and wizards had made a serious mistake in how they had dealt
with the girl. That they had judged without knowledge—and by doing so, had destroyed any chance of
learning why afifteen-year-old girl would create something like the Den of Iniquity.

Fifteen yearslater, they till didn't know why. And they il didn't know how she had doneiit.
The wall has been breached.
Ridiculous. That wal would stand forever. Had to stand forever.

Warn the Landscapers, Bridge.



She was probably behind the incidents—the unexplained dterationsin some of the students gardens, the
girl who woke up screaming each morning because, she said, there were spiderwebs all over her skin,
and when her skin was completely covered, the spiders would burrow under her skin and est her dive;
the two boys who had tried to create a bridge to some dark street in anearby town in order to have a
tankard of ale and had, somehow, crossed over to a place so frightening that, after they managed to get
back to the school, they were too terrified to use any kind of bridge.

But would the girl Lukenefeared and yet il believed had a good heart make two students disappear the
way Lukene had disappeared?

Thewall has been breached.

Probably alie. She had been moving toward the archway when he'd stopped her, so how could she
know?

Butif itwasntalie... ?

Reluctantly, Gregor moved toward the archway. The daylight seemed to pale with every step he took,
but he kept moving forward. He shuddered as he passed under the archway. His body shook as he
crossed the ground covered with bloated mushrooms and shadowed by thorn trees. His heart raced as
he stared at the broken lock and open gate that meant someone had done the unthinkable and entered
that garden.

Unwilling to open the gate any farther, he squeezed through the space. As he stared at the smple stone
wall, he had amoment to fed relieved, to think it had been alie after dl.

Then he noticed the stick. ... and the crumbled mortar... and the smal holein thewall.
"Guardians of Light and Guides of the Heart, help us," he whispered.

Heturned away from the wall, but before he reached the gate, he heard...

"Help me. Please. Someone help me."

A familiar voice. A beloved voice.

"Lukene?' Helooked at thewall. Icy fear filled hisheart. "Lukene?'

"Gregor? Gregor! Hlpme.”

A patch of ground near the gate shifted, lifted just enough to revea adark space.

He edged toward the gate, toward the dark space, toward the voice of the woman he loved.
"Gregor."

A pae hand, scraped and bruised, reached out from the dark space.

Caution and love warred in his chest, making his heart ache. "How... ?'

"| saw the breach in thewall and tripped into another landscape when | ran to warn the others. 1... The
tunnd issteep. My leg... Hurt. | can't... Gregor, phase.”

He reached for her hand. Hed get her away from this garden, away from that wall. Then held leave her in
the care of thefirst students he could find while he ran to the school to warn the Landscapes.



For amoment, with her hand clamped in his, sheresisted his effort to pull her out that dark space, asif
she needed to savor the contact before gathering her strength.

Then the ground lifted like atrapdoor. Tentacles whipped out and wrapped around him. A head
emerged. A seacreature. But the body and other four legs were those of alarge spider.

Painin hisbely as It bit degp. Then he stopped thrashing as the toxinsin that bite paralyzed hislimbs.

It pulled him through the trapdoor, down astegp tunndl. It pulled him into apool of water at the bottom
of thetunne—hislegs, hiswag, his chest.

His heart pounded. Hislungs still labored to breathe. But he couldn't move hisarms or legs. Couldn't
struggle to escape.

He screamed when It began to feed.

The mea should have been ddicious, but one unpalatable nugget had spoiled it dl. While It had feasted
on theflesh, It had dipped into the human's mind and filled that mind with terrors that had sweetened the
flesh. But even asthe mind shattered from the fear, there was one shimmer of Light, one seed of hope.
Not for itsdlf, but for itskind. For the world.

The male had sacrificed his sanity in order to lock that seed of hope insde a meaningless word—and had
died before It could darken that shimmer of Light, break open that seed of hope, and discover the secret
insde

It would go back to that place where the Dark Oneslived. They would know the answer. And if they did
not, they would find the answer.

Then 1t would know the meaning of the meaninglessword that made It feel uneasy—and guarded a seed
of hope.

Belladonna.

Chapter Six

Lynnea hunched her shoulders as she studied the land on either side of the road. Pasture, crops, some
stands of trees. Not so different from the land she knew, except it looked better tended than ho—the
farm where she had lived most of her life,

The farm wasn't home, had never been home. That truth had diced through her two days ago and had | ft
her heart bleeding.

"Mam should haveleft you by the Sde of theroad,” Ewan muttered. " Should have known you were no
good as soon as shelaid eyes on you." He dapped the reins againgt the horse's back. " Get on there, you
worthless piece of crowbait!"

Thetired animd shifted into atrot. Lynnea grabbed the sde of the smdl farm cart with one hand to keep



fromfaling against Ewan.
"I didn't do anything wrong,” Lynnea said, her voice breaking.

"You lift your skirt for amarried man while hiswife isworking to put ameal on the table and you don't
think that'swrong? No, | guess you wouldn't."”

"I went into the barn to seethe kittens. That'sal. Then Pa—"
"He's not your pa," Ewan snapped.
No, hewasn't. Had never acted like afather, even when shed been alittle girl.

She curled her free hand into afist and pressed it into her Iap to hide the trembling. "1 just wanted to see
thekittens." Just to have a minute to cuddle something that wanted to be loved. She blinked back
the tears, and whispered, "Mam didn't believe me.”

Ewan snorted. "Why would she? We'd put the kittensin a sack and dropped them in the pond the day
before.”

Lynneadtared a him, the fear of being turned out that sheld lived with dll her life exploding into abeast
with claws. "Y ou drowned the kittens? But they were babied"

"Usdess Likeyou."

She huddled on her part of the sedt, trying not to weep for the dead kittens, trying not to wonder if she
was being taken to asimilar fate.

Would it have been different if she hadn't struggled, if she hadn't screamed when Patried to push her
down into the stall and pull up her skirt? Would it have been different if Mam had ignored the scream
instead of coming into the barn? Or if, when Mam dragged her back to the house, she hadn't blurted out
what Pahad said about the old cow being dried up so sheld have to give him the milk from now on?

It wasn't until she saw the wounded look in Mam's eyes—eyesthat had flashed a moment later with
jealous fury—that she understood what Pa had meant, and then it wastoo late.

Which was why she and Ewan were traveling to the Landscapers School. She was no longer welcome
at thefarm. Pahad wanted to take her into the village and leave her, but Mam had given him acold, hard
look and said that was keeping temptation too close at hand. So Pahad grudgingly agreed to give Ewan
time off the farm to take her to the school, where the Landscapers would send her to another landscape
in Ephemera. In avery red sense, she would disappear from the lives of everyone she had known.

They'd been traveling since sunup. The sun was now low in thewest. Would they reach the school before
full dark? Or were they going to have to find some shdlter for the night? From the things held muttered all
day, she knew what Ewan would like to do to her. Whatever constraints had kept Paand Ewan at a
distance all the years shed lived with them were broken now. But there had been too many people on the
roads throughout the day, and now they were probably—hopefully—too close to the school for him to
risk adark intention that might change thingsfor him.

Ewan gave a hard tug on the reins, bringing the weary horse to a stop beside awooden post that had an
R carved into the wood.

"Thisisit," Ewan said, turning hishead to look at her. "Get out.”



"What?" Lynnealooked around. The road curved, and trees blocked the view. "Is this the school 7!

Ewan gave her amean smile. "No, but thisisasfar as1'm taking you. Went up to the village yesterday
while Paand Mam were shouting at each other. Pafigured it was atwo-day ride to the schooal, but |
talked to some of thefellows, and they told me about thisroad.”

Her heart pounded. "Thisisn't the way to the school 7"

"There's aresonating bridge on the other side of the bend. That's what the R in the post means. I'm
crossing over to another landscape to have some fun. Y ou're getting out here. | got two free days before
Pa expects to see me back home, and I'm not going to waste them on a piece of crowbait like you. And
I'm not going to have thefilth inside you influencing what landscape | end up in." He gave her ahard
shove, dmost knocking her off the cart seet. "Get out.”

"But..." When his hand curled into afist, she scrambled out of the cart. "How am | supposed to find the
school?

Ewan gathered the reins. " Cross the bridge—and hope you end up in a place that's better than you
deserve. Giddyap there!"

Stunned that he had done what she'd always feared—Ieft her on the side of the road like a piece of
trash—sheld dmost let him reach the bend before she redlized the bag with the change of clothesMam
had dlowed her to take was till in the back of the cart. "Ewan!™ she shouted. "Ewan! My bag!"

Maybe he heard her, maybe not. Either way, he rounded the bend and was gone.
Momentslater he screamed.

She ran down the road. Had the horse shied a something and thrown Ewan from the cart? He had
screamed, so he must be hurt. Where could she go to reach help if he was badly injured and the horse
had bolted, leaving her with no way to take Ewan anywhere?

She raced around the bend—and staggered to a halt. Goose bumps rose on her arms as shetried to
understand what she was seeing.

The cart, overturned and sinking. The horse, frantically struggling in apool of water that covered half the
road. No sgn of Ewan, but she thought she could still hear faint screaming.

Wary now, her heart pounding, she approached the water and the struggling horse.

"Easy, boy," shewhispered. "Easy."

The horse thrashed, asif spurred by the sound of afamiliar voice instead of soothed by it. Asitsright
front leg lifted clear of the water, she saw a strange-looking, fleshy vine coiled around the leg from knee
to pastern. Then, in aheartbest, two other vines, their undersides covered with disks, whipped out of the
water and wrapped around the horse's neck and other front leg.

The horse screamed asit was pulled under.
Lynneagtared at the pool, watching the churning water turn red.

She had to go back. She had to get away from this place. How far away was the last farmhouse shed
seen? Didn't matter. The sun was going down. She had to get away from here while she could watch for

any traps.



She turned—and froze.

Rust-colored sand covered the road. It hadn't been there when shed rounded the bend. She couldn't
jump acrossit, and she was afraid of moving into the trees on either Side of the road in order to get
around it.

Which |eft the bridge.
Travel lightly.
A few steps back to provide some distance from the sand. Then she turned—and whimpered.

The pool of water had spread. Only athin strip of road remained, barely wide enough to walk on. Once
it disappeared benegth the water, there would be no safe way to reach the bridge.

Sheld heard that when you crossed a bridge into another landscape, you thought about what you wanted
to find on the other sde. Then, if you were favored by the Guides of the Heart, you would end up in the
place you needed to be.

What she wanted with al her heart was a place where she felt safe, where she didn't have to be afraid al
thetime. A place where someone loved her.

And that reminded her of the strange waking dream sheld had last night. She'd been yearning for the
things she'd never had... and aman's voice had promised to love her, had said....

Cometo me.
Evenif hewasred, how could she ever find him?

No timeto think. No time to decide. If she didn't go now, she'd be trapped between that pool of water
and the rust-colored sand.

Trave lightly.
Cometo me.
| want to be safe! | want to he loved! | want to he safe! | want to be loved!

Lifting her skirt, she ran across that narrow piece of road and over the bridge, chanting the two things
that mattered the most. When she reached the other side of the bridge, she looked around, trying to get
some impression of what kind of placeit was. But no matter how hard she looked, she couldn't tell.

Because on thisside of the bridge, the sun had aready set.

*

Waking up groggy and pissed off, Sebastian struggled to extricate himsdlf from the tangled sheets and
tangled dreams. He sat on the side of the bed and ran ahand up and down hisarm. He felt bloated,
garving... srange. Asif something weretrying to birth itself ingde him.

Maybe he was sick. He hadn't fdlt quite like himsalf since held gotten away from Wizard City.

Staggering into the bathroom, he turned on the water taps, then took care of morning necessaries while
the tub filled with afew inches of water. The water was grudgingly tepid—areminder that he hadn't



tended the little potbelly stove that heated the water tank tucked into one corner of the bathroom.

Curaing softly as he turned off the taps and got into the tub, he took aquick bath, scrubbing off the sour
smdll the dreams had left on his skin. Too bad soap and water couldn't clean his mood or wash away the
jagged edges of whatever was chewing him up inside.

After toweling himsalf dry, he went back into the bedroom and dressed in amoss-green shirt and black
denim pants. The denim, while common enough in other landscapes, was another black-market itemin
the Den. His cousin Lee had given him two bolts of the stuff, which held traded to Mr. Finch in exchange
for making apair of pants and ajacket—and giving him enough credit at the shop for any clotheshe
might want over the next year.

Stepping out of the bedroom, he stared at Teaser, who was standing by the couch. Then disgust welled
up in him as he took aswift look around the room. Thiswasn't alair for seduction. Thiswasn't aplace
suitable for an incubus. This place was rugtic and cozy and so human he wanted to puke.

"Good timing," Teaser said. "If I'd had to wait much longer, | would have gone out and peed in the
wide-open.”

What difference would it make? Sebastian thought as he strode to the kitchen while Teaser headed for
the bathroom. Some of the alleys around the taverns stank like urinas. Why should atree be any different
from astone wall? Didn't that just prove humans were animals? Were... prey?

Those thoughts made him uneasy, o he concentrated on measuring out the koffea beans and grinding
them. He managed to get the koffee started, but by the time Teaser cameinto the kitchen, he had his
hands braced on the counter and was shaking so hard he thought his skin would split—and something
hideous would writhe out of the abandoned cocoon.

"Koffeel" Teaser rubbed his hands together and grinned.
"l want to hunt,” Sebastian growled, watching his hands curl into figts.
Teaser'sgrin faded. "What?'

"I want to hunt!" Sebastian turned his head and glared at Teaser. "That'swhat we do, isnt it? Find a
female who'sripe for the picking and screw her until she's addicted to our kind of sex, then harvest that
need for any goods or favors we can wring out of her until she'swrung dry or becomestoo boring to
tolerate. Isn't that what we do?"'

"It'swhat most of the succutits do, sure. And what alot of the incubi do. But you don't. Y ou never did.”
"Thenit'stimel started." Sebastian grabbed two mugs and set them on the counter near the stove.
"Sebastian?" Teaser studied him, pale and wary. "What happened when you went to Wizard City?"
"Nothing. | told you when we got to this place. The Justice Makerswon't help us."

"Y eah, you said that, but—"

"What difference does it make?' Sebadtian shouted. He felt angry, edgy, and he didn't know why. Felt
likeapart of himsdalf was being ripped up by avile darkness that wanted to fill him up until therewas
nothing else. But that part of himsalf kept struggling to survive. Wanted fiercely to survive. Hejust didn't
know how to help it—or even if hewanted to help it. "I'm anincubus, just like you!"



Teaser looked like aman who had just seen something he vaued thrown to the ground and crushed
underfoot. He smiled, but it was asick, pained smile. "Yeah. Yourejust like me."

*

Even after afew hours deep, she dtill felt weary to the bone, but Glorianna smiled as Nadia set aplate of
swest rolls on the table and poured koffee into mugs.

"lced cinnamon rolls," she said, putting one on the smdl platein front of her. "And | don't haveto fight
with Leethistimeto get my share.”

"We need to talk." Nadia put the koffee pot on awoven mat and sat at the table.

Not at her usua seat, Glorianna noted, but facing the kitchen windows and back door—asif she needed
to stay watchful in case anyone tried to gpproach her home.

"You said that last night." Which was why she had stayed with her mother after telling Nadiathat the wall
in the forbidden garden had been breached.

The quiet chattering that came from the room that was separated from the kitchen by a screened door
increased in volume. A small blue-and-white bird flew to the door, hooked his toes into the screen, and
scolded them.

"Not now, Sparky," Nadiasaid firmly.

The scolding changed to chirps and cgjoling whistles.

Gloriannasmiled. Nadiadid not.

That worried her.

"Therearethings| must say to you, whilel il can,” Nadiasaid quietly.
Gloriannatensed. "While you can? What does that mean?"

"It means | can't take the chance that things that must be remembered will belogt if something should
happen to me." Nadia closed her eyes. "My mother died when | was young. | was raised by my
grandmother." She paused. Opening her eyes, she stared out the screened back door. "My great-aunt,
actudly. My real grandmother was like you, Glorianna. And like you, the wizards decided shewasa
danger to Ephemeraand sealed her into her garden at the school, using their magic to create boundaries
in the landscapes she had access to in order to isolate her in akind of living death. They didn't know she
was carrying achild when they condemned her, that the power ingde her wouldn't be extinguished when
shedied. They never found out that she and her older sister, who was aLevel Five Landscapes had
discovered a place that existed in both their landscapes—a place in the woods that had alarge, split
stone. The dreaming place, they used to cal it. Neither could cross the boundary that separated them, so
they were never able to see each other or talk to each other, but they could leave messages tucked into
the split stone, or abasket could be l€ft that the other could take.

"One day, when my great-aunt arrived with abasket of food, she found another basket at the meeting
place. My mother wasinside that basket. And anote that said, ‘Love her. Teach her. And don't come
back.'

"My great-aunt never found another message from her sster. So sheraised her sster's daughter, claiming



the girl as her own, and then sheraised me. And like her mother before her, shetold her daughter, and
then me, the family secrets about what we are... and what we came from."

Nadiatook along swalow of cold koffee. "And now | must tell you.”
"Y ou'vetold methefamily secrets” Gloriannasaid, covering her mothers handswith hers.

"Not thisone. Thisoneisthereason for dl the other secretsthat the women in our family—and the
women in other familieslike ours, if any others have survived—have held in their heartsfor generations.™
Nadias eyesfilled with tears, "I carried the secrets and the seed of our bloodline, but | was spared the
burden of it. Y ou're the one who must carry the burden.”

"What burden? | don't understand.”

Nadiaturned her hands so that she could clasp her daughter's. "What you are, Glorianna, is the reason
for dl thefamily secrets”

Wewill not be found easly in this broken piece of the world. So thereistime to hide what must be
hidden while we wait to discover who prevailed in thefind battle for Ephemera—our enemies... or the
Eater of the World. Either way, we can no longer walk in the world as we once did. So we must learn
how to hide our true nature behind ahuman mask. Andin time, if our enemieswere the victors, we will
seek them out and embrace them as alies—and they will never realize we are always working to destroy
them.

We have ensured our surviva by fleeing to this place. We will be well established by thetimethe
shattered pieces of the world are made whole again. By then, no one will look beyond what we pretend
to be because our power will be needed to keep Ephemeraclean of the human heart's darkest wishes.
Wewill be invauable to the human world—and we will use our new position to dowly, carefully winnow
out the strongest of our enemies, diluting their power generation after generation until they becomelittle
more than useful tools.

But there is one fear we dare not speak lest it resonate through the currents of the world.

If the Eater ever finds us, will It realize that we abandoned It when It most needed our guidance, that we
left It to fight Itsenemies done?

—The Dark Book of Secrets

Chapter Seven

Koltak braced his hands on the waist-high stone wall that circled the top of the Wizards Tower and
dtared at the open land east of the city. Already the sun had risen high enough to vanquish the night's
shadows. Already the shadow that had filled him with revulsion and excitement was surrendering to the
bright summer light and fading away.



Damn that fool of an gpprentice that he'd sent running to fetch Harland. If the boy wastoo spinelessto
knock on Harland's door a an unseemly hour, the moment would be lost, and he would be just another
fool who had raised an alarm over a shadow caused by natural contoursin the land. He couldn't afford to
sound likeafool, but if he was the one to see the very thing generations of wizards had watched for, that
would go along way toward baancing out hisyouthful mistake. Wouldn't it?

"| trust you have good reason to send for me at this hour and interrupt my meditations.”

Koltak jumped at the sound of Harland's voice, but he didn't take his eyes off the land. His hand
trembled as helifted it and pointed. "L ook."

Harland came up beside him. Out of the corner of his eye, Koltak saw the leader of the Wizards Council
diffen.

"Doyou seeit?' Koltak asked, keegping hisvoicelow.
"Yes, | seeit.”
Relief swept through Koltak. He had awitness. No one would doubt Harland. But that meant...

A shadow is the warning. That was what he'd been taught all those years ago when he was athird-year
gpprentice beginning histraining for tower duty. A shadow that ripples. A shadow that seems cast by
something below the earth rather than by light shining down upon the earth.

"Do you think someone should go to the Landscapers School and ask them to check the hidden
garden?' he asked.

Harland looked at Koltak, afeverish glitter in his eyesthat was a odds with his solemn expression. "And
say what? That we know about the garden they have guarded so vigilantly for generations? A garden
they till believeisasecret known only to themsdaves? A garden only the Landscapers and Bridges can
find, despite our years of effort to determineits exact location at the school? They have never
acknowledged the existence of that garden, and despite how often we visit the school to help them weed
out the dangerous el ements among their own kind, we have found no evidence of its existence. No,
Koltak. The Landscapers would have sent amessage if they had noticed any sign of danger—even
though wefailed them the last time our help was needed.”

Koltak winced at the reminder. HEd resented being excluded from the wizards chosen for the task
because of his"family connections." Afterward, hed been grateful that he wasn't among the wizards
disgraced by their faillureto sed that garden.

"But..." Helooked around to confirm that they were the only ones on the top of the tower. Still, he
lowered hisvoice. "What about the shadow?"'

Harland nodded. "A warning, certainly, that something dark and dangerous has grown powerful enough
to threasten Ephemeraslandscapes.” He paused. "For fifteen years, the council has feared this day would
come, but we had hoped she would never become strong enough for this warning to appear. It would
seem our hopeswereinvain."

Koltak whispered, "Belladonna."

"Yes," Harland said. "Beladonna. An enemy who could destroy everything we have protected—unless
sheisdestroyed firgt."

"She has eluded usfor fifteen years! Most wizards can't even cross over into any landscape under her



control, even in the company of a Bridge. How are we supposed to find someone we haven't even seen
in fifteen years?'

"I don't know," Harland said hitterly. "But we must find away." He reached out and gripped Koltak's
shoulder. "Tel no one about the shadow. Say nothing about what you have seen. | must meditate on this
warning before discussing it with the rest of the council. We do not want to spread darm among the
students and younger wizards."

Will you even mention me when you speak with the council ?"l understand.”

Harland released Koltak and headed for the door that led to the stairs that curved along theinside wall of
the tower. Then he paused and looked back. "The apprentice you sent to fetch me. Did he seethe
shadow?'

Koltak shook his head. "But he's clever enough to redlize | wouldn't have sent him to fetch you at this
hour if there wasn't areason.”

"Ishetrusworthy?"

Koltak hesitated, then shook his head again. "He has abraggart's tongue and afool's lack of discretion.
He had just enough potentia to be admitted for formal training, but even after three years, he can barely
undo asmplebarrier.” Something Sebastian had been able to do with no training at all. He buried
that thought. The power had lain dormant al these years. Sebastian had no reason to believe he had that
kind of power. Unless something happened that gave the council areason to demand testing, no one
would ever know his offspring was anything more than an incubus.

"l see," Harland said. He studied Koltak. "Why were you up here this morning?"
"I couldn't deep. | came up hereto think."

Harland gtared a him for along time. "Fortuitous.”

"Yes"

After the tower door closed behind Harland, Koltak turned back to look at the land. Sunlight and natural
shadows obscured the warning.

At least the warning had been seen and understood. And the wizards would not fail again. They would
find away to contain—or diminate—Belladonna before she destroyed Ephemera.

Busy busy busy. Humans were dways so busy. The Dark currents flowed through so many heartsin this
city, but there were enough threads of Light to keep some of the best prey from abandoning this place.
Even though It was eager to contact the minds with the darkest resonance, It couldn't resist stretching out
Its mental tentacles through the lower part of the city to play with some of the hearts nurtured by those
threads of Light.

Yes, It whispered to one of those hearts. Yes, the butcher has cheated you, put his thumb on the scale
to charge you the full price for less meat. But you are nothing, nobody, insignificant. No one will
believe you if you accuse him—and if you do accuse him, he will not sell you meat anymore, and
your family will go hungry.



It felt the Light in that heart dim, replaced with the despair that often overtook such hearts when the truth
was skewed alittle. There would be less kindness in that heart today, and the ripples of unhappiness
would be felt by every person the woman encountered. Those hearts would also be dimmed alittle. And
the threads of Light in the city would become allittle weaker, making the Dark more powerful.

It played with Its prey as Its tentacles brushed the minds and hearts of the humansin the marketplace.

Then It brushed againgt asection of the city where the Dark and Light were woven together in such a
way that the currents formed abarrier It couldn't breach. The Dark currents didn't quite resonate with the
rest of the city, but the barrier hid the resonance of whatever power controlled that portion.

Tantalized and uneasy, It withdrew from that part of the city and stretched Its menta tentacles toward the
two minds It had felt earlier that morning. One mind was barricaded behind walls of self-discipline, but
the other was so distracted, dipping insde that mind was as easy as dipping into adream.

Koltak stared out his sitting room window.

Harland had been so certain that Belladonna and her unnatural power was the reason for the warning.
Buit...

A shadow is the warning.

Belladonna was an enemy to wizards and Landscapers alike, and certainly a danger to Ephemera, but
only for the past fifteen years. Wizards had been keeping watch for generations. The tower wasthe
oldest structurein Wizard City, had been built on this hill so that whoever stood at the top could see dl of
the surrounding countryside. Could keep watch.

For what ? his mind whispered.

Not Belladonna, despite what Harland believed. Wizards had disposed of her kind of Landscaper
before. They would find away to dispose of her, too. No, he didn't believe she and those like her in
previous generations were the reason the wizards kept watch year after year after year.

Then why?

Koltak rubbed hisforehead, remembering the feverish glitter in Harland's eyes that revedled some strong
emotion the man was otherwise able to control. And yet. ..

It wasn't like Harland to dismissthe other possibility of danger. And they dl knew there was another
possibility. Every wizard who had walked around the Landscapers School had felt that core of evil
hidden by dl the currents of Light that flowed through the school. Every person who lived in Ephemera’s
shattered landscapes knew the story about how the Guardians of Light and Guides of the Heart had
found away to cage the Eater of the World and the creatures It had shaped. The magic had been
powerful, had been meant to last forever. The Guardians and Guides had disappeared in the making of
that cage. Not destroyed, but no longer able to walk in the world. People believed they il existed, ill
listened to the heart's deegpest wishes and worked through the currents of power to make those wishes
red.

But it was the Landscapers who controlled Ephemera now, keeping the landscapes stable despite the
flood of emotionsthat poured out of human hearts. And somewhere in the maze of gardens and buildings



at the school werewalls even older than the tower.
Why had Harland refused to consider the possibility?

This possibility must have a name, hismind whispered. You're not afraid to speak the name, are
you?

No, he wasn't afraid, and he wasn't afraid to look at a truth Harland didn't want to consider. There was
only one reason for keeping watch al these years: to see the warning in timeto defend themselvesif the
Eater of the World returned.

Koltak turned away from the window, then rummaged through his desk for a headache powder. 1t wasn't
aurprising hefdt alittle strange after adeegpless night and the events of thismorning.

Cursing softly when he redized he had nothing in his room and would have to go down to the dispensary,
he sank into his desk chair, still rubbing hisforehead.

Harland had been thrown off balance this morning. That was understandable. Given alittle timeto think,
he would redlize the necessity of going to the school and discussing the hidden garden with the

Landscapers.

After dl, if something had happened to break the magic that had caged the Eater and Its landscapes,
everyones surviva was at stake.

It flowed into the woods north of the city, where Its presence would be lost among other shadows.

It had learned much over the years from the human prey that had sumbled into Its
landscapes—especidly from the humans who were, themselves, predators. It had |earned to take the
shape of Itsfavorite before It had destroyed the sanity of the middle-aged, € egant gentleman who had
enjoyed killing women so vicioudy.

It had learned. And now It understood that the spawn of the Dark Ones had known about the hated
stone wall. They had known where the garden was hidden. They had found away to send prey into Its
landscapes, but they had never tried to free It. Caged, It had been a useful tool.

But It was not atool to be used by the Dark Ones spawn. It was the Eater of the World. When It
returned to the city, they would want to be Itsfriends.

But before It left this landscape to deal with the enemies at the schoal, 1t would show the Dark Ones
spawn why they wanted to be Itsfriends.

*

With Teaser beside him, Sebagtian strode down the Den's main street fedling itchy, angry, ready to hunt.
Hewas dressed for it, primed for it—the bad boy on the strut. As he studied the street, he redlized how
shabby everything had gotten in the past few years. The windows on the shops and taverns were grimy,
the aleys smelled of piss, and the colored lights that had made him think of a carniva when held first
come to the Den were dulled by layers of dirt. Like an old whore till trying to dress up to prove shewas
desrable.



But thiswas his home; thiswas hislife thiswas dl he had and would ever have. This.

He wanted to smash things, break things, wound and rage, because somehow, after thirty years of living,
this was all he deserved.

More than anything, he wanted to hurt someone.
That was when he saw the young woman creeping out of an aley, every movement shrieking of fear.

And thesmdl something insde him that had been struggling to survive since held come back from
Wizard City suddenly yearned for her, craved her with enough strength to knock the ugly fedings
churning in him off balance for amoment. Then everything insde him focused on her. Just her.

Teaser tipped hishead and studied her. "Huh. Look at that. A country mouse fresh off the farm.”

More like a rabbit who has bolted straight into a pack of wolves. Sebastians mouth watered at the
thought.

Teaser tipped his head to the other Side, considering. "Maybe not so fresh. If she smellslike shelooks,
not even the incubi will want ataste before she'swashed up. GuessI'll just—"

Sebastian whipped one arm out, forming abarrier in front of Teaser. "Mine."

"On the way here, you said you wanted someone with some kick and bite. Y ou're not going to get much
of anything from that one."

"Thisoneismine"

He approached her dowly, more astalk than awalk, giving her time to notice him. She glanced at the
alley, then back at him, unableto decideif it was safer to Stay or run. She didn't want to go back into the
aley whereit was dark and smdlly, but if she stayed he'd be on top of her. Stay or run?

Poor, foolish little rabbit. She didn't redlize yet the decision had dready been made.

He amiled a her—and put everything hewasinto that smile.

She didn't smile back. Shejust stared at him asif he were the vilest demon she had ever seen.
Which was probably true.

"Thisyour firs vist?' he asked pleasantly.

mWhat?

"Isthisyour firg vist to the Den?' of courseit was. She wouldn't look so bewildered if shed been here
before, but so often the hayseeds liked to pretend they weren't asignorant as everyone here knew they
were. That pretending was one of the reasons some of them didn't survive long enough to go home again.

"Den?'
"The Den of Iniquity.” Sebastian bared histeeth in asmile. "Not quite what you expected?’

If she was frightened before, she wasterrified now. "I don't belong here. | can't belong here. It'sa
mistake." She looked at him, her blue eyes pleading. "Please. It'samistake.”

He shook his head. "No one comesto the Den by mistake. By accident, certainly, but not by mistake.



Y ou got here, which means something inside you resonated with this place.”

"No," shewhispered. "No."

She looked ready to collapse. If he didn't get her cmed down, she wouldn't be any fun at dl.
"My name's Sebadtian. What's yours?”

"Lynnea”

"Pretty name." And the way she pronounced it—LynNEA—qgave it asofter, richer sound.

Even exhausted and bedraggled, she was pretty in awholesome way that made him unessy. He could
picture warming her up enough to enjoy asteaming-hot roll between the sheets—and he could picture
holding her in hisarmsfor an easy kissand asnuggle.

That bothered him. A lot.

"Why don't we go to Philo's?' Sebagtian said. "It'sjust down the street. Y ou ook like you could use
somefood.”

"Oh." Sheraised her handsto her light-brown hair in an automatic, feminine gesture. "Oh, | couldn't.
I'm..." Looking down at the dirty, short-deeved tunic and ankle-length skirt, she wrinkled her nose.

"It'san open courtyard. You'll befine" He held out ahand. She shrank away from it, which made him
angry, but he kept an easy smile on hisface. Before he was finished with her, she would beg him to put
his hands on her and have her in any way he wanted.

Ashelet that thought fill him, the something ingde him that was Struggling againg the ugly fedings
withered.

"Comeon," he said. He shifted just enough to block any attempt she might make to rabhbit back down the
aley. Seeing no choice, she eased away from the wall and walked down the street, with him ahdf step
behind her so that he could catch her if shetried to bolt.

With this strange mood riding him, he wasn't sure what held do to her if shetried to get away from him.

By the time he herded her to Philo's, Teaser was dready there, doing alive performance with a
succubus. The handful of statues scattered among the tablesin the courtyard were al sexudly explicit and
painted with such detail it took careful study to be surethey weren't redl. There were dso two small
plaformsfor the"liveart.”

At the moment, Teaser and the succubus were holding apose. His shirt was open and tugged off his
shoulders; his hands were on her hips. One of her legs hooked around hiswaist, her back was arched,
and one hand reached for the zipper of hisleather trousers. In afew seconds they would follow through
on the moves before striking another pose.

"Those statues ook so red," Lynneasaid, her eyeswide. "Buit... what are they doing?’

Figuring it was better not to shock thelittle rabbit too much, he guided her to the only available table and
pulled out achair for her that put her back to Teaser's performance.

Philo bustled up to their table, the deeves of hiswhite shirt rolled up to the elbows in a concession to the
warm summer night. His smile of welcome fatered when helooked at Lynnea, and when he turned to
Sebastian there was a bleaknessin his dark eyes that was too much like Teasers expression back &t the



cottage.

Philo was good at ng his customers, at judging the outcome of a pairing. Which was why the man
was dismayed to see him there with afemale who was so obvioudy prey. The kind of femae who would
get chewed up by the incubi's seductive games and end up throwing hersdlf in ariver out of shame or

despair.

It rankled that Philo seemed disappointed in him, amost fearful. The man had no right to judge him. And
it was none of Philo's damn business whom he spent the night with.

He stared at Philo, holding the man's gaze with the force of hiswill until Philo looked away, unessy.
Giving them both aweegk amile, Philo said, "Will you be having the Pha—"

"Y our specidty of bread and warm cheese," Sebadtian cut in. If hislittle rabbit knew what "phalic*
meant, she'd probably run down the street screaming. And that wasn't the way he wanted her to scream.
"Andwine"

Philo hurried away, ignoring callsfrom other tables.
"Wine?' Lynneasaid, shaking her head. "I can't. Only... bad women drink liquor.”

Wedll, wasn't shejust little miss prissy prig? Hed change that. Oh, yes. Before helet her go, hewas going
to change agreat many things. "Wineisn't liquor; it'swine. No civilized med is complete without it."

She frowned, and as she tried to wrap her mind around that thought, he noticed how exhausted she was.
Not just dirty and scared, but truly exhausted. If it had been that hard to reach the Den, why had she
triedat al?

Philo returned with atray. He set abowl in front of each of them that contained a small wet cloth, placed
adry hand towe beside the bowls, then put two glasses of red wine on the table and I ft.

Sebadtian felt thetenson ingde him ease alittle. Trust Philo to understand the female ego. Thelittle rabbit
wouldn't want to eat with dirty hands, but by providing towesfor both of them, he wasn't commenting on
Lynneds appearance.

Plucking histowe from the bowl, Sebastian rubbed it over his hands, the movement rleasing alight
citrus scent. Lynneawatched for amoment, then copied him. She folded the towel neetly before putting it
back in the bowl.

Folding his own towel, Sebastian leaned toward her and said, "'Y ou've got a smudge on your cheek.” In
truth, her whole face was dirty, but he wanted areason to touch her that would seem innocent—to her
mind, anyway. As he stroked the towel down her cheek, he had alot of thoughts about that touch. None
of them wereinnocent.

With alittle coaxing, he got her to take asip of the wine. By her third sip she didn't need coaxing
anymore, and hefelt relieved when Philo returned with two small plates, abasket full of chunks of bread,
and the bowl! of melted cheese. On an empty stomach, it wouldn't take much wineto get hislittle rabbit
thoroughly doshed, and he wanted her relaxed, not unconscious.

Sebastian looked at the basket and winced—a perfectly understandabl e response to seeing anything that
was usually penis-shaped cut up into chunks.

Since she hesitated, he took a chunk of bread and swirled it in the cheese, then nodded for her to do the



same. "Careful. The cheeseis hot.”

She picked ahead out of the basket. Oh, she wouldn't know what it was, wouldn't associate its shape
with anything mae, but as he watched her swirl the head in the cheese, his pants suddenly felt too
tight—and his heart gave a hard bump when her tongue darted out to catch the cheese dripping from the
end. And when she blew on the head to cool the cheese enough to eat, he thought his skin would burst
into flames.

She had no ideawhat she was doing—and it waskilling him.
"Thisisgood," she said, reaching for another piece.

He stuffed his own piece of bread and cheese in his mouth to keep from saying something eratic,
suggestive, lewd. Desperate.

How was he supposed to think when his cock was throbbing and his brain couldn't get past how her
mouth closed over the bread, how her mouth could close over his—

Applause from the other tables sartled both of them. Lynnea started to turn in her chair to see what
people were responding to, but Philo was back, blocking her view as he set aplate on the table.

"Something to go with the house specidty,” Philo sad. "Stuffed Tits"

"What?' Lynnearaised a protective hand to her chest as she stared at the plate.
"Um... er... " Philo gave Sebastian a panicked ook.

Lynneafrowned. "Thoselook like... mushrooms.”

"Yes" Philo sad quickly. "Stuffed mushrooms. Harmless™

She continued to study the mushrooms. " They do look liketits, don't they? Sort of round but pointy with
the stuffing.” Shetook one and put it on her plate. Then she picked up a piece of bread. "What do you
cdl thisguff?'

Beads of swest popped out on Philo'sforehead. "Ah... Phdlic Ddights.”
"What's ‘phallic?" she asked. Then she hiccuped.

Sebadtian closed his eyes and tried not to moan. Hislittle rabbit was doshed on haf aglass of wine, and
watching her inhibitionsfall away made him fed very peculiar. He should be reveling in how easy this had
been. Instead he wanted to get her away from any bad influences. Which was funny, since hewas an
incubus, thiswas the Den, and he intended to be the baddest influence she met during thisvist.

"It'saword polite young ladies don't know," Philo replied.
"Oh." Lynneastared at the bread. "But I'm abad person, so | can say that word. Phdllllic.”
Someone from another table caled, and Philo fled in response.

Sebastian opened his eyes and watched Lynnea swirl the bread in the cheese—and knew hewasin
trouble.

"Eat your mushroom," he said. Daylight! Now he sounded like a priggish older brother. What had
happened to the desire to hunt, to hurt, to seduce her?



"Suffed tit," shereplied. Then shegiggled.

The sound produced a hegt inside him that bewildered him. It was like suddenly standing in abeam of
aunlight—and that something ingde him that was struggling to survive fed on the sound.

Having lost his appetite for food, he drank hiswine while he watched her et.
Findly she leaned back, took asip of wine, and looked around. "Thisis a strange place.”
It'sthe Den. "Why did you come here, Lynnea?'

"Wasn't supposed to. Was... supposed to go to the Landscapers School, but Ewan left me on the sde
of theroad, and..." She shuddered. "Don't want to think about that. Not now."

"All right," Sebastian said soothingly. "Wewon't talk about that." Yet. "Tdl me how you got to the Den."
"Went over abridge. Wastrying..." Her eyesfilled with tears. "He told meto cometo him."
Sebadtian's heart dammed againgt his chest. No. It couldn't be. "Who? Ewan?"

She shook her head. "I don't know. A voiceinside my head. After Mam told me | was going to be sent
away, | wasjust thinking, and..."

A tear rolled down her cheek. She whispered, "1 just wanted to find a place where | would fed safe,
where | wouldn't be afraid al thetime. But | ended up here. So | guess|'m abad person after all.”

The Landscapers will send me to a had place. | just want—

What? What do you want?

| want to he safe. | want to be loved. | want to he someplace where I'm not afraid all the time.
Come to me.

Guardiansand Guides.

Pushing back his chair, Sebastian helped Lynneato her feet, then led hisjelly-legged little rabbit to the
brothel that was on aside street two blocks away from Philo's. After getting his key from the clerk
behind the counter in the lobby, he half carried Lynnea up the stairs and down the corridor to hisroom
onthethird floor.

Dark, heavy furniture. Red velvet curtains around the bed and the windows. The room was big enough to
have asitting area as well asthe bed. No fireplace, but he had a connecting bathroom that he shared with
Teaser, whose room aso had a connecting door.

Masculine. Alien. A room designed for seduction and a sexual feast.

And there was Lynnea, with her torn, dirty clothes, looking more like an exhausted child than awoman
ripe for aromp. Looking so out of place it made his heart hurt.

"What are you wearing under that?" he asked, gesturing to the tunic and skirt.
"A shift."

He hoped she was wearing more than that, but he wasn't going to ask.



Heled her to the bathroom door, paused amoment to listen, then pushed the door open.
"Anindoor privy," she said, sounding impressed. "I'd heard everyone has them in the cities now."

"We may be decadent, but we're not backward. We even have lektricity for the streetlights and in some
parts of the buildings." And he'd never wondered until now why aplace like the Den would have such

things
"| should take a bath."

She sounded hesitant—not about the bath but about being completely naked with astrange man on the
other side of the door.

"Y ou can take abath later." When you won't Jail asleep in the tub and drown. "Just take care of your
necessaries.”

She blushed. He retreated.

He busied himsdlf by pulling back the bedcovers and fluffing the pillows, kegping his mind focused on the
sampletasks until he could get out of that room.

Why did he have to get out? In her current haze of exhaustion and wine, it wouldn't take much to have
her mindless from sensud pleasure, and then he could feed on the emotions produced by thrilling her

body.
That was what he wanted. Wasn't it?

When she came back into the bedroom afew minutes | ater, her face was clean—and she was wearing
nothing but her shift.

Lust swam in hisblood as soon as he saw her, but it was flavored by something else, something
unfamiliar and ddlicate. Want and wariness tangled up ingde him, making him desperate to get away from
her long enough to think.

"Am | supposed to give you sex?' she asked in asmall voice. Resigned. Asif she expected her body to
be used as acommodity.

That made him angry, which made no sense. But nothing was making any sense, so why should thisbe
different?

He wanted to believe she was experienced, wanted to believe she was offering herself, wanted to believe
he could unfurl the power of the incubi and feast on the pleasure he could make her fed.

But he couldn't look at her and believe any of those things. He also couldn't leave without doing
something to ease the need gnawing insde him, so hewalked up to her, cupped her facein his hands,
and kissed her softly.

Warm. Sweet. Innocent, but there was a banked sensuality that just needed encouragement in order to
bloom.

But not now.

He tucked her into bed the way Nadia used to tuck himin, telling him without words that he was safe and
welcome.



"Slegp now," he whispered.

Her eyes drifted shut. She was adegp before he stepped away from the bed.

Returning to Philo's, he ordered whiskey, then sat staring at the liquid in the glass.

| want to be safe. | want to be loved. | want to be someplace where I'm not afraid all the time.
Come to me.

No one came to the Den by mistake. By accident, certainly, but not by mistake.

Except hislittle rabbit was right—she didn't belong here, would never have found the Den if not for him.
Because it wasthat brief connection with him that had drawn her to the Den, had made it resonatein a
way that madeit possible for her to cross over.

Hisfault. Hisresponghility.

Teaser pulled out achair and flopped into it. "Where's the country mouse?'
"Sleping”

"That wasquick.”

Sebadtian stared at Teaser until the other incubus stirred uneasily. ™Y ou're going to help me with
something. A little game, you could cdll it."

"Sebadtian, | don't think the mouseisready for something more than asolo—"

Heheld up hishand. "Thisiswhat | want you to do." As he talked, Teaser's expression changed from
uneasy to baffled. "Do you understand?"

"No," Teaser replied.

"Will you help?'

"Sure, if that'swhat you want."

"That'swhat | want."

Teaser sudied him, then stood up. "I'll spread the word.”

It didn't take long. Even though he couldn't seeit from where he was Sitting, he felt the waves of activity
washing over the Den.

Shewas here because of him, and this much he could do for her. If he were asmart man, he would
escort her to the Landscapers School as soon as she woke up. But he didn't want to be a smart man. He
wanted—needed—this small pocket of time. He had no influence in any other landscape, but herein the
Den he could give her afew hoursin a place where she wouldn't be afraid.

After that, he would take her to the school, knowing she would never find her way back to the Den.

Knowing there was something about her that would haunt him therest of hislife.

Chapter Eight



The girl sniffled into ahandkerchief and looked up at the two wizards standing in front of her. "He came
running down the sairs so fadt, | didn't have achance to warn him they were wet. And he looked so
scared, like something terrible was chasing after him. Then he dipped and one foot got tangled in the
wash buckets handle and he..." She collgpsed into the chair behind her, sobbing.

"What were you doing on the stairs so early in the morning?' Harland asked sternly.

Thetearsdried up, replaced by a hint of angry pride. "My work, sir. When astairway needs washing, we
doit firgt soit'sdry before most other folk are up and about.”

"Areyou implying that the wizards are lazy?' Harland sounded offended.

"I'm sure that's not what she meant,” Koltak said. "The servants are aware that we spend the early hours
in meditation or study and don't usualy leave our rooms."

"That'strue, Sr,” the girl said, looking earnestly at Harland. "No one's to come knocking to clean aroom
until after breakfast, S0 we take care of other cleaning chores until then.”

"l ;2" Harland said, alittle mollified.

"Besides," the girl added, "wizards don't use that stairway. Just the servants. He shouldn't have been
usngthosedarsa al.”

"| think that's al we need to know," Koltak said. He glanced at Harland, relieved when the head of the
Wizards Council nodded in agreement.

Heled the girl to the door and opened it, not surprised to find the housekeeper hovering in the corridor.
She was protective of her girls and had, more than once, publicly berated young wizards for not being
ableto tel aservant from adut.

Asthe housekeeper hurried off with the girl, Koltak closed the door and turned to face Harland. "What
do you think?'

Harland stared at the floor. Then he sighed. "The boy had no business on that stairway, but it is a shortcut
from the apprentice quartersto the study rooms. So | think you were right about him having a braggart's
tongue. He was probably on hisway to tell some companion about ddivering amessageto me.”

"If it was nothing more than haste that had him rushing down that stairway, he would have seen the girl
and the bucket, would have realized the stairs were wet." Koltak paused. "But the girl said he looked
scared.”

Some undefinablelook came and went over Harland'sface. "'Y ou think a Dark Guide influenced the boy
into teking fright?"

"Dont you believein the Dark Guides?"

Harland lifted ahand, then let it fall. "If people believe there are Guardians of the Light and Guides of the
Heart, how can there not be Dark Guidesto provide balance, to grant the darker wishes of the heart?
Persondly, | think people make their own choices, good and bad. If they find comfort in blaming a
hardship on something outside of themselves or that some force heard awish and granted it, then let them
bdieve"



"And so amoment a the wrong place and time ends with ayoung man tumbling down aflight of wet
gtairs and breaking his neck?' Koltak said. Why was he arguing this, especialy with Harland?

"Yes" Harland said quietly. "Most likely welll discover some classmates pulled a prank on the boy that
frightened him more than they'd intended, and that, in turn, caused the accident that ended the boy'slife
thismorning. | don't think well find anything more sinister than that, Koltak. No Dark Guides, no dark
presence. Nothing but human weskness."

"l know."

As he went back to his own rooms, he couldn't shake the feeling that Harland was trying to hide
something—that Harland didn't believe for one moment this morning's tragedy had been caused by
human weskness.

*

Nigelleran dl the way to her walled garden. Slipping through the gate, she paused to catch her breath
and embrace the glee she felt whenever she stood here.

Secrets. Her garden was full of secrets. Dark landscapes carefully hidden so that a quick look by any of
the Instructors would cause no darm. Not that they were doing the usud inspectionslately. Too many
strange things had been happening.

And she was the only one who knew why.

She hurried to the far end of her garden, then looked around, impatient. Where was he? Surely held
come. He had to come. He was so splendid, she couldn't stand not seeing him for awhole day.

Sheld tried sex with a couple of the boys studying to be Bridges, but she hadn't liked it much. But with
him ... It was devagtatingly wonderful. Like drowning in sensations. Like being devoured while she
crested again and again. It had gotten so that, if afull day went by without sex, shefdt jittery, hot, like
her skin was too tight and she needed to ped it off in order to breathe.

Sheldd have sex with him every hour of every day until it killed her. That was how good it was.

Laughing at hersdlf for being so melodramatic, she rubbed her hands over her armsto ease thejittery,
itching feding.

Where was he?

And it wasn't just the sex, no matter how wonderful. He was showing her things the Instructors never
would have taught her. And he had entrusted her with guarding the darkest, most dangerous landscapes
in Ephemera

Nigellefrowned. Why had he chosen her? If these places were so dangerous and had to be guarded to
keep people from stumbling into them, why hadn't he asked one of the stronger Landscapersfor help?
Why... ?

She looked at the garden in front of the patch of grass she stood on. Directly in front of her was a path
that ended at the back wall, separating two of the secret landscapes. To her eft, hidden by two shrubs
and abed of tall summer flowers, was a patch of rust-colored sand fanning out from the corner. To her
right, also fanning out from the corner, was apool of murky water. Not deep. Even though hed warned
her to stay away from it, she'd used a stick as ameasuring rod one day, so she knew it was barely up to



her knees.

Sheld never seen anyone create a space in agarden that could hold water without enclosing it on al sides
to create asmall pond.

Can Belladonna do something like that?

She banished the thought. She didn't like thinking about Belladonna anymore. And the other day, when
he'd asked her about the sealed gardens, she'd told him about Belladonna, the rogue Landscaper who
had escaped from the Justice Makers magic. But when sheld said she intended to be a Landscaper like
Belladonna, held gotten the strangest ook on hisface and murmured, " Perhaps you're not what | thought
you were."

Heleft soon after that, and she hadn't seen him since.

Sheturned in adow circle, her eyes scanning every part of her garden. He had to come today. He had
to.

Then he was there, gppearing on the path in front of her, a handsome, middle-aged man who was
carrying asmal sack and wearing nothing but asmile.

He pulled her down on the grass, began pulling a her clothes.

"Let mehaveyou," hesad, hisdark eyes glittering with afeverish excitement. "Let mefill you."
Shetried to protest. Thiswas crude. Not at al like him. She didntt likethis, even felt...

"Yes," hesaid asherolled on top of her and thrust into her. "Y es, fear isgood. Ddlicious. Intoxicating.”

Then hekissed her. She closed her eyeswhile that flood of heat and need filled her until &l she could
think of was having him inside her o she could keep feding thisway.

But thingsdidn't fed... right. Her breasts felt enclosed by strange mouths that had a dozen little tongues
that rasped the delicate skin and sensitized nipples. Painful. And yet she couldn't bear to have it stop.

And he didn't fed right inside her. Too thick. Too long. Each thrust hurt her, but the pleasure was dso
building and building and...

When she crested, shefelt asting on her shoulder, asif held bitten her. Momentslater her arms and legs
went numb. She couldn't move them, could barely move her fingers enough to scratch at the grass.

Then she crested again—and didn't care.

Still unbearably excited, she opened her eyes. When had he put on that strange cowl that stuck out at the
sides and came down so low it shadowed hisface? Eyes gleamed at her, and when he smiled...

Something wrong with his mouth. What was wrong with his mouth?
Didn't matter. Nothing mattered except him, because he was still moving inside her.

Asghe crested the third time, she felt him spill inside her and relax. She gasped for air, trying to form
wordsto ask him to move. When he shifted dightly, the salty sweat on his skin burned her raw breasts.

One of his hands clamped down over her mouth before she could draw afull breath. The other hand
fumbled inside the sack he'd dropped beside them.



He held the long, thin knife up where she could seeit. Then heraised himsdlf up enough to make adice
across her chest just above her breasts.

"Yes" hesad, dicing her arm open from shoulder to elbow, "fear isddicious. It will soak into this ground
with your blood. Do you know what will happen then?' He smiled at her. "Since thisis an access poirt,
the fear will seep through this grassinto the pasture it is anchored to. Then it will shiver into anyone who
wal ks through that pasture, and as the fear takes root, those people will be open to the Dark Guides
whispers. Thingswill happen. Smal things at first. But each choice that comes from the dark fedlingswill
make atiny changein the landscape. And the fear will grow, like a weed among flowers, creating fertile
ground for even darker fedlings. Y ou will be aseed that helpsdim the Light.”

No! No no no!

He laughed softly. "Isn't that what you wanted? [sn't that why you opened thewall?" He made another
dice down her arm, dmogt as an afterthought. "1 had thought of keeping you for awhile, but even though
you are far more inggnificant than you want to believe, you are still one of the enemies.”

Asheraised the knife, Nigedlle finally understood what she was looking at and what she'd done by poking
that hole in the wall inside the forbidden garden, finally understood where the dark, secret landscapes
anchored in her garden had come from.

And as the knife came down, she understood one other thing.

It's afraid of Belladonna.

After It had drained every heartbeat of fear It could from the girl, It dragged her acrossthe grass and
through the flower bed, leaving the body on the rust-colored sand. The boneloverswould find the
remains soon enough.

The Dark Ones spawn couldn't be trusted, but they could be useful. Discovering that the Landscapers
and Bridges didn't remember what they truly were—or had been long ago—had been delightful. They
were gtill the enemy, and even though they didn't have the power the True Enemy controlled, they stood
intheway of Itschanging the world into an endless hunting ground.

So now was the time to strike, when so many would be in the buildings instead of the gardens. Inthe
gardens there was more chance of them escaping, no matter how quickly Its creatures attacked. But in
the buildings they would be nothing more than prey. By thetime they redized the Eater of the World was
among them, it would betoo |ate.

It walked over to the pool of murky water, changing Its shape to match Its creaturesin that landscape.

Moving swiftly through the water, It shuddered as It thought of that one sedled garden. Then It dismissed
the thread of fear before the feding could become a strangling rope.

By thetime It was done with this place, that sealed garden would be an idand no one could reach.

The ground benesath the circle of sand-colored bricks shifted. Altered. Hot, bubbling mud oozed up,
pushed itsway through the cracks between the bricks.

One brick tilted. Sank. Another brick tilted toward that empty space. Sank.



Another. And another.

Asthe change reached the center of the circle, the sundid, that hated reminder of the dance between
Dark and Light, wobbled, fell, broke.

Sank.

Chapter Nine

Lynneawoke dowly, the scent of clean linen and cool air giving her asense of well-being.
Until she opened her eyes. And remembered.

After crossing the bridge, she didn't know how long or how far she had walked before she had caught a
glimpse of steady lights that indicated some sort of Settlement.

There had been lights before that, the bob and weave of lanterns held by people moving around in the
dark. And there had been music, a cheerful sound coming from adistance. She'd dmost followed the
lights and the music, but afeeling had come over her, asif the ground under her feet weretrying to hold
on to her, making every step a battle of wills—asif something al around her were whispering, That's not
what you want. That's not what you're looking for. And then...

Cometo me.

She remembered the man's voice, and thought, He needs me. She didn't know why she was so certain of
that—no one had ever needed her—but it had been enough to make her turn away from the lights and
the music and keep moving until sheld reached alow rise and had seen the steady lights shining below
her.

Then it al became ablur of struggling to reach something that remained out of reach. Maybe it would
have been easier to givein, to get swept along with whatever forceswere trying to draw her away. And
maybe she would have givenin, except. ..

He needs me!
The world snapped back into focus when she crept out of the aley where he had found her.

She'd never seen aman who was storybook handsome, but he was. And the clothes he wore. Denim
was considered workingman's cloth because it was sturdy, but she'd never seen apair of pantsthat fit a
mean like that. And the shirt that made his eyes so impossibly green. And a leather jacket. Mam would
have called him abad influence just because of the way he looked.

But he'd been kind. He'd been annoyed about something, angry even, when held first seen her. Having
lived with Paand Ewan, she recognized temper in aman's eyes. But held taken her to a place where she
could eat and had given up hisroom so she could deep.

"Sebadtian,” she whispered. Just the sound of his name warmed her, gave her heart afluttery lift.
"Sebadtian.”

Then her mood sank. She hadn't found the man who had called to her when her thoughts had been mired
in despair and she'd been yearning for something better. She hadn't found the man who needed her. Just



looking at Sebastian was enough to tell her hewasn't the kind of man who would need anything from
someone like her.

Even worse, shewasin the Den of Iniquity. A vile, terrible place. A place decent women shouldn't even
know about, let alone ever see.

Which didn't make sense, because Mam and her women friends knew about the Den. Even the younger
women in the village knew about the Den. It was probably the most famous dark landscape in Ephemera
But, oddly enough, it wasn't an easy placeto find. Some of Ewan's friends had tried to get to the Den last
year. They'd crossed over a bridge and found the bad section of alarge town, and one of them had
gotten beaten and robbed, but they never found the Den.

So wheat did that say about her?
| guess Mamwas right. I must be a bad person.

Why el se would she have ended up in the Den when al sheld wanted was to find a safe place? But she
did fed safe. Wasn't that astrange way to fed in aplacelikethis?

Pushing aside the sheet and light blanket, Lynnea sat up and looked around the masculine room.

She went into the bathroom, took care of necessaries, then experimented with the water taps on the tub
until shefigured out how tofill it.

Hot water just by turning atap. How decadent!
Maybe being a bad person wasn't so bad after al.

She soaked in the bath for afew blissful minutes before remembering the door that connected with
another bedroom. Was someone in the other room waiting for her to finish? Using the washcloth and
lightly scented soap sheld found aong with two clean bath towels, she scrubbed her skin and washed her
hair.

After wrapping her hair in one bath towe and drying off with the other, she did her best to clean the tub
for the next person's use before she returned to the bedroom.

There was a storage chest at the foot of the bed. On top of it, neatly folded, were clean clothes. Cotton
pettipants that would modestly cover her legs from waist to knee, and a cotton undershirt that—

She picked up the undershirt and tried to figure out what the extralayer of materiad wasfor. Then she
blushed and dropped the undershirt.

Mam had dways said only loose city women wore brassieresin order to push up their tits and entice men
to act like fools. Or, worse, act like animals after abitch in heat.

Did Sebastian think she was aloose woman? Probably. She had offered to have sex with him. Hadn't
she’? Sheld been so tired when he brought her to the room, she couldn't remember if sheld said it or only

thought it

Or maybe this was the most modest underwear available in the Den. Therest of the clothes didn't [ook
much different from the everyday clothesworn by well-to-do farmers wives and daughters, even if the
materid wasn't ordinary.

The long-deeved blue top was stretchy enough to pull over her head. The deeveess, dark blue jumper



was cut around the neck and shoulders so that a half finger of the top showed aboveit. It fell to midcalf
and buttoned up one side. The socks came up to her knees, and the shoes were sturdy enough for along
tramp through fields.

Country clothes. She wasn't sure why she felt disappointed, since the clothes were new and of nice
material, but dressed like she was going to asimple harvest dance made her fedl less able to cope with
whatever was beyond this room.

Returning the towel s to the bathroom, she found acomb inside asmall cabinet between the sink and the
mirror. When she'd done what she could with her hair, she stared at her reflection and winced. The
natura wave in her hair—the wave that had made Mam so angry she'd threatened more than once to cut
Lynnea’s hair right down to the scal p—seemed to be celebrating its freedom by being wavier than usud.
Shed lost dl her pins between the bridge and the Den, and nothing short of wetting it down and pulling it
back in atight bun would get rid of the waves—and even that didn't work most of the time,

Nothing to do about it.

Just as she walked back into the bedroom, someone knocked lightly on the outside door. Then Sebastian
walked into the room, still dressed like a bad influence and |ooking more handsome than she
remembered.

And her heart made afunny little bounce.

Now he knew what getting kicked in the gut felt like.

Hislittle rabbit cleaned up too damn well. Wholesome and pretty, sweet and alittle shy. And uncertain.
Definitely uncertain. Asif some part of her that should have bloomed into something glorious had been
savagely pruned back over and over again—and had till refused to completely wither and die.

She doesn't belong here. His heart twisted painfully at the thought. When held dipped into the room
after sheld falen adeep and taken her old clothesto Mr. Finch to get replacements, he should have
chosen garments from the usud racksinstead of asking thelittle man for a"country costume.” Maybe
dressing her like one of the succubi would have dimmed the wholesomeness, would have made it easier
to seduce her and feast on the mindless pleasure he could make her fedl.

But he'd selected clothes more suited to the kind of landscape he suspected she'd come from, and

She scared him. He looked at her and knew that, for al these years, he hadn't played the lover for those
lonely women in the other landscapes out of any sense of pity or kindness or even enjoyment. Yes, held
needed to feast on the fedings brought out from sexua pleasure, and the money and gifts he'd received
for his services alowed him to live quite well by the Den's standards, but now he wondered if held been
drawn to that particular kind of woman because he'd been looking for her. Just her.

And now she was here, where she didn't belong, and he...
A few hours. Just afew hours with her—and, maybe, the pleasure of being her lover. Just once.

Her fingers brushed the skirt of the jumper. "Thank you," she said softly.



"I'm glad the clothes please you." He crossed the room and lifted ahand to brush hisfingertips over her
hair. "How did you do that?"

"Oh." Sheraised her hand to touch the other side of her head. "It just doesthat. | don't have any
harpins”

"That'sgood. It'slovely theway itis.”

Shelooked at him asif held just threatened her instead of giving her acompliment.

What had her life been like that acompliment made her afraid?

"Y ou've been adeep for afew hours. Y ou must be ready for another medl." Hetrailed his fingers down
her arm until he reached her hand. Linking hisfingerswith hers, heled her from the room.

The trembling started as soon as they reached the street and she took a good look around. The main
street didn't ook quite as seedy asit had afew hours ago, but this was the Den, and a place that never
saw the sun developed a different kind of character from the bad placesin other landscapes where the
night and its predators ruled for only apiece of each day.

Dressed in those clothes, which made her stand out rather than blend in, hislittle rabbit practicaly
screamed "prey,” and even with Teaser sending out advance warning, the other incubi couldn't resist
drifting into the street to study her. But none of them would approach. Not when held so clearly claimed
her for himsdif.

Asheled Lynneato a courtyard table at Philo's, he automatically scanned the other customers, noting the
facesthat belonged to visitors. When he was younger, he used to take note of the strangersto seewhich
oneswould be the mogt likely to enjoy hiskind of fun, and he till did. But over the past few yearshe
took notice because the Den was his home, and there were some kinds of trouble he didn't want here.
And, somehow, when someone made him edgy, that person never found away back to the Den.

"Welcome, welcome," Philo said, bustling up to the table with afull tray. Hisglance at Lynneadtill held
wariness, but herelaxed alittle after aquick appraisa of her new clothes. He set two cups on the table,
aong with asmal pitcher of cream and abowl of sugar. "Food, yes?'

He was gone before there was time to say anything.
"He didn't ask what we wanted,” Lynnea said, looking timid and uneasy as she studied the courtyard.

"Half the time he doesn't," Sebagtian replied. He tipped his head to indicate the cup in front of her. "Philo
makes it strong, so you might want to add some cream and sugar.”

She picked up her cup and took asip. Her eyeswidened. "Oh, gracious. What isthis?'
Sebadtian grinned. "Koffee.”

After taking another sip, she added asugar cube and alittle cream, then Sipped again. "Oh, my." She
sounded like awoman who had been stroked in just the right way.

Weatching her, Sebastian raised his cup to hide asmile. Even the erctic statues in the courtyard couldn't
compete for his rabbit's attention when there was koffee.

By the time they'd finished the first cups, Philo returned and set two plates on the table. Sices of steak,
buttered toast, and an omelet filled with potatoes, onions, peppers, and sausage. Herefilled their cups



and went to check on his other cussomers.

Sebastian picked at hisfood, just to have something to do. He needed to find some way to set hisplanin
motion, but Lynnea dug into her med with such enthusiasm, he didn't want to spail her gppetite by talking
about anything that might upset her. So he ate while he watched the incubi and succubi trolling for prey,
watched the visitors wandering down the main street looking for abrothel or agambling house or a
tavern where they could drink themselves blind. The Den was a place where the vices frowned upon in
the daylight landscapes were openly celebrated. If aman wanted to |ose amonths pay drinking,
gambling, and whoring, the residents of the Den were more than willing to help him. If abored, rich wife
wanted to buy an incubusstime and particular talents, that was her choice—and if there were
repercussionsin her own landscape, that was her problem.

Of course, the residents dways found it entertaining when a bored, rich wife and her equally bored, rich
husband ran into each other in abrothe corridor. And those confrontations confirmed what the Dens
residents had known al dong: Inits own way, the Den was more honest than the daylight landscapes,
because the few rulesthat existed applied to everyone, regardless of gender or species.

When Lynneafindly leaned back and let out asigh of contentment, Sebastian pushed aside his plate and
took her hand. The touch made her tremble, and thelittle rabbit stared at the wolf who wastrying not to
drool over the coming feadst.

"Tdl mewhat you want, Lynnea," he said. "'If you could have anything you wanted for afew hours, what
would it be?'

Shelicked her lips. His pulse spiked, but he didn't dlow himsdlf to pull her into hislap and kiss her until
they were both too mindless to know or care where they were. He just held her hand and waited.

"I'dlike..." Sheclosed her eyes. "I'd like to be strong and brave. 1'd like to stop being afraid al thetime,
| don't remember what it feels like not to be afraid.”

"Done," Sebadtian said softly.
She opened her eyes and looked at him, her expression baffled.
"Did I mention I'm awizard aswdl as an incubus?"

The words had barely left his mouth when he felt something snap open inside him, asif apart of him had
been waiting to be acknowledged. Thetruth of it did through him, filled him.

Guardians and Guides! Hewasawizard.

Couldn't be. Wasn't possible.

Why not?

Because... Wouldn't he have known? Wouldn't Koltak have known?

Or was that the reason Koltak had brought the son he hated back to Wizard City over and over again?
What would Koltak have done with ason born of a succubusif that child had shown any sign of having
the wizards kind of magic?

Hedidn't want to think about it. Hed said it only to give Lynneaareason to shake off the chains of her
past. Instead it had opened anew, and frightening, future for himself.



Power without training. Was there anything more dangerousin aworld that dtered itself to maich the
resonance of people's hearts? All he knew about the power wizards claimed came from stories, rumors,
things he'd heard they'd done to people. He had to talk to someone, but who could he trust? Lee?
Glorianna? Maybe. Or would their intense didike of wizards make them turn away from him if they found
out? Aunt Nadia?

His heart rate settled back to something close to normd. He could talk to Nadia. If anyone could help
him understand this, she could.

"Sebadtian?'
He put aside his own revelation and focused on the one held planned for her.

"Yes" hesad. "I'mawizard aswell asanincubus." He stood up, shifted until he was beside her chair,
then placed one hand on her head. "By awizard's power and will, | decreethat you, Lynnea, area
tigress. Y ou are strong and brave and powerful. Y ou are awoman of beauty and courage. And whatever
you want from thisnight isyours.

Shelooked up at him, frightened, confused. .. and hopeful. "Did you put aspdl on me?!

"Something likethat." Daylight! He hoped he hadn't done anything more than say a few words
convincingly enough for her to believe him.

Hishand did down that lovely, wavy brown hair. Then he coaxed her to her feet. Her body brushed
againg his, and he wanted her with a desperation that bordered on madness. But these hours were hers,
and whatever happened between them had to be her choice.

"Y ou need some clothes,” he said, hisvoice rough.

"But | have clothes," she protested, brushing ahand over the jumper.

"Different clothes." Taking her hand, he led her down the street to Mr. Finch's shop.

They were within a step of the door when she stopped and asked in atimid voice, "What's atigress?’
"A big, beautiful, powerful cat that livesin adistant landscape.”

"A cat." She stared at the colored pole-lights. " She wouldn't let anyone hurt her kittens?'

"No, she wouldn't. And she's strong enough and powerful enough to protect them against any fool who
tried.”

He could amost fed something shift inside her, fed some changein the air around her. When shelooked
at him, thelittle rabbit was till there, but so wasahint of tigress.

He could handle the rabbit. He wasn't so sure about dealing with the tigress he was trying to creste. And
he wished he knew why the mention of kittens produced that responsein her.

Mr. Finch greeted them with hisusua hums and chirpsintermingled with actud words. Every time
Sebadtian dealt with the small, nervous man, he wondered what wasinsde Mr. Finch that had brought
him to the Den.

"The lady needs strut clothes,” Sebastian said.
"Strut clothes?' Lynnea squesked.



"Strut clothes," hereplied firmly. "A tigresswouldn't wear anything eseto prowl the Den.”

"Tigress," Mr. Finch whispered. His nervous hand flutters stilled, and his eyes, usudly so vague behind his
gold-rimmed glasses, sharpened with professiond interest.

"Yes, yes" Mr. Finch said, his hands fluttering again as he hurried to the door of hiswork area. "'l have
just thething. | call it acatsuit. Designed it last month, just finished hemming thisfirst one. Prim and

naughty. Yes, yes."

Returning from the work area, he handed Lynnea a one-piece garment that was prim because it covered
awoman's body from her anklesto the top of her breasts, and was definitely naughty because it came
just short of fitting like a second skin. The materid was dark blue shot with gold, silver, emerad, and
ruby threads.

A succubus wearing something like that would become drunk on the emotions she could wring from the
men around her.

Seeing Lynnea prowling the Den wearing that thing would kill him. Hejust knew it.

"What..." Lynneacleared her throat. "What do you wear under it?' She held the materid asif it might
come dive a any moment and bite her.

"Skin," Mr. Finch chirped happily. He didn't look at Sebastian, but his mouth curved up in atiny smile.
"Theincubi likeskin."

"Oh, | couldnt—"
Sebastian put his mouth against her ear and whispered, "Tigress."
A succubus came out from behind arack of clothes, her eyes hot with envy as she looked at the catsuit.

Daylight! Sebastian thought as she approached them. Why did that succubitch have to be here right
now?

"Sebadtian,” the succubus purred. "Trying to clean up ancother stray to make it pass as something
desirable?'

"l don't clean up strays," he snapped.

"Ooohhh?1 heard you're Teaser's friend, and everyone knows he doesn't have what it takesto be a real
incubus. He would have been chewed up and spit out long ago if it wasn't for you." Her eyesdid over
Lynnea. "Even if you can squeeze those broodmare hipsinto that delectable ouitfit, you've ill got that
faceontop of it."

"Perhgps | can help with the face," acold voice said from the doorway.

It had been over ayear since he'd seen her, and held never heard her voice sound like that, but he knew
who stood in the doorway .

So did the succubus, whose face was now twisted into an ugly mask of fear.

Sebastian closed his eyes for amoment to steady himself before he turned to face the door—and
Glorianna Beladonna

Eyes of green ice stared back at him. With her long black hair framing her face, she still looked beautiful,



but it was a cold, untouchable beauty—and he wondered if her heart had become just as cold.
This Belladonnawas capable of bringing ahorror into the Den that killed so vicioudy.

No. No! Hewouldn't think it, wouldn't believeit. If she was capable of doing something like that, it
would wound something inside him that would never hed.

Shewalked into the shop and stared at the succubus, who cringed.

"Go," shesad.

The succubus bolted out of the shop.

"We need to talk," Sebagtian said quietly.

"Later." She studied Lynnea, then amiled. " Sebastian has forgotten his manners. I'm his cousin Glorianna."
"I'm pleased to meet you," Lynneareplied. "I'm Lynnea."

"Glorianna—" Sebastian began.

"Why don't you go out and get some air?' Glorianna suggested.

He recognized a command when he heard one, and, cousin or not, only afool would disobey Glorianna
Beladonna. Despite that, he would have argued with her to give him aminute to explain, but thelook in
her eyes slenced the protest before he could make one. So he went outside and |eaned a shoulder
againg the building asif nothing of importance were happening insde the shop.

Gloriannawatched Sebastian |eave the shop. When she'd crossed over near his cottage, sheld felt a
dissonance she knew was coming from Sebastian. It was asif the dark currentsinside him had become
glutted to the point of making some essentid shift in his heart. Then, as she hurried to the Dento find him
and figure out what was wrong, she redized there had been another shift—asiif afestering wound were
being drained, bringing the Dark and Light inside Sebastian back into balance.

She didn't know what had caused the first change in Sebastian, but the second change had been
produced by the woman standing in front of her.

Which made no sense, she thought as she turned to look at Lynnea, who smiled timidly and stared at her
with blue eyes shadowed by fear. Thiswoman didn't belong in the Den, shouldn't have been able to cross
over into this landscape. But she was here, and there was no dissonance because of her presence.

Gloriannas bregth hitched when she redized what she was |ooking at.
Catalyst.

An ordinary person, but because Lynneawasin alandscape she shouldn't have been able to reach, her
presence would be like a pebble dropped into a pond, and the ripples would touch peoplein large ways
or small. Would bring change. Would bring opportunities and choices.

For the catalyst aswell as the people around her.



Which could explain why Sebastian was acting like a collie with one lamb to guard. And wasn't that
interesting?

It was also interesting that when she'd gone to check on acity in one of her landscapes recently, she'd
followed an impulse and stopped at ashop that supplied cosmeticsfor ladies. The colors she'd picked
for cheeks and eyes didn't suit her at al, but shed been carrying them in the bottom of her pack since she
bought them.

The colors suited Lynnea perfectly.
Glorianna glanced at the catsuit in Lynnegls hands, then glanced at the shop's door—and smiled.

"Comeon," she said, resting ahand on Lynnea's shoulder to lead the catalyst to the curtained dressing
area. "Let's get you ready for aprowl inthe Den."

Sebastian stared at the door of Mr. Finch's shop.

The heart had no secrets from Glorianna Belladonna. Sheld know within aminute that Lynneadidn't
belong in the Den. But would she look beyond that? She didn't know about his plan to give hislittle
rabbit a chance to be strong and powerful. She didn't know he needed afew hours with awoman who
made him fed so much it scared him.

What was happening in the shop?
Teaser loped across the street to join him.

"Well, it'sdl set," Teaser said. "Although I'd keep this prowl to the main street if | were you. | spread the
word, but that's no guarantee that al the incubi and succubi will go dong withiit.”

"They will if they want to remain in the Den," Sebastian growled. If held been using the wizard magic
ingde him unknowingly all these yearsto kegp human visitors he didn' like from returning to the Den,
could that magic aso prevent ademon from returning? He'd test that out on the succubitch after he took
Lynneato the Landscapers School. Assuming, of course, that Lynneawas ill in the shop.

Teaser gave him awary look that swiftly gave way to the usua cocky, bouncy energy. There wasalight
intheincubuss eyes Sebastian hadn't seeninalong time. A tame prowl wasn't the kind of heat and
action theincubi looked for, but it was something different, and the novelty of it was reason enough for
Teaser's enthusiasm.

"S0," Teaser said, looking around and grinning, "where's the country mouse?”

"In the shop. With Glorianna"

The grin vanished. "Beladonnas here?'

Before Sebastian could answer, the shop door opened, and Gloriannawalked out. Alone.

He pushed away from the building, wanting to shove her aside and run into the shop to seeiif therewas
anyone insde besides Mr. Finch. Instead he stood there, his muscles clenched from the effort to remain
dill. "Weneed to tak."



Gloriannagave him along look, followed by amischievous smile—and looked like the cousin he loved
ingtead of adangerous rogue Landscaper. "Later. Y ou're going to have your handsfull for awhile,
Sebadtian.”

Then shelooked at Teaser, who bobbed his head as a salute and said, "'I'm helping Sebastian.”

"Yes" shesad after along pause. "Yes, you are.” She sounded intrigued, asif something had exceeded
her expectations.

Then shewaked away.
"Wdl," Teaser said, blowing out abreath and wiping sweet off hisforehead. "Wdll."

Hedidn't run away, but he headed up the street in the opposite direction at aswift walk that would put
some distance between himsdf and Belladonna

Which left Sebadtian standing aone outside Mr. Finch's shop. Wasthere any point in waiting? There had
been amessage in Gloriannas smile, but he couldn't decipher it... and wasn't interested in trying.

He turned away from the door, feeling unhappy and discouraged. He'd shaken up the Den to create an
illuson for afew hours. And for what? To fed like achild again, encouraged by the other children to
think held been invited to play, only to discover raising his hope of being accepted was the game?
"Sebadian?'

Being part human wasn't human enough. And trying to be human had never gotten him asingle damn
thing. Why couldn't hegiveit up, let it go?

"Sebadtian? I'm ready. | think."

He turned around and rocked back on his hedls. "Lynnea?"

Flustered, she raised one hand to her face. "I don't look that different, do 17"

Daylight, Glorianna! What did you do to my little rabbit? It was Lynnea... and it wasn't Lynnea. The
succubi and human whores—even the city women who visited the Den—wore more paint on their faces,
but there was something devastating about seeing wholesome and pretty changed to seductive. And that
casuit. ..

Mr. Finch was awicked, wicked man for designing apiece of clothing that hugged awoman's body like
that.

"Sebadtian?' Timid. Uncertain. That firgt taste of feminine power withering under the weight of hissilence,

He closad the distance between them and settled his hands on her waist—and congratulated himself for
not running his hands up and down her to find out what she was—and wasn't—wearing under that
cauit.

"Y ou look wonderful," he said, leaning alittle closer. "Powerful." No perfume, just thelight scent of the
s0ap held left for her in hisroom. A scent suitable for acountry girl, not this seductresslooking at him
with innocent bedroom eyes.

Too many conflicting sensory messages. Too much feding. The only thing he knew for certain wasthat if
he ended up deeping done tonight, he was going to curl up and die.



"Kissme," hewhispered.

"Here?" she squeaked, her eyes darting to the people moving up and down the street.
"A tigresswouldn't be afraid to kiss her lover in public.”

Shedared & him. "Lover?'

"Tonight I'm the lover of Lynneathetigress”

"Oh, gracious."

Hewasn't sureif that trandated into something good or bad. Then shelightly pressed her lipsagaing his,
and hedidn't care how it trandated.

Sweet. Warm. He hadn't been this excited about a closemouthed kisssince... All right. HEd never been
this excited about a close-mouthed kiss. And when her hands curved around the back of his neck and
her fingerstangled in hishair, he didn't see any reason for ether of them to move until they fell over from
exhaugtion or starvation.

Then she eased back, looked at him, and frowned. "I don't think that's the way atigress kisses, but I—"

He didn't give her achance. He brought his mouth down on hers and showed her how atigress would
kissalover, how an incubus would kiss alover when sheredly wasalover and not just prey.

A bull demon's bellow from somewhere nearby finaly broke through lust's haze. Sebastian stepped back
and took her hand. "Let's prowl." While | can still walk.

There were musicians on the Street corners, jugglersin the street, tables outsde the tavernsfor visitors
who wanted to watch the entertainment.

They strolled down one side of the main street, watching everything and everyone. Thefed of the Den
was festive, with asharp edge that could turn mean in a heartbeat but was staying on the fun side of that
line

Thiswas how the Den had felt when held found it fifteen years ago. Thiswasthefeding it had lost in the
past few years, turning harder, cruder. Leaving him feding dissatisfied with the one place he felt
comfortableliving.

Helooked around and felt breathless. Staggered.
Oh, daylight. What he was thinking couldn't possibly be true.

Hedidn' redize Lynneahad drifted up the street alittle ways until he heard abull demon's bellow a
moment before it lumbered out of atavern and stopped short of knocking down hislittle rabhbit.

Sebagtian held his breath. Lynneaand the bull demon stared at each other.
Finaly Lynneasaid politdy, "How do you do?'

The bull demon pondered the question. "Do good,” it rumbled. It shifted its bulk from one foot to the
other.

They stared at each other for afew moments more before the bull demon shook its shaggy, horned head
and lumbered away, having sufficiently strained its conversationd skills.



"Did you see?" Lynnea said when Sebastian hurried up to her and hooked an arm around her waist. Her
face glowed with excitement. She turned in his hold and placed her hands on hischest. "l talked to... "
She paused. Frowned. "What wasit | just talked to?"

"A bull demon." Hefelt the warmth of her hands through his shirt.
"Bull demon?' Another pause. "How much likeabull ?*

Guardians and Guides! If they didn't start moving, he was going to do something stupid. Likerip open his
shirt and beg her to touch him.

"Nobody but their femaes knowsfor sure," he said, taking her hand so he could till have physica
contact without being too close.

They dowly made their way back to Philo's place. Holding aplate of nibbliesin one hand, Teaser waved
them over to atable, then pointed at the bottle of wine waiting for them.

As soon as Sebastian introduced Lynneato Teaser, Teaser set the plate on the table, looked at
Sebadtian, and said, "The music's hot tonight. Y ou don't mind if | borrow your lady for adance, do you?"

Sebadtian hesitated amoment. "I don't mind if the lady doesn't.”

Teaser gave Lynneathat cocky, boyish grin that had disabled so many women's brains. "Comeon,” he
sad, holding out hishand. "I'll show you how to dancein the Den."

"Oh, I don't—" Lynnea caught hersalf, then looked at Sebastian, who just smiled a her and mouthed,
Tigress.

Teaser grabbed her hand and led her into the middle of the street. When he began a dow, exaggerated
bump and grind, she blushed, shook her head, and took a step back. But he said something that made
her sputter and then laugh, and before long she was moving with the music, copying Teaser's movements.

Did she have any idea how blatantly sexua those movements were? Did she have any awareness of how
much mae attention was focused on her? No. She was being brave. She was having fun. Shewas
blooming into a sensuad woman right before hiseyes.

And watching her made him suffer in away he never had before.

He poured aglass of wine, settled in achair, and studied the main street. Teaser wasright. Themusic
was hot, the energy was hot—and the Den looked like it had al those years ago when afifteen-year-old
boy had been drawn to it, dazzled by the lights and the energy... and the feeling that the place welcomed
him with open arms.

"You never told me," Sebastian said when Philo came up to the table.
"Told you what?' Philo asked.

"For years|'ve caled the Den acarnd carniva, but | didn't redize until tonight that's exactly what it is. A
carniva of vices... but tempered somehow."

"I don't know what you mean."

Sebastian took asip of wine. "Y es, you do. Fifteen years ago | was more innocent than | redlized, or
would ever admit, and thisis that adolescent boy's dream of adark landscape. Heat and fun and sex.
Therésameaner edge. Surethereis.” Helooked up at Philo. "But it'sstill acarnival.”



"Sowhat if it is?" Philo said, hisface and voice solemn. "Thisisadark landscape, but it's not abad place.
I've lived in bad places, Sebastian. So has Mr. Finch. So have the rest of the humans who settled here.
Finding thisplace..." Hesighed. "So, no, | never told that boy he wasn't in a badass landscape like he
thought he was. The Denslike you, Sebastian. Hot, dark, alittle mean around the edges, but good at the
core

The Den'slike you. Sebastian waited until Philo left to check on the other customers before draining his
wineglass—and remembered thefirs time Gloriannahad cometo visit himin the Den, six months after
hed arrived.

"Quite a place, isn't it?" Sebastian said, his arm linked through hers as they walked down the
main street.

"Yes, itis' Gloriannareplied. "You're happy here?"
"I belong here."

He hadn't redlized how tense she was until hefelt her relax. Hadn't redlized at the time that, while hed
been finding his place, she had lost hers. Hadn't even redlized during that first visit that she wasthe
Landscaper who had altered Ephemerato make the Den. And later ...

"Why did you do it, Glorianna? Why did you create a place like the Den?"
She shrugged. "Even demons need a home."

It had stung that she considered him ademon, but even then, hed had to admit she wasright. The incubi
and succubi were the dominant demonsin the Den itsdlf, and for thefirst time they had a place where
they could openly be what they were. No more trying to blend in with the humans, no more danger of
being hurt or even killed when the nature of their sexudity was discovered. Many who had drifted into
the Den during those first months discovered the carnival aimaosphere and the lack of danger weren't to
their taste. And those who had tried to change the tone of the Den and bring in the kind of danger that
would haveturned it into adifferent kind of place...

The heart had no secrets from Glorianna Belladonna. Those who wanted a dangerous place ended up in
adangerous place. But not the Den. Those who survived the dark desires of their hearts never came
back to the Den.

He'd been seventeen before held discovered that the rogue Landscaper called Belladonnawas his cousin
Glorianna Might not have discovered it even then if Lee hadn't come stumbling into the Den afew weeks
after beginning hisformd training at the Bridges Schooal.

Fifteen years old and running away from apain he couldn't bear, Lee had come to the Den. Sebastian
had turned away from the woman he'd aimost lured into bed, in order to keep hisyounger cousin from
getting into too much trouble. HeEd hel ped Lee get beyond drunk, since the boy seemed set on doing
something self-destructive, and held held his cousin's head later when Lee puked up the liquor and half
his somach.

And held listened to the troubled, tearful, painful discovery Lee had made that day—a discovery his
mother and sster had withheld from him. Lee had known Glorianna had |eft the Landscapers School
abruptly and was being trained by their mother. But until held taken awalk around the school to find the
location of his Sster's garden, he hadn't known the Instructors and wizards had tried to sed Glorianna
into her garden, hadn't known she'd been declared arogue Landscaper, a danger to Ephemera, someone
the wizardswould try to destroy on sight.



Someone now called Bdladonna

All of that Sebastian had learned from aboy trying to cometo gripswith atruth that had dtered his
redity. But never why. None of them—not Nadia or Glorianna or Lee—ever told him what Glorianna
had done to be declared rogue. Now, after so many years, it no longer mattered. She was dangerous. ..
and feared—and she was il the girl who had understood his troubled heart better than he did.

A smattering of applause brought Sebastian's attention back to the present. Lynnea was shaking her head
and laughing as she stepped away from Teaser. He was grinning, looking carefree and easy—until
Lynnealifted her hair off her neck to cool the heated skin.

Teaser's grin faded. His body went from carefree to tensein aheartbeat. And thelook in hisblue eyes...

Sebastian understood the look. Knew his own eyes revealed the same hunger. He wanted to press his
mouth against the back of her neck and taste her skin. He wanted to skim his hands up the front of her,
cupping her breasts, rubbing the nipples until they stiffened beneath histouch. He wanted to pull her
againg him, letting her fed what the Sght of her body did to his.

Teaser gared at him, vicioudy hungry for this particular feast and just asvicioudy frustrated.

Because the feast had no idea what she was doing to either of them. Her eyeswere closed, her fingers
were threaded through her hair to keep it up, and her hips were still moving dightly to the music. But not
for their benefit. Not to lure or entice or even attract attention. If anyone had told him innocence could
make him insane with lust, he would have laughed.

Hewasn't laughing now.

Oddly enough, Teaser regained his balance first. Taking astep toward Lynnea, he made agesture to
indicate the table where Sebastian waited, but as she turned in that direction, he glanced down the Street.
Instead of leading her to the table, he curled ahand around her arm and led her away from the courtyard.

Sebadtian stiffened. That son of asuccubus! If Teaser thought to have some fun playing a game of
riva-rivd, hed find himsalf looking for another landscapeto live in. There wasn't time for games. Lynnea
wouldn't be here more than afew hours. And he needed those hours more than he wanted to admit.

As he shifted to set the wineglass on the table, he felt someone approach. The explicit warning to leave
him alone never made it past the thought as Gloriannadipped into the chair next to his, her back to the
Sreet.

Therewas so much to tell her, but he blurted out the thing most important to his heart at that moment.
" She doesn't belong here.”

Gloriannareached for the wine bottle and poured aglassfor herself. "No one comesto the Den by
mistake."

"Shedid."

She sipped the wine and studied him. "Are you sure?!

" She was supposed to go to the Landscapers School, but something happened and she ended up here.”
"Then something here must have resonated with something insde her.”

Me. But he wasn't going to say that. Not to Glorianna Belladonna. "1'm going to take her to the



Landscapers School after she's had some deep.”
Glorianna hesitated. "If that's what you need to do.”

"It'stheright thing to do." His voice sounded harsh, but he heard the plea beneath the harshness. Tell me
I'mwrong, Glorianna. Tell me | can keep her here with me without taking away the life she should
have had.

But Gloriannasaid nothing, just Stared at thewinein her glass. Findly she said quietly, "There may be
trouble at the schoal. Serioustrouble, if the Landscapersignored the warning signs. But it should be safe
enough for you and Lynneato go to the school, since neither of you will be there for long.”

He shifted, folding hisarmsto lean on the table, bringing him closer to her. "What's happened?”
"The Eater of the World isfreein the landscapes again.”

"The Eater of the World isamyth,” Sebastian protested. "An evil that children whisper about to scare
one another—or adults use to scare children into behaving.”

"It'sred, Sebastian," Gloriannareplied. "It was confined for so long, most people don't remember It as
anything but a story. But now It has escaped. The landscapes that were sealed up with It aren't sealed
anymore, and It has the power to connect those places with other landscapes to create access points
from which It can emergeto hunt. It will feed on the fear It creates, strengthening Its power over aplace
until the dark facets of the heart are the only thingsthat shinein that landscape. Until the Light isso
dimmed people won't be ableto find it in themsalves. Hope, happiness, love. Thosefedingswill fade until
they're little more than amemory barely remembered.”

Sebadtian refilled his glass, then downed haf thewine. "Do you think that. .. thing... hasbeen huntingin
the Den?'

"I know It came here. It tried to anchor one of Itslandscapesto the aley where the woman waskilled. |
atered the Den after | saw what It had done.”

Hetold her how the aley had shifted when he, Teaser, and the bull demon had goneinto investigate the
body. Then he told her about the other death in the waterhorses |andscape.

"I can understand why this Eater would come hunting in the Den," he said as he poured the rest of the
wineinto their glasses. "The Den isadark landscape with plenty of humans and humanlike demonsin a
small area. But why kill awaterhorse? They're demonsthat prey on humans when they get the chance.
Wouldn' thisthing want to... embrace them?"

Glorianna shook her head. "Like the bull demons and the Merry Makers and some of the others, the
waterhorses are adark aspect of Ephemera—a natural one. The Eater didn't shape them. It can't control
them, so It will hunt them, too." She hesitated. " Sebastian, don't stay away from the Den too long. Do
what you haveto do, but don't stay away too long."

"Why?" There was something she didn't want to tell him, but this wasn't the time for more secrets, not if
shewasright about this Eater of the World being loose in Ephemeras landscapes.

Hedidn't likethe look in her eyes. Pride and regret—and both those fedings aimed at him.

"Because you're the Den'sanchor,” shefindly said. "The otherswho live here provide... texture... but
the Den, at its core, iswhat you want it to be, what you expect it to be. Because the Den isareflection of
you."



"Areyou saying | let that thing comeinto the Den to hunt?"

"No. Y ou couldn't have stopped It from coming into the Den. But It can't change the Den if you don't
alow the Dento change."

Sebadtian laughed harshly. "My will againgt something so evil and deadly It can change our whole world
into anightmare? Do you redly think | can do that?"

"Youdidit. Youdidit," sherepeated when hejust stared at her in disbelief. ™Y ou said it yoursdlf,
Sebagtian. The dley started to shift and become adifferent landscape, and you didn't allow it to
happen. Y ou held on to what the alley was supposed to be, and you got away. Y ou can't stop It from
coming into the Den. There are plenty of bridges that connect the Den to other landscapes not in my
keeping, and until those are broken, It can find away in, and It can create small access points. But It
can't control the heart of the Den aslong asyou hold on to this place.”

Philo. Mr. Finch. Teaser. All the other residentsin the Den. He fdt theweight of their liveson his
shoulders. He had never bargained for that kind of respongbility.

Then helooked a Glorianna and redlized the burden she carried was athousand times heavier.
Helaid hishand over hers. "What are you going to do?"

She sighed. "All | can do right now is hold on to the landscapes in my care and protect them asbest |
can. Lee can help with that—once| find him."

He heard theworry in her voice. He didn't try to offer false comfort. After what shedd told him, that
would be no kindness. So hejust kept hishand on hers, offering the connection of family, telling her
dlently that she wasn't done.

Gloriannawa ked up the Den's main street, res sting the urge to rush back to Philo's place and tell
Sebastian not to take Lynneato the Landscapers School. She didn't think held run into any real trouble
while he was there, not with al the Instructors who lived at the school and the other Landscapers who
were aways returning to tend their gardens. Maybe they had already contained the Eater of the World.
And if they couldn't contain It by themsdves, they'd summon the wizards to help them. After all, wizards
were good at containing problems.

No, she didn't think Sebastian would run into trouble, even though she'd made sure he knew of another
way out of the schoal. It was the thrumming of two heart wishesin the currents of power that flowed
through the Den that made her want to push him into the decision she wanted him to make.

You can guide, but you cannot take control. You cannot take away the choices a person must
make in order to fulfill hislife'sjourney.

Opportunities and choices. People were offered opportunitiesto fulfill heart wishes dl the time and either
didn't recognize them or couldn't find the courage to reach for the very thing they wanted.

She couldn't interfere with Sebastian's journey, wherever it might lead him. Sheéd given him an
opportunity, an excuse, to back away from the decision to take Lynneato the school, and he'd chosen to
ignoreit.



Knowing she was doing the right thing by letting him make the decison didn't ifle the urgeto give her
darling cousin aswift kick in his newly polished honor.

By the time he said good-bye to Gloriannaand went up the street to find Lynnea, Teaser and two
younger incubi were finishing up some kind of impromptu skit full of double meanings. Bawdy, yes, but
too exaggerated and good-natured to be lewd.

And therewas Lynnes, standing &t the edge of the crowd, laughing and applauding, shining like sarlight.

No, not like starlight. She was too warm to be starlight. Sunlight, then. The kind of warmth that never
touched the Den—until she had walked here, laughed here.

He applauded with the rest of the crowd, not because he'd seen the performance but as away of
acknowledging Teaser's help in creating these few hours when hislittle rabbit could fed like atigress.

Lynneaturned, asif she recognized the sound of hishands, and smiled a him. "Aren't they wonderful ?"
"Yes, they are," hereplied, returning the smile.
"Did you have anice vigt with your cousn?'

"It wasfine." He dipped ahand into the pocket of hisleather jacket and touched the folded linen napkin.
Glorianna had ingsted on drawing him acrude map of the schoal. It had seemed slly, sncetherewas
only one road into the Landscapers part of the school grounds, and that led straight to the buildings that
housed the classrooms and living quarters. Then he redlized the road and buildings were only reference
pointsfor the thing she wanted him to be able to reach if he needed to. Her garden.

Mentioning her garden had made her uneasy, but she still made him go over the directions until shewas
satisfied he could find it. A safe place, if he needed one. And away to escape, hidden in thefountainin
the center of the garden... if he needed it.

He'd worry about that once he and Lynneareached the school. Right now he didn't want to think of
anything but her, didn't want to feel anything that wasn't connected to the time they had together. Not
enough time. Not nearly enough. But he wouldn't ask for more.

Leaving Teaser, he and Lynnea strolled hand in hand, enjoying the music, the action, the energy.
Everything looked different now. They were his people, his responsbility, demons and humansdike. His
will and heart were the anchor that would keep the Den safe from encroaching evil. Hewas needed in a
way he'd never been needed before.

And something ingde him began resonating in adightly different way asaresponseto that knowledge.

Asthey came up to aside street, two demon cycles zipped around the corner. One, noticing Sebastian,
cameto an abrupt hdt. The other, its atention fixed on Lynnea, rushed forward, waving itsarms and
roaing, "Blaarrgh!"

Lynnea stared at the demon, with its claws and razored teeth—and she giggled.
The demon stared back at her, its earslifting at the sound. "Blaarrgh!™ it said again.

She giggled again, then wrapped a hand around one of its claw-tipped fingers, and said, "How do you



do, Mr. Demon?"

There was a difference between being atigress and afool. The demonswho had claimed the motored
cyclesasthe pails of battle could eviscerate aman with one swipe of those claws—and usudly started
feeding before thefirst scream died away.

But thereit was, grinning at her, while its companion looked on asif it had been denied a particular
treat. Which was not ahedthy way for either of them to think about his rabbit.

"We have to go now," Sebastian said. "We have abit of awak ahead of us."

The grin was replaced by a scowl. "Where you go?' the demon said in avoice that sounded like gravel
rollinginameta barrdl.

They talked? Sure, everyone knew the demon cycles understood human words, but no one had ever
heard any of them talk.

"Were going to my cottage," Sebagtian replied reluctantly. They probably aready knew how to find the
cottage, sncethey traveled dl over the Den, but that didn't mean he wanted to point it out to them.

"Wetakeyou. Youride"

In those moments when hetried to figure out how to refuse without getting hurt, the demons focused their
attention on Lynnea.

"Wannaride?' they asked.

The look on Lynned's face was answer enough. Hislittle rabbit-tigress wanted to ride. He just wished the
excitement he could read on her face had something—anything!—to do with his anatomy rather than a
demon cycle.

"Okay, let'sride," he said, trying to keep the growl out of hisvoice that might be misinterpreted as an
invitation to a pissing contest. It wasn't acontest he could win, and agelded incubus wouldn't be much
useto anyone, leest of dl himsdlf.

He straddled one cycle, then had to bite histongue to keep it from falling out when Lynnea straddled the
other one—which made him desperate to find out if she was wearing anything but skin under that catsuit.

Mr. Finch was, without doubt, a wicked, wicked man.

It was less than amile between his cottage and the streets that made up the Den proper, but the demon
cycles couldn't seem to find the lane that was the Sraight route. They zipped around the countryside,
wesaving between trees, zooming up ahill and down the other side, making strange sounds that might
have been glegful laughter while Lynneawhooped and squedled and giggled.

Findly, when heinssted that she wastoo tired to play anymore—and she dutifully agreed with him—the
demon cycles found the lane and took them to the cottage.

"Good-bye," Lynneasaid, waving at the demons as Sebastian hustled her insde the cottage. "Thank you
for thelovely ride."

He closed the door before the demon cycles decided to join them, then tensed when he redlized there
was alamp glowing on thetablein front of the couch. He never left alamp burning when held be gone for
hours. Too much risk of fire.



"Stay here," he whispered, moving cautioudy into the room. Then he noticed the package wrapped in
brown paper next to the lamp and the dip of paper tucked under the string—and breathed asigh of rdlief
when he recognized the writing.

Glorianna.

A careful, one-fingered poke at the package gave him the next answer. "I think my cousin brought the
rest of your clothes here."

"Wasthat the wrong thing to do?" Lynnea asked, sounding baffled by his behavior.

"No. It wasakindness." Returning to where she waited, he reached past her and did something hed
never donein the ten years hed lived there. He locked the door.

"Comein," he said, moving around to light more lamps.

She wandered around the room, looking at everything. Then she stopped and studied two framed
sketcheson thewall. "Who did these?

"l did," hereplied gruffly, not sureif he was embarrassed to admit it or afraid of her opinion. HeEd shown
his sketchesto Nadiaafew years ago, after shed bullied him into telling her how he spent histime when
he wasn't prowling the Den. Sheld kept three of them—one for herself, onefor Glorianna, and onefor
Lee—and had these two framed for him.

Hed never told her how much that had meant to him.

"They'relovely,” Lynneasad.

And hewould never tdll this woman how much her words meant to him.
" like your home, Sebagtian.”

He moved toward her without thinking, too desperate to fed to be ableto think. Hisfingerstangled in her
hair and his mouth feasted on hers, wanting anything, everything.

And he could have everything. He knew it by the way her arms wrapped around him, the way she
responded to hiskisses. He could dake thisterrible hunger and give her pleasure sheld remember for a
lifetime. All shewould forfeit was her virginity.

But he could lose hisheart, if he hadn't lost it aready.
She doesn't belong here.

The thought intruded, rankled, savaged desire. He wanted one night with her, but he couldn't haveit. Not
for her sake, but for hisown.

He gentled the kiss, lingering because it would be the last. Then he eased back, out of her arms.
"After we get some deep, I'll take you to the Landscapers School.”

"But..." She dared a him, unfulfilled desire shifting into the pain of rgection. "But I'm abad person.
Mamsad s0."

He shook his head. "Y ou're one of the finest people I've ever known. If she couldn't see you for who you
are, theflaw wasin her, not in you. Y ou don't belong in a place where the sun never shines. Y ou don't



belong inthe Den.”

When he took astep forward, intending to ease the sting of rejection, she hunched her shoulders and
turned away.

No comfort. No sweet ending to a sweet encounter.
Maybe that was just aswell... for both of them.
"Bedroom isthrough that door. Y ou can have the bed.”

She didn't ask where he would deep. Shejust crossed the room, picked up her parcel of clothing, went
into the bedroom, and closed the door.

He stared at the bedroom door for along time before he pulled off his shoes and stretched out on the
couch.

He had donetheright thing.
So why did the right thing make him fed so bad?

Chapter Ten

They rode the demon cyclein the fading light of asummer evening, Lynneasnug againg his back, her
armswrapped around him. Even here, even now, he hadn't escaped the night. The day wastaking itslast
breaths before surrendering to itsrival. Not that it mattered. He belonged to the night. And Lynnea
belonged to the Light.

The Landscapers School spread out over acres of land surrounded by a high stonewall. Borders and
boundaries. A world confined in order to be free. Had the first Landscapers envisioned this when they
shattered Ephemera? Had they intended for their world to be parceled out and held in pieces, or had
they thought their descendants would be able to put the pieces back together?

Don't put all your eggs in one basket, Aunt Nadia had told him once. He hadn't understood the
meaning at the time, but now, as the demon cycle skimmed above the road next to the school'swall, he
wondered at the wisdom of controlling so much from one place.

Not hisdecision. Of course, the mgority of peoplein Ephemeradidn't have any say in the matter either.
Everything wasin the hands of the Landscapers. And, perhaps, the wizards, since they decided when a
person was too unmanageable to live anywhere but a dark landscape.

Travel lightly, Sebagtian thought. Especialy when entering this place.
"Theresthe entrance," he said, raising his voice to make sure the demon heard him.
A growl wasthe only response.

It hadn't been difficult to convince the demon to bring them to the school. All hed said wasthat Lynnea
might have to walk along way.

Maybe they should have walked. They'd had to cross through two other landscapes before they found a
bridge that would cross over to the Landscapers piece of Ephemera. If they'd walked through those



other landscapes, would they have found a place that would have called to both of them? A new place, a
new gart. With Lynnea.

But the Den needed him, and every day he was gone could make the Den susceptible to another will. An
evil will.

They turned off the main road and went through the entrance to the school. The demon cycle dowed
down asthey passed empty pastureland.

"Where arethe animas?' Lynnea sad, looking around.

"Maybe they put them up for the night,” Sebastian replied. But something didn't fee right. The slence was
too heavy, too... expectant.

They were hafway between the buildings and the school's entrance when the demon cycle stopped
abruptly and began gliding backward.

Sebastian dropped hisfeet to the ground, dragging his hedls. "No. Stop."
The demon growled and kept gliding back toward the main road.

"Stop!" He tapped Lynnea's hand to tell her to dismount once the demon came to ashuddering halt.
"Daylight! What'swrong with you?"

"Sebadtian?' Lynnea hugged hersdf. "Where are the people?’

"Probably ingde the buildings. It'samost dark.” But something was making his skin crawl. Probably just
the typica response when someone like him entered this place. After dl, Landscapers didn't think of
demons as people. Aunt Nadiaand Gloriannawere the exceptions in thinking demons were entitled to
their own little pieces of the world.

"Here" hesad, "give methat." Hetook the pack Lynneahad on her back. Gloriannahad done alittle
more shopping on her way to the cottage. The trousers, shirt, and lightweight jacket Lynneawore were
good traveling clothes. Her other clotheswerein his pack.

Had she kept the catsuit?

He dipped one strap over his shoulder, then took Lynnea's hand and linked hisfingerswith hers. Giving
the demon cycle ahard sare, he said, "Wait for me."

Did the school dwaysfed likeit was stretching and moving even when a person stood il ?
"I don't likethisplace," Lynneawhispered.

Neither did he, and if he till felt uneasy after talking to the Landscapers, he'd make some excuse, get
them both out of there, and take Lynneato Aunt Nadias house.

Which iswhat | should have done in thefirst place.

"Comeon," he said, leading her toward the buildings. "L et's find someone who can take usto whoever is
incharge”

The closest building was two stories and square. Probably the classrooms. Not apromising placeto find
anyone at thistime of day, but it was better than wandering around.



He thought he saw movement above the first-floor windows, then decided it was nothing more than a
bird or smdll critter moving in the branches of atreethat amost brushed againgt the building. But his
nerves were humming, and the desire to get on the demon cycle and get away from this place was
growing stronger.

The building's double doors were partially open, which didn't seem right. Would they bethat careless
about closing up after lessons were over for the day? Maybe it meant someone was in the building—a
student running in for aforgotten book and not checking that the door was closed because shedd be
coming back out in aminute.

A shiver went down his spine as he pushed one door dl the way open.

Lynnea grabbed her jacket and pulled the materia over her nose and mouth as soon as they stepped into
the building. "Oh. It smdlsbad in here”

It did smell bad. Which waswhy he had to look. If someone was done and injured in here, he had to do
what he could to help—or go and find help if there was nothing else he could do.

He dmost told Lynneato stay by the door. After dl, the first classroom wasn't more than ten paces from
the doorway. But even ten pacesfelt too far.

Giving her hand a squeeze, he walked to the first classroom door, letting her trail a step behind him, their
linked hands providing atether. The door was gar, but it ressted opening further when he gave it alight
push, so he put his shoulder to the wood and shoved.

And wished with everything in him that he'd left the door alone.
"Sebadtian?' Lynneawhispered from behind him.

Thistime he gave her hand a hard squeeze, acommand for silence. His heart pounded as he stared at
what the room contained.

They hadn't had a chance. Something had attacked them so fast, most of the girls hadn't had timeto try
to run.

He shook his head, asif that would erase the carnage in the room. This couldn't be real. These were the
L andscapers, the women who were supposed to be able to protect the rest of Ephemera's people until
the Eater of the World was destroyed. For him to belooking at the aftermath of a daughter inside their
schoal...

Thenit hit him. The bodiesweren't fresh. Unlessthey were holed up in another part of the school and
were still under attack, the other people who lived here should have removed the bodies by now instead
of leaving them to decay.

If there was anyone | ft.

Cold conviction wrapped around him. Thiswasn't an isolated attack. If he dared spend the time checking
more roomsin thisbuilding or the other buildings, it would be the same. Degth. Saughter. Maybe most of
the Landscapers escaped to their gardens and crossed over to other landscapes. Maybe the Bridges
were able to get away before whatever siwept over this part of the school reached them. Maybe.

It didn't matter if most of them had escaped or were still here among the dead. Right now, the absence of
other people meant one thing: He and Lynneamight be the only people dive at the school.



Which meant they werethe only available prey.

Spinning around, he pulled Lynneato the outside door, desperate to get out of an enclosed space where
they could be cut off from any chance of escape. Once they reached the demon cycle, they'd be ableto
outrun whatever was here before it sensed their presence. And once they got away from the school ...

They were out the door and running toward the demon cycle when they both jerked to a stop, frozen by
thesght infront of them.

Thefront end of the cycle was submerged in apool of murky water. There was no sign of the demon, but
something floated belly-up, just visible below the water. In the dusky light, the cresture wastoo dark in
color to make out its Size or shape, but the paer belly was dtill visble and showed the lethal dashes of
sharp claws.

The demon cycle had fought, but it hadn't won.

"It'slikethe horse" Lynneawhispered. "When Ewan |eft me on theroad, | ran after him. By thetimel
got to the bend in the road near the bridge, the horse was struggling in apool of water and... something
pulled it under."

The ground looked solid enough around the pool. They could skirt around the water and make arun to
the main gate. Except...

"That funny-colored sand,” Lynneasaid, her voice barely audible. "I saw that sand on the road, too. It
wasn't therewhen | first ran to the bridge. It just appeared while | wastrying to decideif | should cross
the bridge or go back down the road to find help.”

For amoment he was back in the dley in the Den, feding sand benegth his feet.

"The Eater of the World is free in the landscapes again... The landscapes that were sealed up with
It aren't sealed anymore.”

The Eater of the World was here, right now, changing the Landscapes School into pieces of I1tsown
dark landscapes. But It hadn't changed everything yet. Aslong as he and Lynnea stayed on ground that
was gl part of the school, they had a chance of getting away.

Even as the thought formed, he watched the land beyond the sand and pool of water change into abog
that stretched back to the stone walls that enclosed the school.

A fedling too primitive for words made him look back at the building. Was that just a shadow on the
wal? Or wasit apredator that blended in so well it wasdmost invisble?

Releasing Lynneas hand, he eased the pack's other strap over his shoulder to settleit on hisback. More
sensbleto drop it, but he didn't want to leave anything behind that might be used to trace them.

Guardians and Guides! How were they supposed to get out of here?
Sebadtian's breath caught as the answer came to him: Gloriannas garden.
They'd have to go deeper into the schoal, run sraight into the enemy'slair.
Rustling sounds of things moving doser, hidden by the fading light.

Only one chance.



He reached for Lynnea's hand. Both of them would get out of here or neither of them. He wasn't going to
let her fall behind and die like the people held seen in that classroom.

Heled her back toward the building. "Weve got to reach my cousins garden,” he said quietly. "When |
tell you to go, you run like arabbit. Understand me?"

Staring straight ahead, she nodded. " Something's coming.”

"I know." He gave himself amoment to picture the map Glorianna had drawn, not daring to take the time
to pull the linen napkin out of hisjacket pocket. The sundid wasthe first marker.

Glorianna. He focused hiswill, focused on the need to find her garden... and hoped that
something—Guardian, Guide, or Ephemeraitsaf—would respond to his heartfelt cdl for hepinfinding
the piece of ground that resonated with her. Glorianna. Glorianna. "Ready?"

Lynneatightened her fingers around hisin answer.
"Run!"

Thingsout of nightmares ran after them. Antsaslong as hisforearm. Spiders asbig asdogs. And things
he had no namefor.

The flagstone path benegth their feet felt spongy, fluid, asif the stones were about to change into
something el se between one step and the next.

We'rein the school. We're in the school. We're in the school Undernegth that chant he hoped would
keep them from stumbling into one of the Eater's landscapes was another chant that came from his heart:
Glorianna, Glorianna, Glorianna.

The sundid should be there, right in front of them. But there was nothing but a circle of bubbling mud.
No markers anymore. Nothing to guide them.

"Where... 7' Lynneagasped.

They had to keep moving or die.

Glorianna, Glorianna, Glorianna. "Thisway."

Heran, pulling Lynneawith him, letting ingtinct—or something more—guide him. A maze of gardens, all
the same. Wdlsand walsand wdls. The light dmost gone. They'd never find their way through this maze
once the light was completely gone.

But he turned from one path and followed another and another asif a string had been attached to his
chest and werereding himin.

Glorianna, Glorianna.
Then he saw it. No different on the outside from any of the others, but he knew it was hers.

"Here," he panted, rattling the wrought-iron gate asif that would be enough to bresk the lock. Eveniif he
did break it, there was awooden door behind the gate that was probably locked from the inside, since
he couldn't see any way to open it from thisside.

Hedidn't have timeto figure out if wizard magic could open doors. Somewherein the twists and turns of



the paths, they'd lost the predators, but the creatures wouldn't stay lost for long. Not with fresh prey
avalable.

"Climb." He clamped his hands on her waist and gave her aboost up to get her feet on a crossbar. "Pulll
yourself over." Sounds coming from the intersection of two paths. " Now!"

Hetook a step back to avoid getting kicked in the face as Lynnea swung her legs over the top of the gate
and the wooden door. His foot came down on a stone, making him stumble. He grabbed the gate to

keep his balance—which brought hisface level with the brass plague attached to the ssone wall next to
the locked gate.

Etched into the plague was a date and the wizard's symbol, indicating that this was a forbidden place.

Heforgot about the danger coming toward him. Everything faded to insgnificance as he stared a the
date on that plague.

Then Lynnea screamed, " Sebagtian.™
Jolted back to the immediate danger, he snatched up the stone held stumbled on.

Giant ants and spiders raced toward him, and in front of them was something that |ooked like an
elongated spider with two black eyes and jaws powerful enough to crush hislegs.

A deadly part of the magic wizards wielded was something they called "the lightning of justice.” Bolts of
magic that could kill aman. It was used when a person was deemed so dangerous he or she had to be
destroyed instead of being sent to a dark landscape as punishment.

Unfortunately, he had no ideahow to call that kind of magic or control it. But raw power swelled ingde
him now, so he channeled it—and his anger—as best he could into the stonein his hand.

The spidery thing rushed toward him with terrifying speed. The othersweren't far behind.

With ayell that was part fury, part desperation, he threw the stone at the spidery thing. It struck between
the creature's eyes, then—

Sebastian threw hisarms up to protect his eyes as bolts of light exploded out of the stone, searing the
gpidery thing and the other creatures nesr it.

He blinked, shook his head, then scrambled over the gate. Coming down on the other side, he leaned
back againgt the solid stone wall.

"Sebagtian?' Lynnearushed toward him.

"Don't!" His hand gtill tingled from the released magic. Since he was pretty sure the wizards lightning
didn't usudly splinter like that, he didn't want her to touch him until he felt more confident that he wouldn't
Szzle her, too.

"Theresno door on thisside of thewall,” Lynneasaid, looking at the solid stone. "Why isn't therea
door?"

Because they tried to seal her in. Because... Damn you, Lee! You never told me why. All these
years, and you never told me why.

He pushed away from the wall and looked around. An overgrown, abandoned garden—with away to
escape hidden in the fountain at its center.



"Thisway. Hurry." Still not daring to touch her, he followed a path to the center of the garden, Lynnea
right behind him.

When he reached the fountain, he circled it, looking for whatever was hidden here that would get them
out of this place. Moss on the stones that shaped the fountain's pool, green scum covering most of the
water.

Nothing! But something heretugged a him.

Crouching, hethrust ahand into the water. Hisfingers brushed over sones—and his heart jumped ashe
heard the sounds of creatures fighting over the remains of those he had killed. But charred corpses
wouldnt interest them long if they sensed living prey nearby.

His hand moved through the water. Then hefdt atingle, atug, asense of warmth right... there.

His hand hovered over the sone—and he remembered something Lee had told him during avidt to the
Den.

"People expect bridges to be large enough to physically walk over,” Lee said. "But a one-shot
bridge can be small enough to Jit in your hand."

Sebastian stopped picking at the remains of his dinner and frowned at his cousin. " One-shot?"

"A small object, filled with just enough of a Bridge's power for one crossing to a specific
landscape.”

"Doesn't sound like it would be much use."

Lee hesitated, then said quietly, " Sometimes it gives a person the only chance to escape where
they are.”

Too bad Lee hadn't told him how these one-shot bridges worked. Was there something he needed to
do? Or would he be pulled into another landscape the moment his hand closed over the stone?

"Sebadtian,” Lynneawhispered.
He looked up. Saw aspider coming over thewall.
"Take my hand," he said. He didn't dare look around to see what ese might be coming over thewadlls.

Holding on to Lynneawith one hand, he closed his other hand over the stone. He stood up and turned
away from the fountain at the same time the spider reached the ground inside the garden.

Hetook agtep, pulling Lynneawith him.
The spider ran toward them.

He didn't know where this bridge would take them, but he trusted L ee, who was the only Bridge who
would have put an escape route in this garden. And he trusted Glorianna Belladonna

As Glorianna's name echoed in hismind, he and Lynneatook another step—and disappeared a moment
before the spider reached them.



Welook human, but we are not. Ephemera shaped us, manifested us, brought usinto theworld in
answer to the cries of human heartsfor guidance.

Some of us have gathered in the places where the currents of Light are the strongest. These Guardians
will keep their distance from the chattering of the human heart, will live smple, peaceful livesthat will feed
the Light and keep those currents flowing in the world. And those currents, in turn, will nourish hope,
courage, love.

Therest of usare Guides. We walk among people and fed asthey do—glittering moments of joy, warm
moments of contentment, moments full of the jagged shards of envy, anger, disappointment. We drink
from the wells of sorrow and feast at the banquet of love.

But we understand what Ephemera cannot: That the human heart isasfluid asitsdf, that aheart is
touched by the winds of emotions, bending with them for amoment, sometimes breaking benegth the
violence of astorm. But those fedings are the wind, not the bedrock of a heart.

And yet, even bedrock ismalleable. A seed can find itsway into acrevice, root itsdf in the dark whileit
grows toward the light. Given time and the thingsit needs to grow, the plants roots can widen that
crevice, become strong enough to break stone. And things change.

So it isthe bedrock of the heart that resonates for us, not the winds of changing fedings. It isthetrue
desires, the degpest yearnings, the hearts need to make its journey through life that callsto us.

Be careful what you wish for, because Ephemera will manifest that wish—but not necessarily in
the way you intended... or even wanted. People hear the words, but they're full of wind
wishes—things they want now, are desperate to have now, only to forget about those same things
tomorrow because those things did not truly feed the heart.

So we wak among them, feeling the resonance of the bedrock wishes, the true dreams of the heart. And
we whisper to Ephemera, Don't listen to that wish. It's not a true wish. Or, Yes, that's a true wish.
Alter the currents around that person to provide the chance for himto take the first steps of the
journey that will end with the heart having what it desires.

One of uswould resonate with that yearning heart for amoment, showing it the possibility, giving it the
chanceto take those first steps.

Some heartswill back away from the journey, too fearful to leave the familiar even though it withers.
Otherswill legp forward and never look back, bruising the hearts left behind. Pain will force someto
begin the journey. For others, love will be a beacon that keeps them moving forward.

We walk among the people. So do the others. Aswe are drawn to the Light and the fedlings that
resonate with the Light, the others are drawn to the darkness that dwells within the human heart.

The people call them the Dark Guides.

Ephemera manifested them, too, because we who follow the Light could not resonate with the hearts that
yearned for the Dark.

Therewill always be such hearts. There will dways be that choice. If that wasn't true, then a heart that
walksin the Light has made no choice at dl.

—The Lost Archives



Chapter Eleven

Simple stone markers stood sentry at the beginning of adirt path that curved down the hill. A step away
from those markers, Sebastian pulled Lynneainto hisarms.

He watched. Waited.
No nightmarish creatures appeared between the slone markers.

Weak with relief, he closed his eyes and rested his cheek against Lynneas head, rubbing one hand up
and down her back to offer comfort.

"Youredl right?' he asked quietly. "Y ou're not hurt?'
"I'mal right, but..." Lynneaturned enough to look at the markers. "Where are we?"

"I don't know. Whatever landscape this was connected to." He opened his hand and stared at the piece
of smooth, white marble.

Peace folded around him like awarm, soft blanket. Fear diminished with every bresth.

He could dmost seethe air shimmer like avell between the sentry stones. If he stepped through themin
the other direction to enter whatever landscape lay beyond, fear would have a savage bite, and the world
beyond the veil might be filled with things that would rape courage and murder hope. But here...

Slipping the piece of white marble into his jacket pocket, he looked at Lynnea. "Wed better find out
wherewe are.”

She nodded, but he wasn't sure sheld heard him. She seemed quietly dazzled by the fed of this place.

They started down the hill. The treesthat had blocked the view on their left ended at the curve in the
path, reveding asmdl lake. A handful of tiny idands dotted the [ake, and alight shone on each one.
Another light moved steedily away from oneidand, and in the day's last breath, he saw aman walking
across a bridge back to the shore.

"Hey-a," Sebagtian called, usng the folksy greeting that was commonplace in the landscape Nadiacdled
home. Evenin afriendly tone, araised voice sounded wrong here—disruptive, amost obscene—but the
man stopped on the shore, lifted ahand in greeting, and followed the path around the lake that connected
with the path down the hill.

"Welcome, welcome," the man said when Sebastian and Lynnea reached the bottom of the hill. "1 am

Y oshani, afellow vigitor in this part of the landscape. Y ou have missed the evening medl, but thereis
aways something in the kitchen for late travelers. Come. Well get you settled in the guesthouse, and then
you may wander asthe heart wills" Heturned and led them up another hill. "Have you traveled far?"

"In someways," Sebastian replied.
Y oshani nodded. " So it iswith many who find their way to Sanctuary.”
Sanctuary. "l never thought I'd see this place," Sebastian said, the words barely voiced.



But Lynnea heard him and squeezed his hand to indicate she understood.

She didn't understand. How could she? She was human, and someone like her could have found her way
hereat any time.

But she hadn't. When her heart was looking for a safe place, she found the Den—and you.

"We have many guestsin this part of Sanctuary,” Y oshani said. "They come to renew the pirit so they
are stronger when they go back to their journey in the world.”

"There are other parts of Sanctuary?' Lynnea asked.

"Y es. There are many Places of Light in the world, but we were idands, each aonein the sea of the
world until the Landscaper brought us together, creating borders that connect these places with one
another. Her brother, who isaBridge, aso helped by making bridges between our landscapes so that we
may vist and better understand the other caretakers of the Light." Y oshani raised ahand in greeting.
"And thereheisnow."

At thetop of the hill stood athree-story stone building. A man stepped out into the light of the lanterns
hung by the doorway.

"Hey-a Led!" Yoshani sad. "Wehavevigtors.”

In that moment, everything el se vanished for Sebagtian. His mind and heart werefilled with oneimage—a
brass plague with awizards sedl... and adate that had revealed a secret.

Shrugging off the blanket of peace, he strode toward the familiar figure, whose mouth was curving into a
smile of surprised pleasure.

"Sebagtian!" Lee sad. "What bringsyou—"

A shove pushed Lee back astep. Then Sebastian grabbed Lee's shirt, pulling his cousin close ashis
hands curled into figts.

"You never told me," Sebastian growled. "I had aright to know, and you never told me."

No blanknessin Lee's eyesto indicate he didn't know what Sebastian was taking about. No surprise at
the anger. And no apology.

"Hey-a, hey!" Y oshani said. "Don't be spilling your troubles on the ground for other peopleto trip over.
Not in Sanctuary.”

Sebadtian felt heat flood his face—the same heat he used to fed as aboy when he'd done something that
felt natural to him but wasn't acceptable to everyone dse.

He opened hisfigts, releasing Leg's shirt.

Y oshani studied them, then shook his head. "Teh. Here. Take the lantern. Go down to one of theidands
and speak your angry words if you must. Let the water wash them away. | will look after the sensible one
among you," he added, making agraceful gesture with his hand to indicate Lynnea.

Sebastian took a step back. "No, it's—"

"Yes," Leesad. Hetook the lantern from Y oshani. "It'stime thingswere said.”



Sebadtian followed Lee down the hill to the lake. They crossed a bridgeto the first idand, which had a
stone bench and a hollowed rock that sheltered another lantern.

Lee swung aleg over one end of the bench and sat down, straddling it. Sebastian mirrored the move,
ettling at the other end of the bench.

On one of the other idands, wind chimes rang softly, stirred by puffsof ar, the clear notes blending with
the rustle of leaves and the lazy sound of water lapping the edges of theidands.

Sebadtian closed hiseyes. The sounds pulled a him, urging him to let go of anger and surround himsdlf
once morein that blanket of peace.

Then Lee moved, setting the lantern aside. It was a quiet sound that didn't intrude on the leaves and wind
chimes and water, but it was enough to make Sebastian remember—and hold on to—the anger.

"I saw the plague on Gloriannas garden,” Sebastian said. "'l saw the date. That was shortly after she
created the Den, wasn't it? Wasn't it?'

"Sowhat if it was?" Leereplied.
"Damn you! Shewasfifteen yearsold, and she was declared rogue because she made the Den!”

"No, she was declared rogue because she escaped being sealed into her garden, and by thetime the
wizards and Instructors redlized that, she had disappeared into the landscapes.”

Sebastian bobbed his head. Not to agree with anything, just to indicate he'd heard. " So the crime she
committed that was great enough to be walled in was creating a place called the Den of Iniquity. For me.”

"Y ou aren't the only one who has benefited from the Den,” L ee countered.
"But | was the reason she created it. She made that place so that | would have ahome.”

"Whether that's true or not doesn't matter,” Lee said, hisvoice sharp. "They never knew about you. The
Instructors never asked why she made the Den, and Glorianna never told them, so they never knew
about you. | doubt there's any among them that know even now why she atered the landscapes to make
the Den."

"So you decided not to tell methat Glorianna had sacrificed her future for my sake.”

"Don't blame me," Lee snapped. "By thetime | found out what had happened, it was two yearstoo late
to make any difference. What could you have done, Sebastian? | was fifteen; you were seventeen. What
could either of us have done? The wizards had condemned her. The other Landscapers had condemned
her. All I could do was get through my formal training asfast as| could so that | could be a Bridge for
her, since you can be damn certain no one else would do it knowingly. And | had to be careful, dways
S0 careful, because | was Gloriannds brother, and they were dways watching meto seeif my gift had
any unacceptable. .. flourishes.”

"Like being able to impose one landscape over another?”
"Exactly. Which is something only my family knows about me."

Sebadtian hesitated, absorbing the importance of that statement tossed out in anger. When Lee had told
him about thisrare ability, hed understood his cousin was sharing something very private, but he hadn't
redlized how much trust Lee was offering by tellinghim at dl.



Only my family knows about me.
And he hadn't redlized how difficult dl those years at the school had been for Lee. "Why did you stay?"

"Because | needed the officid training. Oh, | didn't need mogt of thetraining itsdlf. I'd done more just
playing with Gloriannawhen we were children than | learned in thefirst three years at the school. But if |
hadn't gone through the forma training to prove my talents weren't apotentia danger to Ephemera, |
would have been declared rogue, too, and that wouldn't have done Mother or Gloriannaany good.”

Sebastian hung his head. "I'm sorry thingswere hard for dl of you, that things went bad for Glorianna. ..
because of me"

"It wasn't you, S0 stop fedling sorry for yoursdlf.”
That stung histemper and his pride. Heraised his head and stared at his cousin.

Leelooked out over the water. "It wasn't you, and it wasn't the Den. Not redlly. | overheard some things
while | wasin training that make methink it was just an excuse. Before she ever got to the school, the
wizards suspected that Gloriannas power might eclipse what was considered 'natura’ in a Landscaper,
and they wanted to sedl her in, confine her, isolate her. If it hadn't been the Den, it would have been
something else at some other time, when it might have been harder for her to breek free.”

"What makesyou say that?'

"Likel said, things| overheard. The wizards come by severd timesayear, right after sudentsare
evaluated for advancement. They aways want to know about the strongest student Landscapers, the
oneswho might become a'problem’ in the future once they're away from watchful eyes." Leelooked at
Sebadtian. "Gloriannawasn't the first, you know. Whenever | had afree day, | would wander dl over the
school. There were other sealed gardens, some dating back a hundred years or more. Some going back
50 far the date had been etched in the stonewall instead of on abrass plague. | think..." He lowered his
voice and leaned forward. "I think the wizards have been culling the strongest Landscapers for
generations. | think they find some excuseto get that girl declared athreat to Ephemera, then sed her up
inacage of her own making. In theory, the girl can reach the things she needs to survive—food, clothing,
shelter—through the access pointsin her garden, but she's done. She can reach things but not people.
Evenif one of her access pointsisastreet in the middie of acity, she'still isolated from any direct
contact with other people. That'sthe real punishment of being walled in by the Justice Makers. Thegirl
livesdone—and she diesdone. And her lineisextinguished.”

Sebastian braced his hands on the bench and leaned forward so he wouldn't have to raise hisvoice
above awhisper. Daylight! Hefdt asif he were exchanging vile secrets that would be worth hislifeif
anyone e se heard what Lee was saying.

And maybe that's true.
"Y ou can't know that's what happensto the girls, that they're left donelike that," Sebastian said.

"Yes, | can. Because| found one of them two years ago.” Lee shook hishead. "A calling so strong, |
created a bridge to answer it. And | found her. She was very old and quite mad, but it wasalucid
madness. Shewasin awoods, gathering leaves and twigs. | don't know if she thought they were edible
or if shewasjust doing it for something to do. She was wearing rags that barely covered her and looked
ofral...

"Then she saw me. And she told me about being sedled in her garden and what the wizards justice meant



for the girl who was condemned.”
"But shewas mad,” Sebastian protested. "Y ou don't know if any of it wastrue."
Eveninthelantern light, with hisface haf in shadows, Sebagtian could seethepainin Legseyes.

"Shetalked about her sister. How her sister would take care of the baby. And how the daughter of that
baby would carry the seeds of the Dark aswell as the Light—and would be an enemy not even the Eater
of the World could surviveif the Dark Guides didn't destroy her before she bloomed into her full power.

"Then she broke off pieces of two plants and held them out to me. When | reached out to take them, |
felt my hand pass through a barrier of power—and she disappeared.” Lee rubbed the back of his neck.
"Somehow my bridge had pierced the barrier enough for me to see her and talk to her but not enough for
her to fedl the touch of a human hand. | wandered those woods for an hour. Same land, but not the same
landscape. Except. .. the plants were there, and | think | understood the message. | never told Mother or
Glorianna about seeing that old woman because of that message.”

"Message?' What kind of message could be made out of two plants?
"What shetried to give me was heart's hope. .. and belladonna."

Sebadtian felt his breath catch, felt his heart bump hard againgt his chest. But "belladonna’ made his
thoughts circle back to how thistalk began.

"Why would the wizards diminate the best Landscapers? And why would the Landscapers at the school
agreewithit?'

"How did the wizards become the Justice Makers, Sebastian?' Lee asked. "Why are they the oneswho
decidewhen apersonistoo... damaged... in someway to livein the daylight landscapes and must be
sent to the darkest place that resonates within that person? No one remembers. The Landscapers are the
oneswho actualy perform Heart's Justice and shift a person to another landscape, but its the wizards
who decide when it needs to be done. How did they become such a powerful force in our world?!

Sebastian leaned back, feeling uneasy about what he'd heard. If it were true that the wizards had been
systemicaly eliminating the Landscapers with superior skills, it meant the Justice Makers had an agenda
for Ephemerano one ese knew about. But what? And why?

"Wdll," Lee said, reaching for the lantern, "I don't know what part of the day you'rein, but | need to get
some deep before | go to the school to record my working log.”

The school . For thislittle while, his persona discovery had blocked out the horror. Now it came flooding
back. "You can't."

"Haveto. | don't have an established circuit of landscapes—at least, not that the Bridges Schoal is
aware of—so I'm required to report in once each season to log the locations of any bridges| created and
the landscapes they connect.”

Sebastian grabbed Lee'sforearm. "Y ou can't go back to the school. Everyone's dead.”
Lee diffened. "What are you talking about?'
"The Eater of the World escaped. It'sloosein the landscapes.”

"Who told you that?"



"Glorianna." He felt Lee tremble benegth his hand. "1 think It attacked the school. There were creatures
there—giant ants, giant spiders, other things—and | found a classroom full of bodies." Parts of bodies,
but he didn't say that.

"Everyone?"

Hearing the shock in Leg's voice, Sebastian hesitated. "1 don't know. We ran, madeit to Gloriannas
garden, and got away to here." Releasing Lee'sarm, he pulled the piece of marble out of his pocket.
"Udngthis"

"A one-shot bridge," Lee said, brushing athumb over the marble. "'| made thisfor Glorianna.on one of
my vistshome." Helooked a Sebastian, hisface hard. "I made three, to different landscapes. Thiswas
the bridge to Sanctuary.”

"When | put my hand in the fountain, | didn't fed anything from the other stones. Just thisone.” He
hesitated. " There was a stone just outside the gate of Glorianna's garden.”

"Black marble?"
"No, just apolished stone. | stepped on it, sumbled. If | hadn't, | wouldn't have noticed the plaque.”

L ee rubbed the back of his neck. "Then maybe the Guides of the Heart meant for you to find out about
this now. Sometimesit'sasmall thing that can make a differencein someonéslife” Hesghed. "Y ou must
have stepped on the agate. It was a bridge to the entrance at the Bridges part of the school. The black
marble connected to the Den. If it had till been hidden in the fountain, you would have felt it. Which
means Gloriannamust have gone back to the school at some point and taken it. Damn foolish of her to
taketherisk."

"She knew there was trouble at the school." Sebastian heard the hesitation in his voice and hated it, but
he knew L ee understood the question beneath the statement.

"Gloriannabelievesin letting people make their own choices, good or bad, but if shed suspected the
Eater could make this kind of attack, she would have told you straight out not to go to the school. And if
she decided not to tell you straight out, she has a connection with Ephemera no other Landscaper can
match. Y ou would have started out on the journey, but she would have made sure you couldn't reach the
schoal."

Sebadtian felt one knot of tension ease ingde him, swiftly replaced by another. "What's going to happen
to Ephemera?”

"Mogt of the Landscapers and Bridges don't live at the school. They wouldn't have been caught in the
attack. Even if the Landscapers came back to their gardens, as soon as they redlized they werein
danger, they'd be only astep away from escaping into another of their landscapes.”

Sebastian studied his cousin. ™Y ou should never lie to someone who has played cardswith you. Y ou give
too much away."

"Then I'm lucky I've never played cards with anyone at the school, since I've had alifetime's worth of
experience lying to them" Lee snapped. Then helooked out over the water. "The school isafoca point
because the gardens are there. If a Landscaper comes back to the school through her garden and redlizes
something bad has happened, shelll probably be able to get out again before she's attacked, buit. .."

"Shewon't have accessto dl the landscapesin her keeping, will she?"



"I'm not sure. My mother can step from one of her landscapes to another without going back to her
garden, but she'saLevel Five Landscaper. Landscapers below that level don't have the skill to do that.
They're dependent on having accessto their gardens.”

"So what happens to Ephemera?”’

Leeclosed hiseyes. "The Landscapers resonance will last afew weeks, maybe amonth, without being
renewed. After that..." He swalowed hard. "After that, there won't be anyone standing between
Ephemeraand the human heart, so it will begin manifesting everything in response to dl those emations.
A child will have atemper tantrum, and the family'swell will go dry. A farmer will have an argument with
hiswife, and when he goes out to work in thefields, his plow horse will step into a hole that suddenly
appears and break aleg. People will blame one another for their troubles, and everything will get worse
and worse because the Dark currentswill get stronger and stronger—and the Eater of the World will be
ableto use dl those dark emotions to shape terrors made from peopl€'s deepest fears.”

"Guardians and Guides," Sebastian whispered.
Lee opened hiseyes and stood up. "'l haveto go."
Sebastian stood aswell. "Go where? Y ou can't go to the school .”

"We haveto assume al the Landscapers who were at the school are dead. And al the Bridges who were
there aswell. But that means the Eater has accessto al the landscapes connected to those gardens.”

"So where are you going?' Sebastian asked, hurrying after his cousin as Leeleft theidand and strode
acrossthe bridge.

"I haveto break the bridges between Gloriannas landscapes and the rest of Ephemera. | have to break
asmany asl can, asfast as| can. | can start with the ones that cross over into Sanctuary.”

Asthey reached the shore, Sebastian grabbed Leg'sarm, pulling his cousin around to face him. "You're
going to cut people off with no way to escape that thing?'

"I'm going to do what | canto savewhat | can,” Leereplied. "Guardians and Guides, Sebastian! We
need some safe ground that the Eater can't reach, or welll never be able to gather enough force to fight
It."

It made sense, but... "So you're going to save Sanctuary.” Hefelt cold... and so done.

Lee gave him astrange look. "I'm going to close off Gloriannas landscapes. I'll break the bridges that
connect them to outside landscapes. Well beisolated from the rest of Ephemera, but the landscapes are
diverse enough to provide people with everything they really need.”

"But you sad... Sanctuary.”

Lee amiled with bitter humor. "Thisis one of Belladonna's |landscapes. Sanctuary and the Den are
connected. Not directly, but they're connected.”

The Den. Sebastian shook his head. "There are dozens of ways into the Den, and the Eater has aready
attacked there." He swallowed the lump in histhroat and fdlt it lodge in his heart. When he went back to
the Den, Lynneacould stay herein Sanctuary. Lynneawould be safe. ™Y ou haveto let the Den go, or
you won't have your safe ground.”

"There are ten Sationary bridgesthat cross over into the Den. | created them, and they al connect with



landscapes held by Glorianna or Nadia. It's the resonating bridges and any stationary ones other Bridges
established since the last time | made acircuit around the Den that | haveto find and break.”

"Didn't you hear me? The Den isdready compromised.™

"Then the only thing | can suggest, cousin, isthat you gather whoever you can to help you defend it.
Because Gloriannaisn't going to abandon the Den, and neither am 1."

We're not going to abandon you. That was the message. They didn't care if he was human or demon.
Hewasfamily. That wasdl that mattered.

"All right,” Sebastian said. "I'll hold onto the Den." Somehow.

They climbed the hill in sllence. When they reached the door into the building, Lee paused. "Could you
stop at my mother's house on your way back to the Den? Just to make sure everything's..." He closed
hiseyes. "Thereésasaying | learned in school. 'Despair made the deserts.” That's what the Eater of the
World redlly does, you know. It's not the landscapes It twisted or the crestures It twisted into mongters,
it'stheloss of hope, the seeds of fear that almost gave It control of the world long ago. It feeds on those
fedlings, cultivates the dark aspects of our hearts. It'sgoing to try to kill al the Landscapers. That'sthe
only way to keep the world from holding on to the Light."

"I'll check on Aunt Nadia."
Lee nodded.

They went inside, Leeto pack histhings and begin hisown kind of fight against the Eater of the World,
and Sebadtian to find Lynneaand tell her he was going back to the Den in afew hours. Alone.

"There's something you need to see," Nadia said. She opened a kitchen drawer, removed two folded
pieces of paper, and set them on the kitchen table in front of Glorianna.

"Where did you find these?' Glorianna asked as she opened the papers and saw the heavy lines of
measculine handwriting.

"Intheattic." Nadialatched the kitchen's screen door, locked the wood door, then walked over to one
of thewindows. "I didn't go up for anything in particular. Just to sort things out, | suppose, for something
to do, since | wasfedling restless. | found those at the bottom of atrunk of children's clothes, wrapped in
your old baby blanket.”

Gloriannalooked up. "Y ou told me adog stole my blanket.”

Nadia closed the window, then closed the shutters over it. "What was | supposed to tell you? It was so
worn and tattered—and got more tattered every time | washed it. But you didn't want to let it go."

"Soyou lied to me?’

" told you alie that gave theloss meaning. Y ou used to find comfort from thinking asmall orphan dog
was snuggled up in that blanket on cold nights.”

Gloriannawatched her mother close the other kitchen window. "Why are you doing that? 1t'll be fifling in
here"

"For alittlewhile. Read, Glorianna."

So sheread, and what she read chilled her to the marrow.



"Guardians and Guides, can this betrue?'

Nadia sat down opposite Glorianna and said nothing for along time. Then, "It makes afrightening kind of
sense. Both sdes|ost some abilities, some aspects of thelr magic after the Eater of the World was fought
and defeated long ago. But one side forgot its roots, except for the families who passed the truth down
from mother to daughter; the other sde did not. It hid in plain sight, keeping its bloodlines strong while

depleting the strength of its enemy.”
Gloriannalooked at the papers lying on the table between them. "Who... 7"
"Y our father. Peter. Shortly beforehe..."

"Disappeared.”

"Yes" Nadiaclosed her eyes. "1 thought he left because he was dissatisfied with hislife, or with me. |
thought he left because held grown tired of the secrets held inssted we keep—and because of the secrets
he knew | kept from him about my family. | thought he left because he crossed into a strange landscape
and couldn't find hisway back—or didn't want to find hisway back. | thought alot of things during the
months after he disappeared.” She opened her eyes. "After reading that, | don't know what to think
anymore.”

Gloriannalooked at the papers, at the strong handwriting that looked asif the hand had trembled alittle
whileit held the pen. Out of haste? Fear?

"Y ou think the Wizards Council killed him, or had him killed, because he found out about this?*

"It'spossible”

"But..." Despite the closed door and windows, despite their being aone, Gloriannalowered her voice.
"Females kept in secret as breeders? Femaes who arent... human? Evenif it'strue, he didn't say where
he saw these females or who was mating with them. He didn't accuse any particular group of being
the—"

"Peter was awizard,” Nadiainterrupted. "If held seen this place anywhere but in Wizard City, hewould
have reported it, and the wizards would have been thefirst to rally against some dark aspect gathering
gtrength in secret. They've dways been the most vocal about keeping humankind away from the demons
who share thisworld.”

"Exadtly.”

Nadialooked at Glorianna. Her face, even in the soft glow of the lamp on the table, appeared older than
her years. "If the power that your kind had shaped in order to control the world had been defeated by
your enemies, by the ones who stood for the Light, what better way to survive than to transforminto a
shape that would blend in? What better way to survive than to build afortress city in which to hide the
femaeswho, for whatever reason, weren't able to transform but who held the dark legacy in their
wombs?'

"I don't beievethis. | don't beieve any of this" But Glorianna stared at the words on the papers and felt
gck.

The Dark Guides are not just an unseen force that flows through Ephemera, providing an
opportunity for a person to follow the baser feelingsin his heart. And they are not figures so



malformed that they slink in the dark corners of cities or hide in cavesin the countryside,
appearing as a black-cloaked shape that whisperslies or helps bring about misfortune.

| have seen the créche, the breeding grounds. | watched males who wear the mask of human faces
mate with females who are not human.

The Dark Guides exist. They arereal. They wear human faces, but they are not human under the
skin.

And, perhaps, neither am . If the power | was born with comes from this dark place, neither am1.

"| told you the family secrets" Nadiasaid softly. "Things | never told your father. We can trace our line
back to the first Landscapers, who were the Guides of the Heart. Human in form, but not human. They
had such a strong connection with Ephemera, they could dter the landscapes, actualy change the shape
of theworld."

"Likeme," Gloriannawhispered.
"Likeyou."

Nadiagot up, rummaged through the cupboards, then returned to the table with a bottle of brandy and
two glasses. Shefilled the glasses and set one beside Gloriannas hand. Then she drained haf her glass
before sitting down again.

"I have no marriage lines," Nadiasaid. "l wanted them, but Peter said it was enough that we were
married in our hearts, and | loved him enough to be content with that. Even when | became pregnant with
you, he till refused to consider aforma marriage. But that's when he told me one of the wizards secrets.

"It was, and is, taboo for awizard to have carna relations with a Landscaper, and if the Wizards Council
had found out hed been with meand | carried a child that mingled the bloodlines of wizard and
Landscaper, at best they would have punished him. At worst, they would have sedled both of usina
dark landscape.

"He loved you, Glorianna, but he was a so terrified of you.”

Gloriannalicked her lips, which felt painfully dry. "If the wizards are the descendants of the Dark Guides
and the Landscapers are the descendants of the Guides of the Heart..."

"Y ou are the mingling of the Dark and the Light, and you are the only known Landscaper in our time who
can ater landscapes. Truly dter them. | think the kind of Landscaper you are is the reason for the taboo.
Thewizards didn't want to give Dark power back to the Light—because | think that mingling isthe only
kind of power that can defest the Eater of the World."

Glorianna gulped some brandy. "I can't do thisalone. Y ou think | can go up againgt the Eater of the
World?'

"l don't know. Can you?"
The question froze her blood. But another thought unfurled. " Sebastian,” she whispered.

"Yes" Nadiaagreed. "Sebastian. Y our uncle Koltak's scandal. Living testament that wizards and the
succubi can mate and have offspring. Dark power mating with dark power."



"Which means he might have al the power of awizard aswell asthe power of an incubus.

"The seed resdesin him, but he's never shown any ability for wizards magic. If he had, | imaginethe
council would have taken himin and trained him."

"But Koltak's not pure wizard."

Nadianodded. "Koltak and Peter didn't come from Wizard City. | suspect the human marriagesin that
family line are the reason Koltak never achieved the power he craved. Not if it'sthe Wizards Council
and their handpicked proteges who are mating with those females to keep some bloodlines of the Dark
Guidespure.”

"What about Sebadtian?Isthereany humaninhim at al?"

"A little"" Nadia paused, then Sghed. "Heis human in his heart, Glorianna, even if hesno longer willing to
acknowledgeit.”

Relief shuddered through her. It would break her heart to have Sebastian as an enemy,

"Y ou haveto leave, daughter. If the wizards manage to find you and destroy you, we have no hope of
defeating the Eater of the World. Y ou have to hide until you're reedy to fight.”

"Il goif you comewithme."
Nadia shook her head. "I can't abandon the landscapesin my care. Not now."
"Mother—"

Nadiarested her hand over Gloriannas. "We are not the whole world. Maybe there are other
Landscapersin faraway lands, even if they're known by adifferent name. Ephemeradidn't shatter as
much in those faraway places asit did here where the battle was fought, Dark againgt Light. We are not
the whole world. If that were not so, you and Lee would not have discovered a southern land where
koffea beans grow.”

"Merchant ships have been bringing koffea beansinto ports of cal for many years," Gloriannasaid.

"And yet those beans were unknown in many landscapes here. Our world isvery large, and it isvery
small. We see only what our hearts can hold, whether we sail the seasto distant lands or live out the
whole of our livesin the village where we were born. But the people here live on the bones of the
battleground, and the Landscapes who care for this part of Ephemeramay be the only oneswho know
thiswas a battleground—and they're the only ones who can see with their own eyesthat thiswill bea
battleground again.”

"So if wewin, most of Ephemerawill never know. And if welose..."

"The Eater of the World will be ableto unleash the horrors It created and dter the world into adark
hunting ground.” Nadialeaned back in her chair and dropped her handsto her Iap. "Despair made the
deserts."

"And hope shaped the oasis. | know the saying.”
"You'reour oasis, Glorianna. I'll look after mysdlf. Y ou look after Ephemera.”

Unbearably weary, Gloriannanodded and pushed her chair back. "I'll go."



"May the Guardians of Light go with you, daughter.”

After Nadia unlocked the kitchen door, Gloriannawrapped her arms around her mother and held on
tight.

"I'll seeyou again,” shewhispered.
"Youredwaysin my heart,” Nadiawhispered back. "You and Lee... and Sebastian.”

Just tired, Gloriannatold hersdlf as she hurried dong the familiar garden paths, blinking back tears. Just
tired. And afraid. So very afraid.

Which was why she doubled back to a particular part of Nadia's gardens and took a small statue of a
stting woman. She, Lee, and Sebastian had worked at odd jobs an entire summer in order to earn the
money to buy the statue for Nadia's birthday. Her mother cherished it because of that. And becauseiit
was cherished, it was apowerful anchor to this place.

Nadiawouldn't approve of her taking on the added burden. Most Landscapers held a handful of
landscapes. She held thrice that many. And she was about to add a dozen more. Because once she
altered the landscapes and shifted the borders and boundaries, she would make al the landscapesin
Nadias garden a single landscape within her own. Unitil Lee could establish more bridges between
Nadias landscapes and hers, it would isolate the people living in those places from the rest of Ephemera.

But it would keep her mother safe.

Chapter Twelve

Sebastian and Lynnea crossed over the bridge that connected Sanctuary to Nadias home landscape and
stepped into aclearing filled with sunlight.

Sebastian threw an arm up over his eyes and blinked away the tears caused by the unexpected
brightness.

"Daylight,” he muttered, lowering hisarm alittle so he could squint &t the land around them.
"Yes" Lynneasaid, looking up at the sky. "It'salovely day, evenif itisabit overcast.”
Overcast? Thiswasn't bright?

With hisface till safely hidden by hisarm, he grimaced at the prim tonein her voice. She'd been
sounding like that since they woke up—asif they'd dept on opposite sides of the bed instead of being
twined around each other.

And did she appreciate the fact that he had untwined himsdf instead of rolling that little bit necessary to
bring her under him and feed the hunger she stirred in him? No, apparently she did not.

And theway shed pulled his underwear out of the pack, with thumb and forefinger, asif it were
encrusted with who knew what instead of being clean—and then calling it his"unmentionables.” When he
pointed out it was called underwear, she told him it wasn't made out of enough materia to mention.

Hed never had any complaints. In fact, most women liked that next-to-nothing he wore under his pants.



And she wouldn't have said anything either if you'd made love to her last night instead of acting
like some prissy frig human. "I can't,” you said. Asif being a virgin meant the country girl
couldn't figure out what was making that lump in your pants. And you let her curl up on her side
of the bed without explaining that it wasn't your body that was having trouble where she was
concerned. Not that you're ever going to explain that—for both your sokes.

Sheld gotten back at him, even if she didn't know it. After sheld fallen adeep and held cuddled up againgt
her, her dreams had shifted to a swest erotica that didn't go nearly far enough to satisfy the hunger in
him—and left him panting with the effort to remain a passive participant instead of diding degper into the
dream, as hed done with so many other women, and taking her to the limits of his experience rather than
remaining confined by the limitsof hers.

But he hadn't donethat. Being so closeto her physicaly, he couldn't resist the lure of her dreams, but
he'd held himsdlf at the edge. Because she wasinnocent. Because she belonged in alandscape that saw
thesunriseand st.

Because he was scared to death that if he had her once he wouldn't be ableto let her go.

"Areyou gtill mad & me?' he asked, lowering hisarm the rest of the way now that he could squint at the
light without feding like his eyebdlswould cook.

"I'm not mad at you."

Thewords said one thing; the tone of voice said something ese. Definitely still mad a him. And it was
funny, in atear-your-hair-out kind of way. For al his experience with women, held never had to dedl
with moods. When the woman got moodly, it was time to leave and become someone e se's fantasy
lover.

But human men lived with female moods day after day, month after month, year after year.
They were out of their minds.
And he envied every one of them.

Helooked around the clearing. In Sanctuary, the bridge that crossed over to thislandscape wasasmple
wooden bridge that spanned a piece of awater garden. Lee had called it aone-way stationary bridge,
which he hadn't understood at the time. Now he did.

In this landscape, the bridge was just the space between two large stones set in the middle of the
clearing—a space wide enough for a handcart but nothing bigger. And on thisside, it was aresonating
bridge.

Since heldd never heard of a bridge being stationary on one side and resonating on the other, he wondered
if thiswas another unique aspect of Legs gift.

"Lee said to take the right-hand path when it forks," Sebastian said, taking Lynnea's stiff hand and leading
her toward the edge of the clearing. "That will take usto Aunt Nadias house. Shelll be up by now." He

hoped.

The path out of the clearing was plain to see, but he wasn't sure he would have found the fork if it hadn't
been for the sign nailed to atree—a plain piece of wood with abird etched into it.

"Don't you ever visit your auntie?' Lynnea asked, censure now added to that prim tone.



"Three or four timesayear,” Sebadtian replied, feding testy asthey followed the bardly visble path. "But
I've never come here from that particular bridge.”

They walked in silence until the path ended at abreak in the stsonewall that separated the woodland from
Nadiaslawn and gardens. Releasing Lynnea's hand, Sebastian stepped over the knee-high stones, then
watched to make sure she didn't stumble when she stepped through the break.

"Did something damage thewal?" Lynnea asked, sounding worried.

"Not asfar as| know," Sebastian replied, taking her hand again as he walked toward the house. "It's
been like that for aslong as | can remember.”

"And you never offered to fix it for her? She'syour auntie.”

Another offenselaid a hisfeet—asif he knew anything about fixing walls. Maybe Aunt Nadiaknew how
to ded with awoman in asnit. After dl, she had adaughter, and, being older and sensible, shed
understand that by not becoming Lynnea's lover, he was just doing what wasright for oncein hislife.

The kitchen'swood door was open to let in the fresh summer air. So were the windows. It looked dark
inside the house compared to the daylight, but through the screen door, he thought he saw two people
standing close together.

And something about the way they were standing. ..
"Hey-a" hecaled. "Aunt Nadial"
The figures jumped apart. One disappeared into another part of the house.

Sebastian strode up to the kitchen's screen door and grabbed the handle just as Nadia hurried up to the
door from the other side.

"Oh," she said, looking—and sounding—flustered. " Sebastian. What a plessant surprise.”
A surprise, anyway.

"You goingto let mein?" Sebastian asked.

"Oh. Yes. Of course.”

As she unlatched the screen door and pushed it open, he kept his eyes on her face. But damnit al, he
was an incubus, and she was wearing asummer dress, and it wasn't his fault her nippleswere acting
perky enough to makelittle bumpsin the thin materid—

and they were both going to get through this visit by pretending he didn't know she wasn't wearing
anything under that dress.

"ThisisLynnea," Sebastian said, hauling hislittle rabbit into the kitchen. Maybe Lynnea, being another
woman, could suggest that Nadia put a coat on over that dress.

"I'm pleased to meet you," Nadiasaid.
"It'searly to be dropping in so sudden-like..." Lynnea sammered.

"Nonsense. | was just starting bregkfast. Sit down. Be at home."



"Can| hep?'
"Y ou could—"

A smdl blue-and-white bird hit the screen door between the kitchen and the adjoining room and started
soolding.

"—entertain Sparky," Nadiafinished, walking over to that door. " Sebastian, make sure that outside door
isclosed properly.”

"Y ou could dways leave him there," Sebastian said as he made sure the kitchen's screen door was
Secured.

"Hell just keep scolding if | do that, and then helll get the rest of them started and welll have to shout to
hear one another.”

"Comeon," Sebagtian said, cupping Lynnea's elbow in hishand. "It's safer sitting down.”

"What? Why?' Lynneakept her eyes on the inside screen door while Sebastian guided her to achair at
the kitchen table.

Dropping into another chair, he watched Nadia open the door just enough to offer ahand for the bird to
perch on. The scolding changed to excited chatter.

Did the chatterhead just stay on Nadiasfinger and look cute? Of course not. The moment the bird
spotted him, Sparky zipped across the kitchen to land on top of Sebastian's head.

"Pretty boy," Sparky said, digging his sharp little nailsinto Sebastian's scalp as he walked back and forth.
Then he stopped and made kissy noises.

Sebadtian raised his hand dowly, hoping the bird would take the hint and hop on hisfinger. Heliked
Sparky. Heredlly did. But heliked the little chatterhead better when he could see what the bird was up
to.

But the moment Sparky saw the hand, he began besting Sebastian’s head with hiswings and scoldingina
volume that made al the humanswince.

"Fine," Sebagtian grumbled, lowering hishand. "Haveit your way."

The scolding stopped; the wings were folded back. Sparky marched to the top of Sebastian's forehead,
leaned over, and said, "Behave.”

"Oh," Lynneasaid. "He's adorable. Do you think hed come to me?' She held up ahand.

With an extradig of hisnallsthat Sebastian knew was deliberate, Sparky flew over to Lynneato be
properly admired. While woman and bird exchanged "Pretty birds," Sebastian started to ease out of his
chair, intending to give Nadiaa hand with breakfast.

Then Sparky said, "Kismrz."

Settling back in hischair, Sebastian said, " Sparky isakeet. The species origindly came from adistant
landscape. Ian't that right, Aunt Nadia?'

"Yes, that'sright,” Nadiareplied as shelaid strips of bacon into askillet.



"They're bright little birds," Sebastian continued. "And they can talk. Somethingsthey learn because a
person teaches them. And sometimes they hear something often enough that they just pick it up. Thingis,
if thewords aren't enunciated clearly, the bird might not pick up al the sounds.”

Lynnea gave Sparky addighted smile. "Do you think he wastrying to say something?’
Nadia, who was busy pouring egg batter into another skillet, didn't answer.
Oh, yeah, Sebadtian thought, watching hisaunt. | think he was trying

to say something. What | want to know is why Sparky would hear "kiss me" often enough to have
learned it.

Asif in answer, someone tapped on the screen door—and Nadia dropped the fork she was using to turn
the bacon.

"Jeb," Nadiasaid as she picked up the dirty fork. "Comein. You'rejust in timefor breskfast." She put
thefork in the sink, got a clean one out of the drawer, then turned back to her cooking.

Sebastian swiveled in his chair asthe screen door opened, noticing how Jeb pulled the door open just
enough to dip indgde and paused to make sure it was properly latched. A frequent visitor, then. Onewho
didn't need to be told that some of Nadia's birds might be loose in the house.

"Hey-a," Jeb said as he removed his cap and put it on a peg next to the door.
"Hey-a," Sebastian replied.
"Ah... Jeb, thisismy nephew, Sebastian, and hisfriend Lynnea,” Nadiasaid.

Sebadtian gave Jeb asmile that was brilliant and insincere. Y ou're getting alot of company for breakfast
thismorning," he said, glancing a hisaunt. He didn't think the heet from the stove was the reason her face
wasflushed.

"Jeb isaneighbor,” Nadiasaid, taking plates and mugs out of the cupboards.

Taking the plates and mugs from her, Jeb set thetable. "I help Nadiawith some choresfrom timeto time.
I'm awoodworker by trade, so I'm handy with my hands."

"I'msureyou are," Sebadtian said pleasantly. And wasn't it interesting that this neighbor had been in such
ahurry to help out with some chores that he hadn't taken the time to button his shirt properly.

Nadiathumped arack of toast on the table, which startled Sparky into another scold.
"Feed him sometoast,” Nadia snapped. "Maybe that will keep him quiet.”

Taking the hint, Sebagtian helped himself to a piece of toast, breaking off acorner for Lynneato feed to
Sparky, while Jeb poured koffeefor all of them and Nadia dished out the bacon and eggs.

He'd managed to put two women in asnit before breakfast. Was that some kind of record?

Hefilled Lynneda's plate, snce Sparky was perched on her wrist and didn't seem interested in going
anywhere—and smiled a her when the tiff sllence of the other two people a the table finally broke
through her enchantment with the bird.

They didn't linger over the meal. When Jeb pushed his chair back, thanked Nadiafor breskfast, and



offered to take care of afew of the chores, Sebastian said, "I'll give you a hand"—and ignored the sharp
look Nadia gave him as he followed Jeb out the door.

Lynnea kept her eyes on the bird dozing on her wrist. Such asmall cresture, but joyful and loving. What
would it be like to have something that would love her just for being there, just for loving it in return? A
companion that wouldn't criticize or think her inadequate?

Sheld felt the tension during breakfast, but she hadn't known the cause. She hadn't known what to do or
say. And shed been afraid that the tension would change to anger funneled toward her if she didn't Stay
quiet.

But now Sebastian was outside hel ping Jeb, and atigress wouldn't cower at the thought of saying
something to anice woman.

"Y ou have alovely home," she said, looking around the kitchen. And it was lovely. Comfortable and
warm. Welcoming. It reminded her of Sebastian's cottage. A place sheld probably never see again.

"Thank you. It'sbeenin my family for several generations." Nadia stood up and began scraping the
remains of their med onto asingle plate.

"Can| hdp?'

Nadiasmiled and looked at Sparky. "Y ou are.” She stacked the plates. "Have you known Sebastian
long?'

"Not long. And, | guess, not for much longer."
"What makesyou say that?'

Her face burned with the shame of failure—and the shame of wanting. So she kept her eyeson the bird
when she said, "He won't have sex with me."

Nadia bobbled the dishes, aimost dropping the stack. "What do you mean, he won't have sex with you?'

"Hewon't. He says he can't, but he could if he wanted to. | may not know alot about. .. sex things... but
| know enough to know that when aman's... stuff. .. sticksout like that, he wants sex.”

Nadia sat the dishes back down on the table. "And Sebastian's. .. stuff... sticks out when he's around
you?"

Lynneanodded. "But he won't do anything, even though I'm atrollop.”
Nadia sank into the chair. "Trollop?’

"I'm abad person. That'swhy | ended up in the Den. If I'm abad person, why can't | have sex with a
man who makes my heart fed 0 strange? When he kissed me, it felt wonderful. | felt wonderful. Likethe
tigress spdl he put on mewas still working, and | was till strong and powerful.”

"l think," Nadiasaid dowly, "that | should put on another pot of koffee. Then you can tell me the whole
story of how you came to the Den and about this spell Sebastian put on you.”



Sebadtian waited until they'd fallen into the rhythm of filling the watering cans from the buckets drawn
fromthewell.

"S0," he said while he watched Jeb carefully soak the ground in one of the flower beds, "how long have
you been deeping with Aunt Nadia?'

Jeb hesitated a moment, then moved over to the next part of the bed. "Don't rightly know that it's any of
your business.”

"What about Lee?Isit hisbusness?

"No, | don't reckon it is. Nadiais agrown woman, well able to make up her own mind about such
"So you just sneak over here a couple times aweek for some—"

Jeb dropped the watering can and straightened up. "Y ou've no call to be saying things that would shame
your auntie. No call. She's afinewoman. The best I've ever known."

Sebadtian gauged the anger in Jeb's eyes. Not the bluster of a man caught doing something he shouldn't
but the anger of aman defending something—or someone—that mattered to him. "Do you love her?"

"I do." With amild curse, Jeb reached down and righted the watering can, which had spilled out too
much water on that flower bed. "I'm content with the way things are between us. I'd like more, but until
Nadias ready, I'm content with how things are." He took off his cap, dapped it againgt histhigh, then
settled it on hishead again. "1 can't say what Lee does or doesn't know, but if it sets your mind at ease,
Gloriannais... aware... of how things stand between Nadiaand me."

"And you'redtill here" Sebastian murmured.
“I'mdtill here"

It wasn't that he objected to two people—two humans—having sex without marriage. And it wasn't asif
he didn't know what men and women did together—and why. But he couldn't quite wrap hismind
around Aunt Nadia panting and moaning under aman—or over aman.

"What about you?" Jeb demanded. Y ou deeping with that girl?

Already off baance, hefdt asif the question mentaly knocked him on hisass. "We dept together,” he
stammered. "There was only one bed in the room, o we dept together. But we didn't... we havent..."
Heraised ahand asif to gesture, then let it fall back to hisside. "Daylight,” he muttered. "1 never thought
I'd be having this conversation.”

"Comesasasurpriseto me, too," Jeb admitted. He scratched the back of his neck. "Thought you were
anincubus™

"Sodidl."
llAhlll
Flustered and embarrassed, Sebastian |ooked around the garden. .. and remembered why hed come



here.
"You livefar from here, Jeb?"'

"Jugt a few minutes walk adong that path,” Jeb replied, pointing in the generd direction. "Have anicelittle
cottage. Too small for someone thinking of raisng afamily, but it suitsme. And | took it on because the
barn makes a good workshop, gives me plenty of room to store my wood and build things."

"But it's il adistance from here" Sebastian hesitated. Jeb had abit of adrawl, which indicated that held
come to thislandscape from another place a some point in hislife. But his manner till said "country”
rather than "city," and folks from a country landscape could be earthy and easy or as prim and starched
as an old spinger's knickers when it came to men and women. "Y ou should move in with Nadia. You
should live here"

"Now, wait up aminute.”

"Troubles coming." Sebastian glanced toward the kitchen windows and lowered his voice. "Bad trouble.
Landscapers have died. That'swhat | cametotell Aunt Nadia.

"And you think something will try to hurt Nadia?"

He nodded. "Not only is she a strong Landscaper in her own right; she's Belladonnas mother. So I'm
asking you, Jeb. What if being afew minutes away istoo far avay?'

"l... | have my work. Wouldn't be easy to move my workshop. At least, not quickly. And Nadia hasto
tend her landscapes. | can't be with her then.”

"But a night," Sebastian perasted. "Here, at night.”

Jeb looked uncomfortable. "Auroraisasmal village. What people suspect and what they know can
make adifference. It's your auntie's reputation we're talking about.”

"It'smy aunt's life we're talking about.”

Jeb nodded. "All right, then. I'll talk to Nadia. That'sal | can promiseto do." He paused, then added,
"What about you and the girl ?'

"l belong in the Den. She belongs someplace dse.”
"And you can livewith that?'
"I have to live with that," he snapped.

Jeb took off his cap and turned it round and round in his hands. ™Y ou asked me aquestion, and | know
how my heart wants to answer. So I'll ask you the same question. If you send her off to some landscape
you think isthe right place for her, someplace that's more than afew minutes wak down apath..."

"Thisisdifferent. The Den ian't safel”

"Will any place be safe?" Jeb asked quietly. "How will you fed if thistrouble skips over the Den and
lands square in the middle of this place you think is so safe and you can't reach her?”

The thought made him sick. "'I'm trying to do theright thing."

"l can seethat. But Sebastian? Sometimes doing theright thing isn't theright thing to do.”



"Here," Nadiasaid, caging the keet between her hands. "It'stime for him to go back in hiscage.”

"Oh," Lynneasaid. It had been easier to tell Nadia about her life with Mam, Pa, and Ewan while she kept
her eyes on the bird. Much easier to admit the thing Pa had tried to do that had led to her being sent
away. When she'd told Nadia about the water and the sand, the older woman's hands had trembled. But
what had her sstumbling was talking about Sebastian and those hours when held made her atigressand
sheld seen what it could beliketo live without fear.

But even Sebastian was trying to send her away. Hed wanted her to stay in Sanctuary. He hadn't argued
when shed told him she wanted to go with him to his aunt's house, but hed made it clear enough that he
didn't want her going back to the Den with him.

"Now," Nadiasad, returning to the table, "what do you want, Lynnea?"
| want Sebastian. "1 don't understand.”
"You'refree of thelife you had. Y ou have a chance at anew beginning. Where would you liketo go?"

"I want to go back to the Den." She didn't have to think about that. It was adark place, and astrange
place, but shefet safe there. "But Sebastian doesn't want—"

"Darling, Sebastian does want. That's what has him tangled up in knots where you're concerned.” Nadia
smiled. "Don't you see? If you'd been nothing more than awoman who had aroused his body, he would
have been your lover by now."

"But heknowsI'mnot... that | haven't..."

"He's an incubus. That wouldn't have mattered in the least. But you've done more than arouse his body,
Lynnea. Y ou've touched his heart, and that's something I've hoped would happen to him—that he would
find someone who touched his heart." Nadia patted Lynneda's hand. "Frustrating for you, | know, and
doubly sofor him, | imagine.”

"He gtill doesn't want meto go back to the Den.”
"That'snot hisdecison, isit?"
Lynnealooked a Nadia. She'd always been told where to go and what to do. "But—"

"Your life, your journey, your choice. Y our opportunity.” Nadialeaned back. "Have you ever tossed a
coinintoawishwd|?"

"Once. Jugt apenny.”

"The amount doesn't matter,” Nadiasaid. "It'show much heart is put into the wish.”
"But nothing happened.”

"Oh? And just how do you think the wish wellswork?"

"Y ou hold a coin, make awish, tossthe coin in the well asatribute to the Guides. And then if you're
meant to haveit, your wish will cometrue.”



Nadiasighed. "Yes, | suppose that's how most people think it works. Thisishow it does work. Y ou
make awish and tossa coin in the well as adeclaration of your intention to have something in your life.
Then what do you do?'

Lynnea shook her head to indicate that she didn't know.

Nadias voice took on the tartness of impatience. ™Y ou roll up your deeves and you work to makeit

happen.”
"But | don't know how to make it happen!"

"Opportunity and choice, Lynnea. What the heart truly desires doesn't come to you overnight, and it
doesn't dways comein theway you imagined.”

Lynnea nibbled on her thumbnail. "Maybe | could find work in the Den. Maybe | could work for Philo. |
know how to cook and bake. | know how to clean, wash dishes. I'd need to find aplaceto live."

"I don't think that will be aproblem,” Nadiasaid dryly. She pushed her chair back and stood up. "I'd
better put something on under this dress before | shock my nephew morethan | aready have. Then, |
think, it'stimeto find out why Sebagtianishere.”

Thank all the Guardians of the Light, Sebastian thought when he saw Nadiaand Lynneawalk out of
the house. Nadia had put something on under that dress. He'd already seen more of his aunt than he
wanted to.

"Jeb?' Nadiacadled. "Why don't you show Lynneathe flower gardens?' After giving Lynneaafriendly
push, she walked off in the opposite direction, toward the back of her persona garden.

Figuring that was his cue to have a private talk with Nadia, Sebastian set the watering can down and
followed hisaunt. He caught up to her when she stopped at the fountain and frowned.

"The gatueisgone," she said, sounding annoyed and resigned but not terribly worried.
"Statue?"
"The statue the three of you bought me for my birthday one year. It's gone.”

Being related to Nadia and Glorianna, he knew more about how the Landscapers magic worked than
most people. His heart raced astoo many awful possibilities|egped through his mind. " Someone stoleit?

" 'Stol€' isaharsh word, since | know Gloriannatook it. | told her it wasn't necessary, but | think she's
going to dter the landscapesto bring Auroraand al my other landscapesinto her garden.”

His heart till raced, but thefeding of rdlief that swept through him left him shaky. "Good. That's good.”
"It'snot good. She has enough to dedl with without taking on more.”
"Aunt Nadia. There's something | havetotdl you.”

Nadiastared at the fountain. "The Eater of the World isloose among the landscapes. | know, Sebastian.
Gloriannadready warned me."

"Does she know about the school 7

Frowning, Nadialooked at him. "What about the school ?*



He rested his hands on her shoulders, offering silent comfort. " The Eater has taken over the school. The
placeis crawling with Its creatures." Even through the thin materid, he fdt her skin growing cold benesth
his hands as her face paled. "The Landscapers are dead, Aunt Nadia. The Bridges are dead. Everyone
who was at the school—" Lee?

"We saw him in Sanctuary. He knows. He said he was going to break the bridges that linked Glorianna's
landscapesto any others.”

Nadia sank to the ground. Sebastian dropped to hiskneeswith her, holding her upright while she
swayed.

"Aunt Nadia?' he asked sharply. Hewouldn't likeit if she fainted, but he could dedl with it. What brought
him close to panic was the fear that he'd shocked her so much she was having some kind of attack.

"We're the only onesleft?' Nadiawhispered. "Gloriannaand | are the only Landscapers |eft?!

Sebastian rubbed her arms. "Maybe not. Plenty of Landscapers would have been traveling, checking up
on their landscapes, so—"

"But they don't know!" Nadia's voice rose.

Out of the corner of hiseye, Sebastian saw Jeb look in their direction and take a step toward them. Saw
Lynneareach out and stop him.

"The Landscapers who are traveling won't know about the danger.” Nadia sounded panicked.

"If the Eater triesto connect one of Its bad landscapes to a daylight one, people will notice. Word will
spread, right?' He wasn't sure why he was arguing, since L ee had dready told him what could happen to
Ephemerawithout the Landscapers, but seeing Nadia distraught had him grasping for anything that might
steady her.

Then something occurred to him. "Even if the surviving Landscapers have to use bridgesto avoid going
back to the school, and even if the Eater has been in alandscape, the Landscaper who controls that
piece of Ephemerawill be ableto dter it back to—"

"No."

"Gloriannadid it," Sebadtian indgsted. "The Eater had connected one of Its landscapesto the Den, and
she altered the Den to break that connection.”

Nadialooked at him, her dark eyesfull of despair. "Gloriannaisthe only Landscaper who can dter
landscapes like that. The only one who can rearrange pieces of the world, bringing them together to form
anew pattern. The only one, Sebastian.”

He sat back on his hedls. "Then she'sthe only red enemy thisthing has, isn't she?"

"Yes, sheis. And the landscapes she holds will be idands connected with one another but no longer quite
part of theworld, like areflection you can seein apooal of gill water, but when you turnto look at it
directly, it isn't there."

Food, clothing, meta for tools, wood for building and fuel. How many of those thingswerein Gloriannas
landscapes?

"Well," Nadiasaid. "There's nothing we can do right this moment, so weld best get on with the business



of living."

Rising swiftly, Sebastian helped her to her fedt.
"Aunt Nadia, about Lynnea..."

"She wantsto go back to the Den.”

"No."

"Her life, her journey, her choice."

"l won't take her back to the Den."

"Then shelll haveto find her own way back.”

Let Lynnea stumble around trying to find a bridge back to the Den? Unthinkable. Even if Nadia escorted
Lynneato the bridge he'd always taken to go back home after visiting here, there was no guarantee
Lynneawould arrive at the Den.

Doing his best to ook and sound menacing, he said, "If | take her back, I'll take her." Surely Nadia
understood that message.

"It's about time you stopped dithering and got down to it."
Hismouth fell open.

Amused, Nadia patted his cheek, then headed toward the part of her garden where Lynneaand Jeb
were pretending to admire the flowers.

Heran to catch up to her, then grabbed her arm to dow her down.

"Aunt Nadia, | don't think you understood—"

"I'm agrown woman, and I've had my share of lovers. | know exactly what you meant.”
"Lovers? Lovers?'

"WEll, no one else since Jeb and |—"

"Have pity onme."

Nadialaughed. "Very well. If you don't ask about my sex life, | won't ask about yours.”
"Right now, | don't have one."

She stopped before they got close enough to be overheard. "Tell me something, Sebastian. How long has
it been snceyouvewaked in daylight?'

"l... don't know. A few years."

She nodded. "That's along time. Even when you came to visit, you never showed up until the sun
set—and you never stayed long enough to seethe sunrise”

Couldn't. Especidly in the last year or so. He wanted to seeit, but it was the crudest reminder of what
he'd left behind when held turned his back on the daylight landscapes—because it was the one thing heldd



truly loved about those landscapes.

"Y ou may want to consder why you're standing herein daylight,” Nadia said quietly. "Opportunity and
choice, Sebadtian. Lynneaisn't the only one making ajourney.”

Helooked over at hislittle rabbit, who raised her chin asif getting ready to fight.

You started this, he thought. You're the one who gave her a taste of being a tigress.
Hewalked over to her.

"I'm going back to the Den," she said, sounding scared and defiant.

"I know." He dtill thought she was making a bad choice, but he was too glad to have her with him alittle
while longer to argue about it anymore.

*

It moved through the landscapes, smothering the flickers of Light It found in the places Itslesser enemies,
the Landscapers, hadn't valued enough to give more than token protection. So easy to create an anchor
for one of Itslandscapes. Ephemerabardly resisted when It imposed Itswill in those places. But the
shining landscapes, the places that would be such afeast when It destroyed the Light... It couldn't find a
way into those places. No matter how It twisted and turned through the landscapes, It couldn't find a
way in. And that dark landscape, that delicious hunting ground. It could feel the edges of that place, but
no matter how hard It tried, It couldn't breach the wall that surrounded the Den of Iniquity.

So many thoughts focused on asingle thing, so sure that single thing would keep them safe.
Sebastian. Sebastian. Sebastian.

Humans and demons dike believed in thisthing cadled Sebastian that kept It away from the Den itself,
leaving It with no access except for the two anchors It had aready established in the dark landscape that
bordered the hunting ground.

What enraged It even more was the certainty that the choicest hunting grounds were landscapes
controlled by the True Enemy. What troubled It wasthe fed of the Dark currentsin the spotswhere It
had managed to create anchor pointsin those landscapes. The old Enemies, the Guides, that had fought
and caged It so long ago had resonated with the Light and held only athread of the Dark. But this one
held the Light and the Dark in equal measure. This

one could do what the old Enemies never could: she could control Its dark landscapes.
She had to be destroyed before she realized how powerful shetruly was.

But thistime It wouldn't be the one fighting againgt the Enemy. Thistime It would have friends.

*

It moved aong the steep northern dope of Wizard City, arippling shadow. It had found the Dark Ones
weskness, the thing they feared to lose. In spider form, It had climbed thewal of the building to be sure
anyone standing at a particular window would see what It wanted him to see.

Ready now, It reached out with amental tentacle for the Dark One. It didn't try to dip into that mind



unobserved. It made Its presence felt—and relished the fear that flooded that mind before the feding was
controlled.

Come to the window, It whispered. Look at the steep land. Watch. It withdrew the tentacle, knowing
the Dark One would obey.

Choosing ground that was a short distance from aflock of sheep grazing on the hillside, It dtered the
grassinto alarge patch of rust-colored sand, changing that piece of Wizard City into the bondlovers

landscape.
Then It waited until 1t sensed the Dark One's presence.

The smpleminded animals began to bleat and move away as It rippled beneath them. Already primed to
bolt, they panicked when It transformed part of Itself and tentacles burst out of the ground in the middle
of theflock. The onesin front of It ran straight into the patch of sand—and disappeared.

Satisfied, It pulled the tentaclesinto the earth, changing them back into Its natura form.

It felt the Dark One's mind reaching out. Hesitant. Afraid.

We helped you, the Dark One said. All these years, we sent you prey.

More prey found its own way into my landscapes, It replied. You never freed me. Never tried.
We couldn't! We didn't know where the Landscapers had hidden—

Lies. It waited, savoring the fear.

What do you want?

The True Enemy must he destroyed. She is one; you are many. It will he easy for you to destroy
her.

We've tried to destroy Belladonna!

A shudder went through It. Belladonna. The first mae It had killed at the Landscapers School had used
that word asa shield for akerne of hope. Now It knew what the word meant.

Destroy the True Enemy, It inssted.
Why can't you destroy her?

A thread of hope flowed through the words, enraging It. The Dark One wastoo fearful to hide his
thoughts completely. He hoped It and the True Enemy would destroy each other. Foolish creature, to
think that It had learned nothing from Its prey when It had spent so much time absorbing Its prey's

deepest fears.
Don't you want to befriends?
We areyour friendd!

Prove it. It projected an image of the femaes It had found—the females that had been hidden for
generations. Destroy the True Enemy—or something besides sheep will disappear in the
bonelovers' landscape.



It felt the Dark One'sfear spike.

We... We will find a way to destroy Belladonna. The Dark One hesitated. |s there anything else we
must do to prove we are friends?

It considered for amoment, thought about the dark hunting ground It wanted to claim for Itself. Yes.
Destroy the thing called Sebastian.

Gloriannawaked the paths in her walled garden, the Satue of the sitting woman cradled in her arms, an
old piece of towd tossed over her shoulder. Fifteen years ago, she had done what Nadia had
asked—she had removed al the access points from her garden at the school and had rebuilt her garden
on thissmal idand. Then she had dtered the landscapes, hiding this place so well it could not be found
by conventional means.

Its existence was known in Sanctuary, but the Keepers of the Light did not talk to outsiders about the
Idand in the Mist—unless heart's need compelled them to speak.

The wizards could not find her here. The Eater of the World could not find her here. The only way to
reach thisidand was through Sanctuary, and Sanctuary was held, protected, within the walls of her
garden.

She could fed the connection between her landscapes and the rest of Ephemera breaking, setting these
pieces of the world adrift, anchored only to one another.

Ephemera. As solid and strong as stone, as delicate as a dream.
And if shewas successful, the dream would not become a nightmare.

Shejust didn't know how she was supposed to fight something like the Eater of the World. And if she
did manageto find It and fight It, she didn't know how a single Landscaper could win that fight when it
had taken so many like her to contain the Eater thefirst time.

"Stop dithering,” she muttered. ™Y ou'll reach that battle when you reach it. Y ou know what needsto be
done now." She turned around and walked to the front part of her gardens.

She hadn't spent the past hour wandering the pathsin order to decide where to put the statue that would
anchor Nadia's home. She dready had an access point to her family home—abed of flowers she had
grown from seeds and cuttings from Nadia's personal gardens. Near the front of the bed was alarge
piece of date. She'd dways intended to use the date as afoundation for some kind of decorative
ornament, but sheld never found anything that felt right.

Going down on her knees, she set the statue on the date, turning it thisway and that until she had it
positioned exactly the way she wanted it. Then, with her hands resting on the statue, she called to
Ephemeraand dtered the landscapes, breaking some bonds and forming others, rearranging the pieces
and shaping new borders and boundaries.

The sunwaslow in the sky when shefindly sat back.

Some strange pairings. Some unexpected borders. She didn't dways know why two seemingly different
landscapes resonated with each other, but she didn't doubt what she'd done.

Getting to her feet, shetook a deep bresth, then clamped ahand over her mouth when the exhalation
came out as asob. No. She couldn't waver. This next task made her sick at heart, but she couldn't
waver.



Clenching her figts, she strode deep into her gardensto an odd little bed that sat done and contained
nothing but one heart's hope plant and a brick.

She rested her fingers on the brick and felt the Dark nibbling around the edges of this small landscape.
The Eater didn't recognize what thiswas or why the Dark currents didn't quite resonate with the Dark in
the rest of the city, but given enough time, It would.

Pulling the piece of towd off her shoulder, she spread it on the ground in front of the bed, then picked up
the brick and wrapped it in the towd.

Racing to finish thistask before the sun set, she picked up the wrapped brick and ran to the sheltered
horseshoe of rock where she kept the boat the River Guardians had made for her. Theirs were the only
boats that could survivethis part of theriver.

Getting into the boat, she sat on the front seet, the wrapped brick in her lap, and emptied her mind of
everything but the boat and theriver.

The boat had no oars, no sails, no tiller. The will and the heart supplied those things.

Sowly, smoothly, the boat dipped out of the horseshoe of cam water into the churning power of the
river. It cut across some currents, followed others, balanced and driven by the task of the person it held.

At the edge of that tangle of currents, she willed the boat to stop. Immediately acircle of cam water
spread out around it.

Picking up the brick with both hands, she held it over the water.

It had been afoolish thing to do, decided in amoment of youthful anger and seasoned by the need to
answer aneed.

Opportunities and choices. A bitter farmer who still had aseed of kindnessin him. Sheld fed that seed a
glimmer of Light, aray of hope. Hed taken that glimmer back to aplacein the city that was full of dark
emotions and had sparked another glimmer. And another. And another. Kindness fed on kindness, and
the Light grew. A few months later, when the resonance of thét little piece of the city cdled to her, shed
crossed over and taken the brick to be her access point so she could continue to guide the currents of
Light. She'd gone back afew times over the years to keep the resonance of that small landscape

bal anced, gambling that she wouldn't run into Sebastian's father, who was the only wizard who might
recognize her.

Now...

She had to let them go—those people, that beacon of Light. Having alandscape within the walls of
Wizard City had aways been risky. Now it could endanger al the landscapesin her care. It could bethe
chink inthewall that gave the Eater of the World a chance to attack the stronghold of Light.

Her hands shook as she lowered the wrapped brick into the water.
"I'm sorry," she whispered. Tearsran down her face. "I'm sorry."

Why? something whispered. Why give them up? You worked so hard to help them. Don't you want
to help them?

Of course she wanted to help those people.



Then let them stay protected. Let them stay in the garden.

Shefdt it then—aDark current that didn't resonate with her. A malice behind the words assuring her she
didn't need to do this.

With acry of anguish, shelet go of the brick.
It sank fast, but the river's currents cleansed it of all trace of her before it reached the bottom.
She huddled in the boat for awhile, scared to the point of fegling sick.

Sheld dmost wavered. Even knowing thet little landscape could be adanger to al her other landscapes,
sheld amost wavered. Because something had gotten in just far enough to try to lure her into making an
error. It had arrowed in on her own reluctance to abandon those people, sending them back to the mean
exigtence they'd known when only the wizards influence had touched that part of the city. If shed taken
the brick back to her garden, the Eater might have found away to use that small landscape to attack
Sanctuary.

Weary to the bone and half-blinded by tears, she sat up and focused her will on guiding the boat,
alowing no other thoughts until the boat was safely moored in the horseshoe of calm water.

As she sumbled her way to her house, she kept wondering if sheld truly done the right thing by letting
that landscape go—or if thiswas her first failure in the battle to save the Light.

Chapter Thirteen

The moment he opened the back door and stepped into his kitchen, Sebastian felt uneasy. He put ahand
back to stop Lynnea, then stood till, listening. A rhythmic plink... plink coming from somewhereinsde
the cottage, but that was an ordinary sound. It wasthe feral muskiness that troubled him. Not a bad
amel. Alluring initsown way. Seductive, even. But not familiar. Not something that belonged in his
home.

Moving warily, he went to the small table, found the box of matches, and lit the ail lamp.

Nothing in the kitchen looked out of place, but he couldn't shake the fedling that things had been lifted
and put back amaost where held | eft them.

He put afinger to hislips, then crooked thet finger to tell Lynneato comein. When shereached him, he
cupped a hand around the back of her head and brought his mouth closeto her ear.

"| think someone's been in the cottage. | haveto look around. If | tell you to run, you get out of here, go
back up the path. Focus on reaching Nadia. Nothing but Nadia. Understand me?' He waited until she
nodded before he stepped back, hislips brushing against her cheek as he moved away from her.

After taking the biggest kitchen knife from the wood block, he moved into theliving area.
Plink... plink.

Thelamp in the kitchen didn't offer much light, but it was enough for him to make out the shapes of the
furniture. Pausing at the tablein front of the couch, helit another lamp.



Nothing there that shouldn't be there.

With the lamp in one hand and the knife in the other, he gpproached the bedroom, not sure he'd be able
to hear anything over the pounding of his heart.

Nothing looked out of place there, either, except...

The bed was neatly made—exactly as Lynnea had |eft it before they'd headed out to the Landscapers
School. But the bedroom reeked of that muskiness, and there was an indentation in the middle of the
bed, like someone had lain there.

Staring & it, he had the oddest sensation, asif something inside him recognized the intruder. Something
that came from ingtinct, from blood and bone, not the intellect.

One thing he knew with absolute certainty: He didn't want Lynnea anywhere near that bed.
Plink... plink.

Hefollowed the sound into the bathroom, watched the water dropsfal into the sink. After along
moment, he set the lamp down and turned the faucet to stop the drip.

Thelittle stove that heated the water tank was cold, asit should be, and nothing was out of place. And
yet...

We can't stay here. The cottage was |ess than amile from the streets that made up the Den. Distant
enough to give him the separation held needed but sill an easy walk. Now theisolation weighed on him.
They were done out here, too far away from help of any kind.

Maybe he would have risked himsdlf and stayed here, but he wouldn't risk Lynnea.

Coming out of the bedroom, he saw Lynnea standing in the doorway between the living areaand the
kitchen. Shewas trembling, but she held aknifein one hand.

"What isit?" she whispered.

He shook his head and checked the other downstairs room, then climbed the stairs to check the empty
rooms on the second floor. Bedrooms, but he hadn't needed the space, so he'd done nothing with the
rooms except sweep the floors and wash the windows twice ayesar.

Hurrying back down the stairs, he said. "Whatever it was, it's gone now." He paused. "But we can't stay
here"

"Do you have acarry basket? | can put the food Nadia gave usin that, and you can use the travel bag
sheloaned usfor your clothes.”

"There's abasket in one of the bottom cupboards. I'll—" Ashelooked &t the wall, the painin his chest
was so fierce he struggled to breathe.

Hisframed sketches. If he had to give up the cottage and never come back, it would hurt. He would miss
it, and the home held made here, but the sketches were apart of him.

"Y ou haveto take them with you,” Lynneasaid.

Her words were abam and yet scraped his heart raw. "Can't. We've dready got dl we can carry.”



"Y ou can't leave them here, not knowing what might happen to them.”

"We can't carry them!™”

She got alook on her face that reminded him of bull demons at their most stubborn.
"Weretaking them."

His heart was bleeding dready, and that stubborn ook combined with that prissy tone of voice made him
want to scream.

She huffed. "Don't you have ahandcart?!
"No, | don't have ahandcart,” he replied in anasty imitation of her tone.
"Then how do you haul wood for thefires or take care of chores?’

"There'sthe—" He stopped. Thought. "There's awheded barrow in the shed out back.” One whed and
long handles. They could load it up, and he could pull it behind him.

"Fine" Lynneasaid. "Y ou get the barrow, and I'll find something to wrap the sketchesin.”
She went into the kitchen, then came out with the lamp and marched into the bedroom.
"Don't use the linens on the bed," Sebastian said.

The look she gave him was sharp enough to strip off severd layers of skin.

"Daylight," he muttered as he somped out to the shed. Women were definitely easier to ded with when
sex was all you wanted to give and take,

By the time he pulled the barrow out of the shed and returned to the cottage, she'd dready taken the
sketches off the wall and wrapped them in a sheet. The package looked bulky to him, but he wasn't
about to say anything that would add to her snit, so he unpacked the food from the travel bag Nadia had
given him and went into the bedroom to pack up whatever clothes he could fit into the bag.

Returning to the kitchen with the bag, he discovered she'd packed the food into the carry basket dong
with his perk-pot, grinder, two mugs, and the bag of koffea beans.

"The barrow's not that big," he grumbled.
Shejud sniffed.

Theweight of the basket surprised agrunt out of him as helifted it off the table, which made him grateful
he wasn't going to have to carry the thing al the way to the Den.

Not that he would tdl her that.

It took some shifting, but he got the travel bag, the carry basket, and Lynnea's pack into the barrow.
Which |eft the sketches to balance precarioudly on top of the pile.

Lynnea came to the kitchen door, her arms wrapped tightly around the bulky package.
"Here," he said, reaching for the package, "I'll—"
"No!" Shetwisted her body, blocking his attempt to take the sketches. "They could get damaged in the



barrow. I'll carry them."

"Don't befoolish," he snapped, reaching for the package again.
"No! I'll. Carry. Them.”

"Suit yourself. But don't start whining when your arams are aching.”

Her lower lip quivered, and he thought she was going to give in. Then she stiffened up and gave him
another of those skin-scraping looks.

Why couldn't she be arabbit again for alittle while?"Could you &t least get out of theway so | can
extinguish the lamps?'

Hewaited until she stood beside the barrow before he went into the kitchen. He snuffed out the lamps,
then stood in the dark.

"I'll come back," he whispered. "If we're both still standing when thisfight isdone, I'll come back.”

Then hewalked out of the cottage, locked the door, lifted the barrow's handles, and began trudging
down the dirt road toward the Den with Lynneawaking beside him.

By the time she saw thelights of the Den, Lynned's arms were aching. The framed sketches would have
been awkward enough to carry over any distance, but the other things she'd wrapped in the sheet made
the package bulky in away that defied any attempt to shift her armsto another position.

But she refused to let Sebastian see any hint of her discomfort. Hed argue to leave the bundle behind,
maybe promising to come back for it after they got settled into hisroom at the bordello. Maybe he would
have gone back for the bundle, and maybe it would have been there when he did go back, but she wasn't
about to trust something so important to "maybe.”

Did hethink she hadn't seen how much the thought of leaving the sketches had hurt him? They were more
than pencil markings on paper. He would have been leaving a piece of his heart behind—and he might
never have gotten it back.

So she kept her chin up, ignored the looks Sebastian kept giving her, and repeated over and over, | am
atigress.

Until that day when Pahad tried to force her to do the sex thing, she had never disobeyed an order.
Wouldn't have dared disobey an order. Now here she was defying Sebastian, aman who made her fed
things that were both wonderful and scary, because she knew in her heart that she wasright.

Funny how something inside a person could changein so short atime.

A moment after they reached the Den's main street, someone shouted, " Sebagtian!” And there was
Teaser, loping toward them, looking happy and relieved—until he saw her. Then he skidded to a stop.

"I'll meet you at Philo'sas soon as| have Lynnea settled in our room," Sebastian said.

Teaser glanced at her. "But... | thought—"



"Things changed,”" Sebastian snapped.

Something flickered across Teaser's face—uneas ness? doubt?—but was gone before she could put a
nameto that feding.

"Right," Teaser said. "Y ou got your room key?'
Sebastian nodded. "But there's an extrakey at the desk.”

"| took that one." Teaser shrugged, asif it meant nothing. "Been keeping the door of my room locked.
Y ours, too. If you need to put anything into the chiller, you can get into my room through the bathroom."

Sebastian gave Teaser along look, then nodded again.
After giving her ahesitant smile, Teaser headed down the Street.

She and Sebastian followed at adower pace. Now that she was dmost to a place where she could set it
down, the bundle weighed more with each step.

When they reached the bordello, Sebastian shouldered the pack, then opened the front door for her
before hefting the travel bag and carry basket.

The man behind the desk just watched them asthey crossed the lobby and started climbing the stairs.

"Don't you usualy lock your doors?"' Lynnea asked as she watched Sebadgtian fish the key out of his
pocket and turn the lock.

"For privacy, but not to keep someone out when I'm not here."

As soon as he pushed the door open, she hurried to the bed and, with aquiet groan, set down her
bundle. Then sheturned to face him, hoping her smile looked genuine.

Hejust stood in the doorway, staring at her. Then he brought their bags and baskets far enough into the
room to close the door.

"Y ou haveto talk to Teaser and Philo," she said, becoming more and more nervous about the way his
green eyes tared at her. "If you just tell mewhat achiller isso | don't go looking at things | shouldnt, |
can get things put away here." Especidly the things she didn't want him to find just yet.

Hewalked up to the bed and, firmly but gently, pushed her aside.
"Sebadtian.”

He unwrapped the sheet... and said nothing. Her heart pounded as he brushed his fingers over awooden
box and the |leather carry case that held the sketching paper.

He opened the box, then closed it again.

"My cousins gave methis box afew years ago. Charcods and leaded pencilsin different weights. Aunt
Nadia gave me the colored chalks." Hisfingers brushed the leather case. "Can't get thiskind of paper in
the Den. Not even on the black market. Aunt Nadia or Lee used to get it for me from one of the big
cities, but therésno teling if that place iswithin reach anymore.”

Helooked at her, and in his eyes she saw the struggle to hold back aflood of emotion. Even thetrickle
that was bresking through the dam of sdlf-control |eft her breathless.



"Thank you," he said, hisvoice barely above awhisper. He brushed hislips over her forehead, over her
cheek, over her lips. "Thank you."

Something was happening here. More than a sexud wanting. Something that made her afraid... and
meade her fed asif shecould fly.

"You haveto talk to Philo and Tesser," she said.

Herested hisforehead againgt hers. "Yes"

"Beforeyou go, could you..."

Heraised his head. His eyeswere full of heat, hunger. Something more.
"... show mewhat the chiller is?"

Sebadtian pulled out achair at one of Philo'sindoor tables. Since the indoor room wasn't used except in
bad westher, they had the place to themselves.

Teaser came around the small bar at the back of the room, carrying a bottle of whiskey and glasses.
"Philo will beaonginaminute. Just hasto finish up thelast order.”

While Teaser poured the whiskey, Sebastian thought about Lynneaarguing with him to bring his
sketches, carrying hisart suppliesin secret. Carrying his heart.

And al hed donewas made it harder for her by being difficult.
"How do you gpologize to awoman for being stupid?' Sebastian muttered.

"Great sex?" Teaser replied with acocky grin—which changed into something close to panic. "Not sex.
Box of sweets. That's better. Much better. Or flowers. If you can find any.”

Daylight, Sebastian thought, he's like a hoy who's just realized his mother has done the same things
he's trying to get his sweetheart to do. What is it about Lynnea that brings that out in him?

Philo came through the swinging door that led into the kitchen, paring the two incubi from saying
anything more about the woman getting settled in Sebastian's room.

"Last customer served,” Philo said, setting down atray that held abasket of Phallic Delights and a bowl
of melted cheese. "Not that there have been many customerstoday. Didn't do much cooking, so there's
not much left, but | can make you a cold beef sandwich.”

"Not for me, thanks," Sebastian replied, "but I'll take something back to the room for Lynnea.”

Philo bobbled the tray, dmost knocking over the whiskey bottle. "Buit... | thought you were taking her to
the Landscapers School."

Sebastian knocked back hiswhiskey. The room was warm and stuffy, but he needed the liquor's hest.
"The school isgone”

Thiswaswhy held wanted to talk to them in private, but it was hard to tell them what he'd seen at the



school, and reliving those minutes when he and Lynneawere running for their lives put achill down his
spine even whiskey couldn't thaw.

Philo |eft the table long enough to fetch another glass. After pouring a generous measure for himsdlf, he
refilled Sebastian's and Teaser's glasses. " So the Bridge is going to cut us off from the rest of Ephemera”

Sebastian nodded. "From everything except the other landscapes Belladonna holds.”
"That's going to cut down on business," Teaser muttered.

"Busgnessian't the problem.” Philo rolled his glass between his hands. "What about us? Thefolkswho live
in the Den? Where's the food going to come from? We can't grow our own, and if things are going bad in
the daylight landscapes, folks there might not be willing to sell their surplus, especidly to the likes of us™

Had Lee consdered that when making the decision to break the bridges that connected Gloriannas
landscapes to the rest of Ephemera?

"What about the lektricity?' Philo added. "1 have amest freezer and abig chiller for other kinds of food.
If thelektricity goes, we won't even be able to store up much.”

"Well takeit astep at atime,” Sebastian said. "First we spread the word to everyone who runsa
businessin the Den—brothds, taverns, gambling houses, shops. Everyone. If anyone seesachangeinthe
landscape, especialy pools of water or that sand, they'reto report it."

"Toyou?' Philo asked.

Sebastian hesitated, then nodded. "I promised Lee I'd do what | could to hold the Den.”
The other men shifted uneesily.

"What else?' Teaser asked.

"We need to locate the bridges that connect the Den with other landscapes,” Sebastian said. He knew
the location of one, and it worried him. The bridge he and Lynnea had used to cross over to the Den
from Nadia's house had been two boulders set on either sde of awoodland trail that ended at the open
ground at the back of his cottage. If whatever had been insde his home returned, would it be able to
follow that path back to Aunt Nadias house? The people who had died in the school were proof enough
that Landscapers were as vulnerable as anyone e se to the creatures the Eater of the World could bring
into alandscape. "And | want to know about any strangers who comeinto the Den. Especialy if they
dontfed... right."

Philo and Teaser exchanged aglance, but before either could speak, someone knocked franticaly on the
closed door.

When Philo got up to answer the door, Teaser said, "I'll get ademon cycle and ride around to locate the
bridges. But I'm not going to cross over.”

"WEIl haveto eventualy to find out what landscapes they connect to,” Sebastian replied. "Especidly
snce Philo'sright. Were going to need food."

Philo returned to the table with Mr. Finch trailing behind him.
"Oh," Mr. Finch said, wringing his hands. " Sebastian. Teaser." He glanced at Philo. "Y ou're busy.”
"What'swrong?" Sebastian asked, regretting the sharpnessin hisvoice when Mr. Finch flinched and



looked ready to bolt.

"l closed my shop,” Mr. Finch said, looking a Philo pleadingly. "I said | had to meet you. Isthat all
right?'

"That'sfineg," Philo said, "but why did you close your shop?'
Mr. Finch shuddered. "One of them camein, and she made mefed <0... strange.”
Sebadtian looked at Teaser.

"Two succutits and three incubi strolled into the Den after you and Lynnealeft. They're... different.”
Teaser took a deep breath and blew it out dowly. "Don't know how to describeit.”

"They smdl musky," Mr. Finch said, hisvoicetrembling. "Likewild animas.”
Sebastian tensed. Musky. Had one or more of these newcomers spent timein his cottage?

"Yeah," Teaser said. "Saw one of theincubi snare awoman. | spent alittle time with her last moon. She's
ahard-edged bitch and not generousin any way. But even from where | was standing, watching him red!
her in, | could tell there was something about him that scared her but she just couldn't resst the lure.”

"What happened?' Sebastian asked.
Teaser shrugged. "Dunno. | saw him trolling again afew hours later, but | didn't see her.”

"They've been asking about you, Sebastian,” Philo said, refilling hisglass and handing it to Mr. Finch,
who gulped down the whiskey.

"Yes," Mr. Finch said, gasping. "When is Sebastian coming back? That's what they ask.”
"Why theinterest in me?'

"Dunno,” Teaser replied. "'l found one of them rubbing her hands over the door of your room and licking
her lipslike acat that's cornered a particularly tasty bird. She seemed amused when | asked her what she
was doing. She said something about wondering if you'd had any interesting dreams. When | went
downgtairs later, | found the other succubitch trying to persuade the desk clerk to give her the spare key
to your room. That's when | took your spare and mine off the hooks and made sure the doors were
awayslocked."

Sebadtian drained hisglassand st it asde. "'If you could make those sandwiches, Philo, I'd be grateful.”

Philo nodded, then looked at Mr. Finch. "I'm closing down for afew hours of rest time. I've got aspare
room if you'd rather not stay at your place aone.”

"Thank you, Philo," Mr. Finch said.

Time crawled while Sebastian waited for Philo. Teaser dug in to the bread and cheese, but the thought of
food knotted Sebastian's scomach. He wouldn't fed easy enough to eat—or do anything else—until he
was back in hisroom with Lynnea.

As soon as Philo came back with a basket, Sebastian took his leave and strode to the bordello, watching
the Street, watching the people.

Not as many vistorsasusual, and dl of them moved with hurried purpose, asif they sensed danger but



couldn't locate the source.

When he reached hisroom, he saw Lynnea standing in the open doorway, looking confused and
stubborn... and blurry. Asif he couldn't quite bring her into focus, not when the gorgeous woman
standing on the other side of the door turned and smiled at him. But there was something about the
succubuss smile that made his skin crawl—and aso made him want to unfurl the power of the incubi and
take her.

"Sebastian," the succubus purred.

The sound of her voice shivered through him, full of hot promises.
She gave Lynnea a scathing look. "Isthat the best you can do?!
Anger burned out lust when Lynneawinced at the inaullt.

"What do you want?" Sebastian snapped.

The succubuss smile sharpened, became surly and yet malevolent. "1 can give you dreamsyou can't even
imegine”
Helooked her up and down. "'l canimaginejust finewhat kind of dreamsI'd get with the likes of you."

Fury flashed in her eyes. This one wasn't used to being resisted. She moved, which brought her alittle
closer to Lynnea

Sebastian raised his hand, felt the rush and tingle of power flowing through him. Wizard's power. He
didn't want to cdll the lightning, not when he il didn't know how to contral it, not with Lynneastanding
s0 close. But the succubus must have sensed the power—or understood she was being threatened in
some way. She bared her teeth like a predator who had just discovered its prey wasn't as helpless asit
had thought. Then she backed away.

Sebastian watched her until she wasfar enough away for him to get into the room and lock the door.
Leaning against the door, he waited for his heart to dow to anormal best.

Lynnealooked uncertain. "It was rude not to let her in, but—"

"No, it was smart." Sebastian set the basket down. "1'm betting she's one of the newcomers who showed
up recently.”

Lynneafrowned. "She smelled... odd. That's what made me uncomfortable about |etting her in. She
ameled..." Her eyeswidened. "Likethe cottage.”

He nodded. "If it wasn't her, one of the others had spent some time in the cottage.”
"Why would they enter someone el sg's home?”

"I don't know." Closing the distance between them, he put hisarms around her. Like holding sunlight,
he thought, the fed of her cleansing him of the lust the succubus had drawn from him—and filling him with
adifferent kind of lust. Just as hot, but sweeter.

"Don't wander around the Den without me," he said.

"l can't live pinned to your shirttails.”



He eased back enough to ook at her. Stubborn rabbit. " Just until | find out where these newcomers
came from and what they want. They're not like the other incubi and succubi, Lynnea. Look, you don't
have to stay pinned to my shirttalls, asyou put it. Y ou could give Philo ahand or... or spend time with
Teaser." Did she have any ideawhat it cost him to surrender his prize to another incubus, even
temporarily?"Please"

She dudied hisfacefor solong. "All right,” shefindly said, but she didn't top studying him. "Canyou all
dothat?'

"Dowhat?"'

"Change your face. It was subtle, but | was sure her face didn't look the same when she wastalking to
you asit did when | first opened the door." She shrugged. "Maybe it was atrick of thelight.”

"And maybe it wasn't." Uneasy again, he stepped back. "There are stories—old stories—about the
incubi and succubi, about how they lure men and women by appearing to be afriend or lover.” Hand in
hand with those stories were the ones about incubi and succubi providing such intense pleasure the sex
waslethd.

"Do you know me?" he demanded suddenly. "Can you feel me?'

"If you're asking if | could tell the difference between you and someone wearing your face, then, yes, |
know you. | would aways know you, Sebastian. Even if the face was the same, that other person
couldn't beyou."

He hadn't redlized how much held needed that answer until he felt the tension drain out of him. Weary
now, he rubbed his hands over hisface. "I brought somefood. Let's eat. Then well consider what comes

While they shared the food in companionable slence, Sebastian chewed on one thought: Why were these
newcomers o interested in him?

Chapter Fourteen

Koltak rapped on the door, then barely waited for an acknowledgment before rushing into the room.
"Y ou sent for me, Harland?" he asked.

Harland turned away from the window. "The council has received news. It isterrible—and terrifying.”
A chill went through Koltak, but he just waited, saying nothing.

"Belladonna has shown her true nature. She attacked the Landscapes School, Koltak. Shekilled al of
the Landscapes and Bridges who were at the schoal, leaving Ephemera’s landscapes vulnerable to her
maevolence”

Koltak staggered to achair and sank into it. "How isthat possible?!

"Her power hasturned vicious, and she'sfar stronger than any of usimagined." Harland moved away
from thewindow. "Already the dark fedingsin human hearts are forming aveil over some of the

landscapes.”



"But... what will killing the other Landscapers gain her? She can't control alandscape if she doesn't
resonate with it."

"What she can't control will betorn apart by the storm of human emotions,” Harland replied. "Unlesswe
stop her, Ephemerawill become an insane world that will destroy everything humans have built. Music,
literature, cultured society. All lost. Crushed by the desperate need to survivein aworld that keeps
changing so fast there will be no chance to survive in those landscapes. And what isleft will belong to
Beladonnaand will be adark placefull of terrors.” He paused. "Thereis evidence that she's pulled some
of the darkest landscapes back into the world. Y ou know the ones | mean.”

Koltak struggled for any coherent thought like adrowning man flailing to grab hold of anything that will
keep him from going under. "Nadia. What about Nadia? Surely she's not trying to protect—"

"Wewill try to reach Nadia. Right now, we cannot confirm that she and her son, Lee, are ill living—or
if they, too, were victims of the rogue Landscaper's viciousness." Harland looked at Koltak with an
expression of harsh sympathy. "Belladonnamust be destroyed.”

"But we can't find her!"

"We must find her," Harland said. " Since we don't know what happened to her mother and brother,
there's only one person left who might be able to draw Belladonnato Wizard City, where the council will
be able to gather itsfull strength and destroy her. There's only one person left, Koltak, and you're the
only person who can reach him."

Stunned, Koltak stared at Harland. " Sebastian? What do you expect Sebastian to do against
Bdladonna?'

Harland smiled aterrible smile. "Nothing."

*

"You don't haveto stay,” Lynneasaid. "I'm just going to it here for awhile.”

"Uh-huh," Teaser replied, following her to atable at the back of Philo's courtyard. " Sebagtian told me to
stay with you." He flashed acocky grin. "Besides, you won't tell me what you've got in the box."

Lynnea sighed. She should have told him what wasin the box thefirst time held asked. But sheld felt so
flustered and guilty about doing something idle that her denidsthat the box held anything important had
only sharpened the incubuss curiogity.

Setting the box on the table, she chose the seat that put her back to the courtyard's wall and let her watch
the courtyard and the street beyond. Let her watch for Sebastian's return.

Philo came up to thetable. "Whet'll you have?"
"Alefor me" Teaser replied. Helooked inquiringly at Lynnea.

"I'll find something for thelady," Philo said when she hesitated. Hetipped his head to one side. "What'sin
the box?"

"Shewont tdl anyone," Teaser said.

Lynnea huffed. "It'sjust agame afriend of Sebastian's auntie made." She opened the box and carefully



poured out the pieces of thin wood. "It's called a puzzle. See? There's a picture painted on one side. You
put al the pieces together in the correct way, and you get to see the picture.”

Teaser picked up apiece and studied it. "It's got bumps sticking out of it on two sides and round bites
taken out of the other two."

"That's part of the puzzle. The bumps of one piecefit into the openings of another.”
"Oh, I know that game."

"Mind who you'retakingto,” Philo said sharply.

"What?" Teaser looked a Lynnea. "Oh. Right."

Lynneakept her eyes on the puzzle pieces she was turning over so that the painted sde was on top. "If
I'm going to live in the Den, there's no reason why everyone should avoid talking about. .. sex Suff...
when I'm around.”

L oooong pause.
"I'll seewhat'sin the kitchen," Philo said, hurrying away from thetable.

Fedling like an outsder, and resenting it, Lynnea concentrated on righting al the pieces so she could
begin putting the puzzle together, aware that Teaser seemed to be concentrating equally hard.

Finaly Teaser said quietly, "Y oure different. That'swhy it fedsdl right to bealittle bit naughty around
you, but not bad, not... blatant.”

Pondering that, Lynneafit two blue pieces together. Sky? Water? "Why?'
"Dunno, exactly. No one like you has ever come to the Den before.”

She couldn't think of anything to say, so she nibbled on the food Philo brought to the table, focused on
the puzzle—and waited for Sebagtian.

Tired and hungry, Sebastian thanked the demon cycle for its assistance, then scanned Philo's courtyard.
He didn't see Lynnea, but one of the people crowded around the table in the back would be able to tell
him where she and Teaser had gone.

As he made hisway to the back of the courtyard, he wondered if failure, in this case, equaled success.
He hadn't seen any sign of rust-colored sand, hadn't spotted any pools of water that were located in
places they didn't belong. HEd made note of any physical bridges, but he hadn't crossed over any of
them—and wouldn't until he'd talked to Lee and found out which of them his cousin had crested.

At least held managed to find residents of some of the dark landscapes that bordered the Den and warn
them about the creatures that might prey on them. They would spread the word among their own.

Hed done dl he could do for now, so it was time to take something for himself. He needed to fed the
warmth of her presence, fed the sound of her voice wash over his skin. Just needed to be with her. That,
initsaf, wasawonder to him. He wanted sex. Of course he did. But that wasn't al he wanted, wasn't all
he needed.



Shedreamed of him at night, and he found the lure of those dreamsirresigtible. But it waslike being given
atagte of abanquet, then having the door shut in his face before he could feast. Problem was, he had a
nagging feding that if he pushed the door open instead of waiting to beinvited into her dreams, the very
best of that banquet would disappear and held never quite know what he'd missed.

But those were thoughts for another time. Right now, afull belly held more apped than ahot
bed—which, for an incubus, was asad state of affairs.

Finding Lynneaturned out to be easy. Getting to her was a different matter. As he pushed hisway
through the crowd gathered around the table, he heard Mr. Finch say, "They fit, and they're both blue,
but not the same blue. Thisoneissky, | think, and thisone... water? Philo, can't we have more light?'

He heard Lynneasay, "Teaser! You'redoing it wrong."
And Teaser replying, "The piecesfit.”
Lynnea, sounding exasperated, "But they aren't theright colors. They'rejust ajumble.”

That was when he nudged himself into the space between Teaser's chair and Mr. Finch's and got alook
at the table—and fdt ajolt go through his body.

Then Teaser said, "All right, then. I'll do it proper,” and reached out to break apart the puzzle pieces that
fit but didn't belong together.

Without thought, smply reacting to churning emotions, Sebastian reached out and clamped ahand
around Teaser'swrigt. Ignoring the other incubus's sartled yelp, he stared at the table. Even Lynneas
delighted greeting couldn't pull hisfocus away from the scattered pieces of painted wood—especidly the
pieces that had been put together again.

"It's Ephemera,” he said quietly. Everyone around him became silent, waiting. "It's like Ephemera, in the
old stories™ In that moment he was a child again, Sitting at the kitchen table with Gloriannaand Lee,
listening to Aunt Nadiatell the story of why Ephemerawastheway it was.

"The world waswhole once." Releasing Teaser'swrist, he moved his hand above the tableto indicate all
the pieces of wood. "Different lands, different people, but al of it connected. Then the Eater of the World
came dong. It had the ability to reshape pieces of the world, making them more attuned to the dark
fedingsin the human heart. It could take a person's degpest, darkest fears and use those fedlingsto
change creatures that were part of the natura world into something terrible. Something that would then
prey on humans.”

Sebastian picked up Teaser's glass and drained the last inch of aeto ease the drynessin histhroat.
Setting the glass down on the table, he continued the tory. "It roamed the world, and as people drowned
in despair, the world changed to become areflection of their hearts. Fertile land turned into deserts, and
the people suffered even more.

"In adesperate act of love for Ephemeraand its people, the Guides of the Heart shattered the world,
then shattered those piecesinto more pieces.” Sebastian separated the pieces of the puzzle Mr. Finch
had put together, spreading them out just enough so they no longer touched. "Finally, those who stood
for the Light contained the Eater of the World in one smal piece. Therethey fought, Light against Dark,
driving the Eater to the place they'd chosen for atrap. Furious, It drew all the landscapes It had created
to that place so that the creatures It had created would help It fight.

"And that's when the Guides sprang the trap. They poured their power into stone and created a cage that



locked the Eater of the World insde Its own landscapes.
"Ephemerawas saved, but it remained aworld of shattered landscapes.”
"Why didn't they put Ephemera back together?' Teaser asked.

Sebadtian stared at the puzzle. Hed lived with the nature of Ephemeraal hislife, had felt the frustration,
like everyone elsg, of finding adifferent landscape once and never being ableto find it again, even when
he walked the same path, crossed over the same bridge. Sometimes a person could be certain only of
where he was—and sometimes there wasn't even that much certainty.

"The Guardians of the Light closed themselves awvay from the human world and the Guides disgppeared,
no longer ableto wak inthisworld,” he said. "The Landscapers and Bridges who came after them were
able to gabilize Ephemera enough to stop it from manifesting every emotion, but they couldn't put the
world back together.”

He nudged the puzzle pieces hed separated until they were close together but still not fully connected.
"Different landscapes resonated for each of them, so those were the ones each Landscaper took under
her control and care, while the Bridges found away to provide alink between the landscapes so that
people weren't trapped in one small piece of theworld.”

Philo rubbed his chin. "It'strue that the landscapes held by a L andscaper have the same fedl, for good or
bad. If you get stuck in a place where your heart doesn't fed easy, your life never feds easy, whether you
become prosperous or not."

Sebadtian nodded. "And if you find the place where you belong, you can westher the hardships aswell as
the good times—because life will give you both."

"What'sthis, then?' Teaser waved ahand over hisjumble of pieces. "Y ou can't have ajumble of

landscapeslikethis”
Sebagtian felt that jolt again. ™Y es, you can. Those are Belladonna's |andscapes.”
People had begun whispering among themselves, but that statement produced another wave of silence.

Seeing things Lee had said to him mirrored now in asimple human amusement, Sebagtian placed his
thumb on one of the dark pieces. " She brought some of Ephemera's dark landscapes together"—he
stretched his hand and rested afinger on the bright blue piece of sky—"and she brought together places
of Light. In between are the landscapes that are abit of both. Neither dark or light, just... human. The
human landscapes stand between us, but the Den and Sanctuary are connected. Because of her. Which
means we each have something to offer theworld." And if oneislost, the other won't survive.

"Enough stories," he said, easing between the people and the table to reach Lynnea. When she sarted to
rise, herested ahand on her shoulder. "No, Sit. Finish the puzzle. I'd like to seeit finished.”

"That's enough now," Philo said, making shooing motions at the crowd. "That's enough. Find achair for
Sebadtian so he can st with hislady and have something to eat.”

A chair was found, the crowd dispersed to fill the other tables, and Philo brought him abowl of stew and
pieces of bread.

Ashe watched Lynnes, Teaser, and Mr. Finch put the puzzle together, Sebastian couldn't shake the
fedling that he was watching a promise being made—the promise that, someday, Ephemerawould be
wholeagain.



Chapter Fifteen

"That's enough,” Glorianna said. As she reached for the papers her brother held, she noticed his hands
trembled from exhaugtion. "L eg, that's enough.”

He pulled the paperstoward him, hisfingerstightening convulsvely. "There are so many," he muttered as
he stared at the papersthat held the careful notations of every bridge he'd created over the years, aswell
asthelocation of bridges other Bridges had formed that provided accessto one of Glorianna's or
Nadias landscapes. "With the other landscapes unprotected, there are so many ways the Eater of the
World can—"

"Enough.” Shelaid her hands over his. Doubt could form heavy chains around the mind, making each
decison weigh so much, no decision, no action would be taken for fear it was the wrong one. She could
see him bending from the responsibility he now carried. With the weight of doubt added to the burden,
sheworried he might break under the strain. "Did you or did you not break the stationary bridges
between Sanctuary and the landscapesin this part of Ephemera?’

L ee nodded. "Except the ones that connect with landscapes controlled by you or Mother."

"And did you not break the stationary bridgesthat would provide away into Mother's landscapes from
Wizard City or the Landscapes School ?* She waited for him to nod again. "And you broke the
sationary bridges that would lead to the Den from any place but my landscapes.”

He flinched, which made her narrow her eyes.
"There'sthe bridge in the woods by Mother's house that crosses over from the Den to Aurora,” he said.

"That one stays. If something happens at home and Mother is blocked from reaching Sanctuary, | want
her to be able to reach Sebastian." She studied her brother. "What else?"

"I... connected one of Mother's landscapes to the Den. There was a stationary bridge in that landscape
that led to Wizard City. When | broke the connection between those two landscapes, | felt a... hole, an
emptinessthat needed to befilled, but none of the landscapes | would have normally connected with that
onefdt right, so | had to leaveit. Then, when | went to the Den to change the resonating bridge into a
gtationary one... Something in those two landscapes resonated so strongly with each other, my presence
was enough of aconduit to make a connection. Took afair amount of stubbornness on my part to hold
them gpart long enough to link them properly.”

"Then it was meant,” Glorianna said. Before he guessed her intention, she pulled the papers out of his
hands, tapped them into aneat stack, and put them in the document box Jeb had made for Lee afew
years ago. She took the box to the desk and set it in the bottom drawer. After locking the drawer, she
dipped the key's chain over her head and tucked it into her shirt.

This suite of roomsin the guesthouse at Sanctuary was the closest thing Lee had to ahome of hisown.
Oh, he had a gtting room and bedroom in her house on theidand, and his bedroom at their mother's
house, but that wasn't the same as having his own place.

He was twenty-eight and had never had a siweetheart. Because of her. Not that held ever admit that, but
she knew whatever liaisons he enjoyed were kept casua because he hadn't trusted those women enough
to expose his strong connection with his sister, the rogue Lands caper.



It made her sad. He should have a wife to come home to, children to play with. He wanted those things.
Sheknew hedid. After dl, no heart held secrets from Glorianna Belladonna,

But sadness and doubt weren't what he needed from her right now, so she held out her hand and said,
"Let'stakeawak."

He gave her aweary smile. "Do you know how many miles|'ve waked in the past few days?'

"Y ou should rent a horse when you can.”

Hejust grunted, pushed himself to hisfeet, and took her hand. "A short walk."

Sheled him through the gardens and felt him begin to relax when he redlized where she wastaking him.
Lee might not have ahome, but he did have a place of hisown.

A stream separated the gardens from the open land beyond. Two bridges spanned the water at different
points to provide access to the countryside. A third bridge went to asmall idand that had been formed
by the stream splitting around that rough circle of land. Trees guarded the circle of stonethat sheltered
the heart of that smal place.

No flowers bloomed here. Thiswas the silence, the peace at the heart of awood. Fernsgrew in the
dappled light, and in the center was the fountain—a bowl of black stone that was fed by alength of
hollowed-out cane. The mechanics of bringing water from the stream to the fountain were cleverly
hidden, just as the drainage pipe that gave the water back to the stream was cleverly hidden. A bench
provided an invitation to St and linger, to listen to the song of water and stone, to breathe in the green of
Slence.

The people from the various Places of Light that made up Sanctuary had helped her build thisplaceasa

private sanctuary, but thelittleidand had resonated with Lee from the moment held set foot within the
donecircle.

And it wasthis place he could impose over any other landscape. A safe place because, when he shifted
it, it existed nowhere except on the bridge of hiswill and yet was till rooted in Sanctuary. He could walk
among the trees and see what lay beyond, but another person's eyes couldn't see theidand. Only the
right kind of heart could find it when it wasimposed over another landscape.

They settled on the bench and, for awhile, did nothing but listen to the water and bresthe in the green of
slence

Findly Gloriannasaid, "For today, you'll eat and rest. Tomorrow well go to my idand and walk through
the gardens, and well consider how to protect what we can of Ephemera.”

Leegot up and took afew steps away from the bench. "And what if the Eater of the World finds away
into these landscapes through a stationary bridge | missed somewhere a ong the way? Or through a
resonating bridgein alandscape | can't reach?"

"Thenwell ded withit."
"Y ou mean you'll dedl withit. That'swhat it comes down to, doesn't it?"

It did, but he aready sounded troubled, and she wasn't going to let him chew on blame that was
undeserved.



Shewalked over to him and placed ahand on his cheek. "Well take each day asit comes, and if we
can't destroy the Eater of the World, welll find away to close It back into Its own landscapes.”

He placed hishands on her shoulders. "Will you promise to keep yoursaf safe?’
"l don't make promisesif I'm not surel can keep them.”

His eyeswere bleak as he wrapped hisarms around her. "I know. That'swhy | hoped you could give me
that promise.”

*

Hand in hand, Sebagtian and Lynnealeft the borddlo and strolled down to Philo's.

He missed his cottage, missed making koffee for himself when he woke up, missed cooking asmple
medl he could egt in private.

"We could get amedl at the borddllo if you'd prefer,” Sebastian said.
"If you'd wanted to do that, you would have mentioned it sooner,” Lynneareplied.

He shrugged. Meals at the bordello had been another way of trolling or were part of the seduction. HEd
done plenty of trolling at Philo's, too, but held also sat at one of those tables just to while away sometime
talking to people, so he felt more comfortable being there with Lynnea.

"It'saddiciousnight, isnt it?' Lynneasaid, amiling.

He wished shewouldn't use words like "ddicious.” A quick glance at her was enough to make him want
tolick hischopsand start nibbling. ™Y ou're bright and cheerful.”

"l hed adream last night thet... Wel. Hmm."

| know. That dream had churned him up so much he'd gotten up to take a cold bath to cool thefever in
hisblood. Daylight! Why couldn't he just give in? Resisting his own libido was hard enough—especidly

when held never felt the need to resst it before—but resisting herswas going to kill him. Hed never had
this problem with any other woman.

She's not just another woman.

Lynnea stopped and looked up at the sky. "There's no moon.”

"It will riselater.”

"Will it?" She cocked her head. "I wonder if that meansit's day in the other landscapes.”

He shrugged. "It'saways night here, so it makes no difference.” But it did. The endless night had
delighted the youth he had been—and wearied the man he now was.

"It might make adifference,” Lynneasaid. "If the moon rises and sets, that meansit follows the same
rhythm asit doesin the rest of the landscapes. So when it's not in the sky, most likely it's daytime in other
places.

"Y ou mean it's morning outside the Den”?”"

Lynnea breathed in dowly, then shook her head. "The air doesn't have that early-morning quality of being



fresh and cool before the sun bakestheland.”

Sebastian released Lynnea's hand, then draped an arm around her shoulders to nudge her into walking
again. "Y ou should explain thismoon risng and setting to Philo."

Why?

"Might give him areason to serve different dishes at different times. Just for variety. Not that he doesn't
have variety, but—"

"Isthat your way of saying you want bacon and eggs?'

"And biscuits." Nadia hadn't made biscuits when he and Lynnea had shown up unexpectedly, but he
relished the treat whenever Glorianna.or Lee|eft afew of them at the cottage for him. Fresh, sometimes
dill alittle warm, dathered with butter or fruit jam...

"Why areyou licking your lipslikethat?' Lynneaasked.

"What? I'm not." At least, he hoped he hadn't been.

"If you want bacon and eggs, I'll make them for you. If Philo has bacon and eggs.”
Sebastian snorted. "Philo doesn't let anyone sein hiskitchen.”

"Want to bet on it?'

Therewasasparklein her eyesand ahint of asmug femae smile curving her lips. "Have you dready
talked Philo into using the kitchen?"

"I have not. It wouldn't be proper to wager if | aready knew the outcome.”
"That's usudly caled having an ace up your deeve," he muttered.

"So you're not going to bet?"

"Notinthislifetime.

She pouted alittle. "Don't you gamble? | thought that's one of the things people were supposed to do in
the Den."

"I gamble enough to know when to fold. And you, joy of my heart, aready know you've got the winning

Joy of my heart. He felt thejolt go through her asthe words sank in, fdt that same jolt go through him.
The words said too much, gave away too much. She didn't belong here. Even though sheld returned to
the Den by her own choice, she didn't belong here. If hewasn't careful, words could chain her to this
place.

"S0," he said, desperate to turn the mood back to light and friendly, "what were you going to wager?'
She sniffed. "Since you didn't take the bet, | don't seewhy | should tell you."
"Ah, Lynnea—"

The sound of whedl srattling toward them caught his attention. People came to the Den by horse and
buggy or by bicycle, but most lft the animas and conveyances at one of the liveries at the edge of the



Den so the anima s wouldn't be leaving pilesin the street. Having abig farm wagon clomping up the Den's
main street wasn't usual—and anything that wasn't usua was suspect.

Apparently he wasn't the only one who felt suspicious. By the time the wagon pulled up closeto Philo's,
the male residents of the Den had formed a circle around the wagorn—and none of them looked willing to
givethe newcomers afriendly welcome.

As he hurried toward the wagon, he heard the driver say in aloud voice, "Hoo-whee! Looks like we
took awrong turn, boys. Yes, sirree, lookslike | got misdirected and took awrong turn.”

Daylight, Sebastian thought, what's he doing here?

Teaser stepped forward, his cocky grin just shy of malicious. "No one comesto the Den of Iniquity by
migake."

"The Den!" The man trembled. "Guardians and Guided"
"What's in the wagon, hayseed?' Teaser asked.

"HisnameisWilliam Farmer, and he's not a hayseed,” Sebastian said, stepping through the circle.
"Thereésno need for pretense here.”

William studied him. "1 know you."

Sebastian nodded. "Y ou gave me aride up to Wizard City."

"Wdl, now. Well. If you'l just explain to these fine gentlemen that—"
"Beentraveing long?'

William hesitated, then nodded.

"Then step down and rest abit. We can't offer any feed for the horses at the moment, but we can
provide a bucket of water."

"That would be akindness."

"Y ou boys get down from there," Sebastian said. He recognized the hard ook in their eyes, that blend of
arrogance and fear. HE'd seen it often enough in amirror at that age.

The boy up on the driver's seat opened his mouth to say something Sebastian was certain would get him
into trouble, but William put a hand on the boy'sarm and said, "Mind your manners.”

Thefarmer set the brake and climbed down from the driver's seat. After amoment's hesitation, the boys
climbed down too.

"Teaser," Sebagtian said as he eased around the horses, "keep the boys company and see they get
something to eat.” He shifted hisfocusto the farmer. "Y ou come with me."

Asthe circle opened to let them through, he asked, "Isit morning in the landscape you came from?”
"After midday now," William replied.

"Breskfadt isthefirst med of theday,” Lynneasaid, faling into step with them. "' So you can il have
bacon and eggs. If Philo has bacon and eggs.”



Philo reached the table at the sametime they did—and just in time to hear that comment. "He wants
bacon and eggs?"

"Hedoes," Lynneasaid.
Philo scowled at Sebastian.
"Why don't | giveyou ahand?' Lynneasaid, smiling brightly.

Philo continued to scowl at Sebagtian. "If the man isgoing to Sart getting fussy about what's put before
him, | suppose hell have to have his own cook."

"l didnt say..." Since Lynneaand Philo had dready headed for the kitchen and he wastalking to their
backs, he turned to William. "I didn't say | had to have bacon and eggs.”

William's smile was sympathetic, but his eyes twinkled. "All good women have ameasure of grit and
sass”

"Do they?' Sebagtian said sourly.
"That they do. Or so my dear wife tdls me often enough.”

Helaughed, since the dternative was banging his head againgt the table. Pulling out achair, he sat down
where he could keep an eye on the street. " So now that we've settled that much, what brings you here?”

William settled hisbulk in achair on the other side of the table. "Didn't mean to come here. Didn't know
I'd end up here. But—" He stopped when Lynnea approached the table and set down two cups of
koffee dong with sugar and cream.

"There's not much besides koffee to give to boysthat age,” Lynneasaid, indicating the other cups on her
tray. "'l hopethat'sdl right.”

"They'll drink whatever is put before them,” William replied.
"Well, they'retoo young to be drinking whiskey or de" Lynneasaid primly.

Sebadtian brushed afinger over her wrist. "Never tell aboy he'stoo young for whiskey or ale. HEll need
to prove you wrong and drink himself sick.”

"I'm not going to tell them anything. They're just not getting any.” She headed for the other table, where
Teaser was keeping an eye on the boys.

"She used to be alittle rabbit," Sebastian muttered. "1 liked thelittle rabbit.”
"I'm thinking you like the Sde of her that nips and nudges even more.”
Thetruth of that pinched abit, S0 Sebastian just drank his koffee.

"It'slikethis" William said. "I was on my way to Wizard City, likeusud, but..." Helifted the cup, then
st it down without drinking. "1 couldn't get there. Took the same road, crossed over the same bridge,
but as soon as | crossed the bridge, day turned to night and... | ended up here."

Lee'sdoing, Sebastian thought. Had to be. "If you managed to reach the Den, | don't think you'll be able
to get to Wizard City. The landscapes have been dtered.”



William paed. "Altered?'
"Places you could go before may no longer be within reach.”

"Home," William whispered. "My wife. My children." He clamped ahand over Sebadtian's. "Can | get
home?'

"l think s0." He hoped so0. He didn't know how long it would take Lee to break the bridges that
connected Glorianna's landscapes to any landscapes beyond her and Nadia's keeping, but since William
had managed to reach the Den, the odds were good the farmer lived in alandscape controlled by one of
them.

Lynnea came back with two plates of bacon, eggs, and fried potatoes, gave him atold-you-so smile,
then was gone again.

"What about the boys?' Sebastian asked as he dug into hismedl.

"That's another thing." William tasted the eggs, made a sound of approval, and spent the next few minutes
concentrating on the food. ""Found them aong the road, just before | reached the bridge. Whole pack of
them. Recognized most of them by sight, if not by name. Somethings happening in Wizard City that's
making folks uneasy. Remember | told you about that part of the city that was different?”

"l remember.”

William tipped his head to indicate the table where the boys were sitting. "They said the good feding was
going away, like someone was blowing out candles one by one and pretty soon there would be only
darkness|eft. Some of the older folks gave the children what coin and food they could spare and told
them to get away from the city. So they |eft because they were more afraid of staying than going. Slipped
out among the other travelers and met up down the road aways. By the time our paths crossed, they'd
been traveling for afew days, deeping out in the open and scared to degth to do it, but there was no
going back."

William pushed a piece of potato around his plate. "1 didn't know the landscapes had changed, hadn't
redlized things were different, so | pointed out the road that would lead to Kennett, my home village, and
told them to follow it. May the Guardians of the Light watch over them and get them to the village safely.”

"And those three?' Sebadtian asked.

William sighed. "Kennett isasmall village. | think the other children will be ableto find a place thereand
sttlein, but those three have abit too much... grit... if you understand me. They grew up fast and hard
in order to survive. They'd be troublemakersin aplace like Kennett, and that might sour folks on the
other children. | think they knew that. | think that'swhy they offered to come with me, even though they
thought it would take them back to Wizard City. Not that they put it that way."

No, they wouldn't put it that way, Sebastian thought. But they'd know there was something insde them
that would never fit in with the rhythm of acountry village.

Opportunities and choices.
"They'll fitin here," Sebagtian said. "The Den was made for badass boys."

"Well, now," William blustered. "Wdll, | don't know." Then helooked into Sebastians eyes. "Would you
have been one of those boys?'



"You could say | wasthefirg."
William pursed hislips. "They'd find charity hard to swallow.”

"That's good, because they won't find any here. If they're going to live here, they'll work to earn their
keep."

William nodded. "I never got your name."
"Sebadtian.”
William held out hishand.

He clasped the hand, then released it, surprised at how a smple handshake could sometimes bridge two
very different lives,

Opportunities and choices.

Pushing his plate aside, Sebastian folded hisarms and leaned on the table. " So, William Farmer, since
you can't get to Wizard City, what are you going to do with al that food in the wagon?"

William studied him for amoment, then smiled. "'l suppose you have some ideas about what | can do with
it?"
"l do," Sebadtian replied, returning the smile. "'l certainly do.”

*

Koltak ground histeeth in frustration. He wasn't used to riding horses, and the daylong ride was turning
into amisery. Worse than the physical discomfort was his growing uneasiness.

The road went on too long, too far. HEd been there only once, but he knew the way to that foul
landscape Sebastian called home.

The main road curved and went on to a bridge that |ed to another landscape and another bridge that
crossed over near Nadias home village. Hed travel ed that road enough times when held goneto fetch
Sebadtian and bring the whelp back to Wizard City. The cart path that branched off the main road led to
another bridge—and the Den of Iniquity.

But when the road had curved, he hadn't seen any sign of acart path. Thinking he'd misremembered the
gpot, he and the guards Harland had sent with him had continued riding aong the main road.

Onand on. Too long. Too far. The guards offered no opinions, offered no company, athough they'd
talked quietly among themsalves. So he couldn't express any doubt, couldn't afford to admit he was no
longer sure where they were.

Harland had entrusted him with thistask. He done had the means of bringing Belladonna out into the
open, where the Wizards Council could ded with her. He wasn't going to fail Harland or the council, not
when Harland had al but promised him a seet on the council as acknowledgment of this accomplishment.

One act to wipe out a mistake made thirty years ago. One act that would be the perfect balance of the
other.

"Wizard Koltak." Ddton, the guard captain, brought his horse dongside Koltak's. "Areyou certain thisis



the way to the landscape you need to reach?”
"Why do you ask?' Koltak said, hedging.

"It looks familiar, and that troubles me." Daton looked up, even though the trees that crowded the road
blocked the sun. "And | don't think we're heading south anymore.”

Before Koltak could think of an evasive response, aguard scouting up ahead shouted and raised an arm
to attract attention.

Dalton kicked his horseinto a canter, heading for the guard. Koltak's horse followed, leaving the wizard
no choice but to cling to the saddle, since he lacked the skill to control the animd.

It was apity Harland had considered the details of thistask so well and had overruled Koltak'sriding in
the comfort of acarriage. A horse and rider lent more credence to the story of urgency than acarriage
and driver.

He saw thelogic in that, but it didn't make his body ache any less.

When its companions were in sight, the horse dowed to awalk, alowing Koltak to gather the reinsagain
and providetheillusion of being in command.

Ddton stared at the large stone that stood like a sentry where two roads met, then swore softly.
AsKaoltak looked at the stone, asick fedling filled his belly and rose up to clog histhroat.

"Wadl," Ddton said when Koltak reached him, "there's nothing more we can do today. Well start out
again at firg light tomorrow and hope for luck on the roads.”

At Daton's signal, two of the guards headed down the east road. The captain looked at Koltak, shook
his head, then followed his men.

With the sting of failure heating hisface, Koltak followed Dalton, trailed by the other two guards.

The road that had seemed to go on and on perversely became shorter. Far too soon, they rode out of the
trees and |ooked on the open land—and the steep northern side of Wizard City.

"Thiscan't be" Koltak muttered. "It can't be. We rode south. We can't end up on the northern side of
Wizard City."

"Sometimes Ephemerais as perverse asawoman,” Daton said. Helet out agusty sigh. "Well haveto
find another road with a bridge that crosses over into adifferent landscape.”

"But the road south was the way to the landscape | need to reach!™ Koltak protested.

Dalton looked annoyed, then smoothed out his expression asif suddenly remembering he was dedling
with awizard. "Theresno way around it, Wizard Koltak. Right now the south road just circles back to
the city. Well try again tomorrow. Maybe strike out across country, seeif we can find another bridge.
Many's the time when a bridge between landscapesisn't set in an obvious place, especidly if it'sa
resonating bridge, and there's more of them than the stationary bridges you'll find on well-traveled roads.”

Koltak waited until they reached the northern gate before broaching the subject that had weighed more
heavily on him asthe city loomed nearer and nearer.

"Perhapsit would be best if | remained at the guardhouse tonight," Koltak said, keeping his gaze fixed on



the space between hishorse's ears. "1t would save time if wereto be on theroad again at first light.”

Dalton remained silent amoment, then nodded. "It would be more convenient. In fact, it's probably best
to stay at one of the guard stationsin the lower circle. The lodgings may be rougher than you're used to,
and welll probably have to share quarters, but you should be able to have abed to yoursdlf.”

Koltak winced at the thought of making do with rough lodgings when hewas so closeto hisown
comfortable rooms, but he nodded agreement. Then he glanced at Dalton and wondered if the man's
expression was alittle too blank. Had the captain figured out the real reason he didn't want to go up to
the Wizards Hall? Was that why the suggestion had been made to stay in the lower circle?

If he returned to his own rooms, Harland would know held failed on hisfirgt attempt to reach Sebastian.
If he stayed in the lower circle, the head of the Wizards Council might not redlize he'd returned to
Wizard City. Better to endure rough lodgings than see the groundwork for his ambitions crumble again.

Y es, he thought as they rode through the lower circle, he could endure physical discomfort much easier
than fallure

"So I'm going to be waiting on tables at Philo'safew hours each day," Lynneasaid happily. "Philo said if
he was going to train Brandon to work &t his place, | could help, too."

"You'regoing to wait tables?' Sebastian asked, startled by thisrevelation.
"l am. In exchange for my medls."
"Y ou don't have to do that."

"Of course | do. | heard you when you were talking to the boys, and | agree. Visitors comefor the
drinking and the gambling and the.... other things... and they pay for those things with coin or goods that
can be bartered. But those who livein the Den have to earn their keep.”

Wondering if she was aware that she was swinging their linked hands like a happy child, he choked back
the denia that she lived in the Den. He didn't want her to settle in and make aplace for hersdf. 1t would
be harder for her to leave and find the landscape where she truly belonged if she started thinking of
hersalf asaresdent of the Den.

And the more she acted like she was settling in, the eesier it would be for him to believe she meant to
stay, not just in the Den but with him. And the deeper it would dice his heart when sheredlized she
wasn't meant for this ever-night and | eft.

"So I'll be serving food and helping with the clearing and washing up, and..." Lynneapaused. "If Philo
blushes over serving Phdlic Delights, why does he make them?”

In the fifteen years held lived in the Den, held never seen Philo blush once, but he didn't think it would
help any to tdll her it was handing over the basket to his new hel per and not the basket's contents that
had caused the blush.

"Then Brandon snickered and said if men wereredly built like that, women wouldn't want to do anything
but have sex.”

"Brandon talks too much," Sebastian growled.
She laughed.



Daylight! Shewas going to be serving Phallic Delights and Stuffed Titsin acourtyard full of erotic Satues.
Once awareness filtered into dreams, she was going to drive him stark raving mad.

Her mood changed by the time they reached the borddllo; sheld become quiet, thoughtful. She didn't say
anything when he unlocked the door to their room, just walked in and lit the lamp on the table by the
window. Then shetook her nightgown, which she negtly folded and tucked under her pillow each
morning, and went into the bathroom.

He blew out a breath, locked the door, and wondered what he was going to do with himsalf until it was
timeto try to deep.

Then she came out of the bathroom and hesitated amoment before walking up to him.
"Sebadtian.”

Looking a her, hearing the blend of hesitation and determination in her voice, was enough for the power
of theincubusto unfurl insdehim.

"Sebagtian, | don't know how to say this, don't know how to ask..."
"Ask what?'
"I want to be with you. In bed."

It would change things for you in a way that could never he undone. The thought was there, but he
couldn't quite remember why it mattered when he saw nerves and desire mingled in her eyes. No longer a
rabbit, not quite atigress. Woman. Hiswoman.

He was too hungry, needed the seduction and the feast too much to turn away from what she offered.

But when hislips brushed hers, something besides the power of the incubus burned ingde him, something
bright and powerful. As his mouth softly devoured and his hands gently explored, that bright power
tempered the incubus hunger into something held never felt before, something he craved and couldn't
quite name.

Then hetook her to bed, findly to bed. And while he showed her the pleasures of sex, she taught him the
mysteries of love.

Chapter Sixteen

Lynnea glanced at the closed bathroom door as she laced up her shoes. Sebastian had been amused by
her reluctance to get dressed in front of him. After al, held pointed out, he'd seen her naked—and shed
seen him. But that was adifferent kind of naked, and getting into her underwear while he lay back in the
rumpled bed with the covers barely covering hisinteresting bits was more than the newfound tigress
inside her could handle. So shed grabbed her clothes and scampered into the bathroom to dressin
private.

Since shed expected to find him dressed when she came out of the bathroom, which was how things had
worked since they'd started sharing thisroom in the bordello, she'd been surprised to find him lounging in
bed, gill rumpled and naked. And looking so delicious she wanted to lick his skin just to have another
taste of him.



Whatever held seen on her face had made him smile, push back the covers, gather up hisclothes... and
groll into the bathroom. The look he gave her before he closed the door made her want to hit him—or
drag him back into bed.

"Idle hands give the mind time for mischief," she muttered as she looked around the room for something
to do. Shelooked at the bed, hesitated, then squared her shoulders. It wasjust a bed. It wasn't any
different now than it had been when they'd just dept together.

Except it was. As she smoothed out the sheets, she remembered the feel of his hands on her skin, and the
way his skin had warmed as she touched him. The ddlicious tugsin the belly when he suckled her breast.
Theway he'd caressed her with hisfingers until she was drowning in sensation and didn't careif she ever
surfaced.

Thejoining had hurt, and that had dimmed the pleasure—until sheld fallen adeep and did into the dreams.

The bordello, the room, the bed—and Sebastian. Thistime the dreams didn't stop with hugs and long
kisses. Thistime the dreams seemed more intense, more... rea. He seemed more real than hedd beenin
the other dreams. HE'd done dll the things he'd done to her earlier, but now she knew what aman fdt like
when hewas hard and hungry. And instead of pain when hisbody did into hers, there was
pleasure—waves and waves of it, cresting and receding as one dream faded, risng again as the next
dream filled her, and she and Sebastian did things she couldn't even think about now without blushing.

But her body responded to those memories, producing afluttery feding in her belly and awet heat
between her legs.

"What are you thinking about?'

Jolted by the sound of hisvoice, Lynneaturned. Sebastian stood close to her. He was dressed, but he
hadn't bothered to button his shirt, and she found that glimpse of bare skin more disturbingly sensua than
if he hadn't put onashirt at dl. "What?'

"Yourehugging apillow."
"What?' When hejust smiled at her, shefelt her face heat. "l wasjust thinking abouit. .. abouit..."
"Pleasant dreams?’

"No, I—" She stared at him. Remembered the bits and pieces she'd heard about incubi and how they
usualy linked with their prey. "You... Y ou can see my dreams?’

Hetook astep closer. "Only when you invite mein. And you did invite mein, sweet Lynnea." Something
hot and hungry flashed in hiseyes.

Oh, gracious. She was going to have to think about this.

Turning away from him, she set the pillow in its place and began straightening the covers. "1 should be at
Philo's soon. | don't want to be late for my first day of work."

"And | need to make acircuit around the Den to check the bridges." Slence. Then, "Missmealittle, al
right?’

Wondering what kind of teasing reply women were expected to make in response to that kind of request,
she gave the covers on that sde of the bed one more smoothing brush of her hand before she looked at
Sebastian—and felt the ground shift under her feet.



Nothing hot and hungry in those green eyes now. Just vulnerability... and yearning.

Had anyone ever missed him? Not the incubus and the sex he provided, but Sebastian the man? Had any
woman ever welcomed him smply because shewas glad to see him?

He needs me. Her heart filled with the wonder of that discovery.

Closing the distance between them, she said, "I'll missyou more than alittle." Then she dipped her hands
under his shirt, wrapped her arms around him, and rested her head on his shoulder.

A moment of iff hesitation as his mind and body trandated thefed of her againgt him as affection and
not prelude. His arms came around her, pulling her closer. He rubbed his cheek againgt her hair. His
body relaxed, and hissigh of contentment was the finest sound she'd ever heard.

"You haveto go," hesad. "Philo will bewaiting.”
"Yes." But shedidn't make any moveto let go of him.
Hewasthe onewho finally eased back. "Lynnea?"
"y e

He brushed hislipsover hers. "I'll missyou, too."

*

Koltak and Captain Dalton studied the two planks of wood across the narrow creek.
Dalton swore. "A bridge this close to the city, and no kind of marker to indicate where it leads.”

"That is not the nature of resonating bridges," Koltak replied, but so softly it was more athought voiced
for himsdlf. Oh, plenty of times, if you kept your mind focused, you could cross over aresonating bridge
and reach aparticular destination. But there were other times when the bridge ignored the will's intent and
resonated only with the heart. When that happened, a person could end up anywhere.

"I know that," Ddton said. "Doesn't mean | havetolikeit," He paused. "Wel, it'syour decison, Wizard
Koltak. Our orders areto wait for you on this side of the bridge and give you escort back to the city.”
Helooked over his shoulder at the city gill visblein the distance.

Koltak shivered. It was asengble plan. After dl, he couldn't go into the Den with armed guards. But he
didn't want to cross that bridge alone, not knowing what was on the other side.

Maybe Dalton sensed his hesitation, or maybe it was a standard move whenever a bridge had to be
crossed.

"Faran," Ddton said, "cross over the bridge with Wizard Koltak." He looked at Koltak. "If the bridge
crosses over to adaylight landscape, Faran will report back and the rest of uswill cross over to continue
providing escort. If it'sadark landscape, helll smply come back to this side and wait with the rest of us.”

And I'll go on alone, in unfamiliar land, to find a man I'd rather not set eyes

on. But if thisworks, it will be the last time | have to see him—and my place in the council will he
assured.



"Faran will lead your horse over those planks,” Daton said.

Koltak watched the guard dismount, hand hisreinsto afellow guard, and rummage in his saddlebags
before gpproaching Koltak with asmall lantern in one hand. "What about his own horse?*

"Hewon't need it," Ddton said. "He'sjust crossing over with you and reporting back."
Faran stood at the horse's head and looked up at him, waiting.

Koltak closed hiseyes and focused hiswill. | need to reach Sebastian. | need to reach the Den.
Keeping his eyes closed, he nodded to indicate he was ready.

Hefdt the horse resist going over the planks, heard Faran's murmurs of encouragement and command.
Feet and hooves on wood. Barely enough length for man and horse to stand on the planks at the same
time. But he couldn't think about that, couldn't think about anything but what he needed to achieve. |
need to reach Sebastian. | need to reach the Den.

The horse shied. Koltak opened his eyes and grabbed the saddle to keep from being thrown. Faran ran
with the horse for afew steps before bringing the anima under control.

"Easy, boy," Faran said. "Easy."
"What happened?' Koltak demanded.

"Something spooked him just as we crossed to this side of the bridge, but | didn't see anything." Faran
looked around. "Land looks a bit different here. I'm thinking we're not close to Wizard City anymore.”

"No, | don't think we are," Koltak replied.
"So we missed the mark?”'

He shook his head. "Despite the daylight, thisisadark landscape. They fed different.” Hejust wished he
knew where hewas. But somewherein thisland, there had to be a bridge that would lead him to the
Den. There had to be.

"No roads here" Faran said. "How will you know which way to go?'
Sebastian. Sebastian. Sebastian.

He gathered the reins and turned the horse's head without conscious thought. "I'll have to follow my

"All right, then." Faran stepped away from the horse. "I'll tell Captain Dalton you're on your way. Well
be waiting for you on the other side of the bridge.”

Koltak nodded, banged his hedls against the horse's Side, and set off at arough trot that promised to
bruise more than his pride.

It would be over soon. Hewouldn't fail the council. All he had to do was keep hiswill focused on finding
what he didn't want to find.

Sebastian. Sebastian. Sebastian.



Faran shook his head as he watched the wizard ride off. Not a horseman, that was for sure. He just
hoped the man wasfit enough at the end of the journey to do what needed to be done.

No point lingering here. And truth to tell, something about the place made him uneasy, even though there
wasn't anything around him that looked dangerous.

His steps dowed as he neared the bridge.
But something had spooked the horse.

He started to draw his short sword, then hesitated and pulled out the long knife tucked in his boot. Ashe
straightened up, his eyes caught amovement barely a stride away from the planks and off to the side.
Had the ground shifted allittle, or wasit just the air stirring the grass?

He moved toward the bridge, setting each foot with care, unable to shake the fedling that something was
waiting.
Nothing stirred. Nothing moved.

Clear your mini, hethought. Get back to Captain Dalton and the fellows. Cross over the bridge.
Wizard City, Wizard City, Wizard City.

He turned to face the bridge straight on. Lifted afoot to set it on the planks of wood. A few moments
more and he'd be safe.

It burst out of the ground, dl legsand jaws. A familiar shape, if it had been the Sze of histhumbnail, now
grown into anightmare.

He screamed asit grabbed him and bit into hisleg. He went down hard, hislegs dready numb from the
venom, but he held on to the knife. Before the nightmare could pull him into the tunnel benegth the
trapdoor, he reared up and, using both hands and what strength was | eft in hisarms, drove the knifeinto
the spiders head.

Itslegsflaled and itsjaws bit deeper asthe creature died. Thenit lay ill.

Panting, swesting, Faran turned his body as best he could. If he could stretch out hisarm, he could reach
the bridge. Had to reach the bridge. Had to get to the other sde. Help was across. .. the...

*

Lynnea hummed alittle tune while she cleaned off atable. Sheld done pretty well for her first day of
work. True, sheld forgotten part of one order, but she'd made up for it by caming down abull demon
bellowing for food.

Grinning, she wondered if sheld get to be thefirst to tell Sebastian about the new addition to Philo's
menu: the Sebastian Specid. Who would have guessed a vegetable omelet could impress ademon?

Shetook her tray of dirty dishes back to the kitchen, gave Brandon a cheerful smile, snce hewasthe
one stuck with the washing up, grabbed another tray, and headed back out to the courtyard to clear off
another table,

Despite the Eater of the World being loose in the landscapes and the very red possibility that terrible



things could happen in the Den, she had never been happier. She had work she found interesting, she
was with agood man who was aso an incredible lover, and—noticing the blond man acrossthe stret,
she smiled—she was making friends.

The Den wasn't the place she would have picked if she could have chosen alandscape, but here sheld
found al the things sheld yearned for, so it had turned out to be the right place for her after dll.

She picked up the full tray, then waited for Teaser to cross the street so she could tell him she needed a
few more minutes to finish up before she could go back to the bordello. She'd promised Sebastian that
sheld stay at Philo's until he or Teaser escorted her back to the room.

Problem was, there wasn't anything to do when she got there. She wasn't used to having idletime, and it
seemed wagteful to St and do nothing. Well, sheld just have to think about what skills she had and how
she could make use of them. If she could find the supplies she needed, she could knit some scarves. The
Den'svistorswould have no use for such smple things, but the residents might appreciate them when the
weather turned cold. If it did turn cold. She'd ask Teaser assoon ashe...

She watched awoman walk up to Teaser, watched the body language that plainly indicated a
flirtation—or something more—was going on between them.

Watched him walk away with the woman without so much asaglancein her direction.
So that was how well promises were kept in the Den.

He'san incubus. Thisiswhat he does. | supposeit'ssilly to feel hurt that he chose to go off with a
bed partner instead of keeping a promise to me... or Sebastian.

"lan't it timefor you to be going?"* Philo asked, glancing in her direction when she brought the tray into the
kitchen. "I thought Teaser was coming for you."

"Apparently not," shereplied, just sharply enough to have him turn away from his pots and pansto look
a her.

She shrugged to indicate it was nothing. " Got more customers. I'll take the order.” She was out of the
kitchen before Philo could ask any questions.

Sheld just taken the order and was heading back to give it to Philo when Teaser waked into the
courtyard, rubbing his hands and looking glesful.

"Y ou ready to go?' he asked. "Or do | havetime for abowl of whatever Philo's serving?”
"Finish your business so soon?’ shereplied tartly.

"Justintime, I'd say. Was down a Hastings playing afew hands of cardswhile | waited for you. Won
the last hand, scooped up my winnings, and said | had to be off to give Sebastianslady an escort. Bull
demon at the table didn't even bellow about me leaving before he had a chance to win afew coins back.
Hejust rumbled, ‘'om... e... let gopod—whatever that means.”

Lynneadtared a him. "Teaser, | saw you just now. Y ou went off to the bordello with awoman."
"Didn't." Helooked baffled and alittle hurt. "Said I'd be here, and here | am.”
"But | saw you."

He shook his head. "Must have been someoned<se."



"There's someone el se in the Den who looksjust like you?!

"Wasn't me. Although..." He rubbed the back of his neck. "Hastings said he saw mein thetavern a
couple of days ago making time with the succubitch, whichisaload of horse... stuff, snce heknowsl
can't stand her." He turned and looked in the direction of the bordello. "But he also said no one has seen
her since then." Helooked back at Lynnea. "Come on. I'll take you to the room. Then I'm going to see
what | can find out about this... twin... people have been seeing.”

"All right. Let me give Philo thisorder; then | can go."
As she darted to walk away, Teaser grabbed her arm. "How much did this other fellow look like me?”

She hesitated, more because he seemed upset than because she wasn't sure of what she'd seen. "Waell,"
she hedged, "he was across the street, and he wasn't directly under one of thelights, so | could have
been mistak—"

"If he/d come over here, would you have gone with him?' Teaser demanded.

A chill went through her as she stared into hisblue eyes. "Yes," she whispered. "I would have gone with
him, thinking he wasyou." And if the man sheld seen wasn't Teaser, what might have happened to her
once she was away from Philo's? There were plenty of dark alleys where she might have been taken
and... hurt.

She knew two women had died in the Den before she'd arrived. Sebagtian had told her about them. That
was one of the reasons he didn't want her walking around alone.

"l haveto givethisorder to Philo," she said, holding on to something smple and ordinary. As soon as
Teaser released her arm, she hurried to the kitchen. She must have looked as shaky as she felt, because
both Brandon and Philo stopped working to stare at her.

She ignored the stares, gave Philo the order, and told him she had to go now.
"Teaser ishere?’ Philo asked.

"Yes" But was she certain the man waiting for her was Teaser? Sheld met the incubus only afew days
ago and didn't know him that well.

Maybe she should tell Teaser she was going to wait for Sebagtian, even if it hurt hisfedings. But whet if a
man approached her wearing Sebastian's face? Would she be able to tell the difference?

Y es. Definitely, yes. She knew the fedl of Sebastian, would be able to pick him out in acrowd of men al
wearing hisface. Because none of them would be ableto imitate the fed of his heart.

But there was till the question of Teaser. Go or stay? The hesitation must have shown in her face,
because he cocked his head when she walked toward him.

"If | promise not to leave wet towel s on the bathroom floor anymore, will you let me escort you to the
borddlo?

Relief surged through her. No one but the real Teaser would think to say that to her. "I'll hold you to that
promise.” Shelinked her arm through his asthey left Philo's courtyard. " So how much did you win off the
bull demon?'

He grinned and relaxed—and asked her about her first day working for Philo instead of answering.



Y es, that felt like the real Teaser. Smiling, she told him about the bull demon and the Sebastian Specid
while they walked to the borddllo.

Sebadtian planted hisfeet on either side of the demon cycle when it stopped halfway down the Den's
main street. Since it floated on air, he didn't need to do that to keep the cycle upright. He just wanted to
seeif hislegs il stretched to the ground.

Why had he spent the past few hours riding around, looking for signs that the Eater of the World had
found away into one of the dark landscapes that bordered the Den? Why had he studied every bridge as
if he could tdl what he might find if he crossed over?

Part of it was his promiseto Leeto do what he could to protect the Den. The other part wasthat he
needed something to do while Lynneawas working at Philo's. Hovering around the courtyard would
have made her nervous—and might have given too much of an impression that he was waiting for the
right company to come dong. And in away that wastrue, Snce held be waiting for Lynnea

Hefdt no desretotroll the streets for awoman. Hadn't felt the need since hed met hislittle rabbit. Just
living with her fed theincubuss hunger in ways the hottest sex with other women had never done. He
craved her company, the sound of her voice, thefed of her skin beneath his hands.

Besdes hisown lack of interest in being some other woman's dream lover, he didn't think Lynneawould
see hiscarnd attentions to another woman as anything but a betraya—the kind of betraya that would
break awoman's heart. So if he wasn't going to troll the Den and provide sex as acommodity, what
could hedo to earn his keep?

He lifted one hand, rubbed histhumb over hisfingertips. Hefdlt thetingle of power that marked him asa
wizard. Since "wizard" was adirty word in the Den, he still hadn't told anyone about the power that had
awakened in him. But sooner or later people would find out. Sooner or later held have to decide what he
was going to do with that power.

Which led histhoughts back to why he'd spent the past few hours roaming the boundaries of the Den.

Defender. Protector. A few weeks ago he would have laughed if anyone had used those wordsto
describe him. Now, knowing he was the one who anchored the Den made a difference. Lynneamade a
difference. Thiswas his place. These were his people. She was hiswoman.

Could thet redlly be enough for her, to be hiswoman? Could the Den give her enough of what she
needed so that sheld be content to stay? Even if they couldn't live in the cottage right now, he could take
her to visit Aunt Nadia. She could shop in Aurora, talk to the kind of people she was used to. Spend a
few hoursin sunlight. Would it be enough to keep her coming back to him and the kind of loving he could
offer awoman?

Butinthevillage... How would Aunt Nadiaintroduce her? Asayoung friend visiting from another
landscape? As her nephews companion? Oh, that would produce plenty of knife-edged smilesand
whispers as soon as Lynneaturned her back. But what €lse could Nadiacall her? Hiswife?

Sebadtian's heart gave ahard bump before settling back into its usud rhythm.

Wife. Friend, lover, companion.



No. Oh, no. "Wife" was a human word, not one to be bandied about in aplace like the Den. Besides,
"wife' went with "marriage,”" and that wastoo... permanent. HEd known Lynneaonly afew days. His
craving for her could diminish, could disappear dtogether. The temptation to feast on another woman's
emotions and flesh could rise up at any moment. After al, he was an incubus. Constancy wasn't part of
what hewas.

Then he saw her with Teaser, heading for the bordello, and he knew his craving for her wouldn't diminish,
wouldn't disappear. Thiswas morethan acraving. Thiswaslove. So hedd find some way of giving her
what she needed 0 that she would be willing to stay.

"TherésLynnea," hesad.

The demon cycle growled what might have been a happy sound and zipped forward so fast Sebastian
was sure held scraped of f half the soles of his boots before he managed to lift hisfest.

"Slow down before you knock someone over," Sebastian snapped. Not that his order made a bit of
difference. The demon cycle tore around the corner and into the side street with no regard for anything
that might have beenintheway.

Of course, Lynnea had goneinside by the time they reached the building, which left him promising asulky
demon that he'd ask if she wanted to go for aride later.

What was it about hislittle rabbit-turned-tigress that made demons act besotted?

Best not to think too hard about that, since you're one of those demons, he chided himself ashe
walked into the building.

"Better keep your eyes on Teaser," the desk clerk called as Sebastian headed for the stairs. "Your lady is
the second one he's brought here in the past hour.”

He paused. "Up to our rooms?’
The clerk shook his head and gave aroom number on the second floor.

Sebastian took the stepstwo at atime. Daylight! What was Teaser up to? Why take Lynneato one of
the roomsthat were rented for a"night" of pleasure when an incubus or succubus didn't want to bring the
prey home? He'd trusted Teaser to look after Lynnea because he and Teaser had been friendsfor so
many years—and because he'd had the fedling that, while the other incubus was drawn to Lynnes,
Teaser didn't see her as prey.

Bounding up the last steps, he turned into the corridor just in time to see Teaser backing away from an
open door.

"It'snot me," Teaser said as he hit the wall opposite the door and did to thefloor. "1t's not me!”
Lynnea dropped to her knees and wrapped her arms around Teaser, who sounded hysterical.

Sebadtian didn't know if sheld heard him or just sensed him, but she turned her head and looked at him,
her eyesfull of worry and relief.

He strode to the door, stepped into the room—and froze.

The woman on the bed was so ensnared in asexua haze she wasn't aware of anything else. Her hands
were fisted in the sheets and her hips pumped with the desperation of someone whose release was being



held just out of reach, but her breathing sounded painfully harsh and her eyeswere chillingly blank.
The man was too busy pounding himself into her to either notice or care that he had an audience.
The woman's breathing became more labored, but her hips kept up the desperate pumping.

Save the woman. Get that bastard off of her.

But as he took another step, the man turned his head and looked at him.

Teasar'sface. But there was asharp crudty in the smile and a viciousnessin the eyesthat hed never seen
in hisfriend—not even when Teaser was being crud.

The humping continued, hard and fast, the last thrusts before rel ease. The woman moaned, but it was
impossibleto tell if the sound was aresponse to pain or pleasure.

As Sebadtian breathed in the ferd, musky scent that filled the room, the power of the incubus unfurled
insde him, a sharp-edged hunger honed by the other male.

Y es. Take her. She was only human, only prey. Feed desire until it became insatiable, then feast on the
flood of fedings, working the body until the mind was helplessto do anything but respond and provide
more meet for the feast. Feast and feast until the prey was incapable of fighting to survive.

Kill with plessure.

Onelast thrust. The woman cried out—aliquid, unhealthy sound, asif something had broken inside her.
The mae with Teaser's face closed his eyes and sighed with pleasure.

Sebastian's heart pounded. He felt hot, hard—and sick with a desperate hunger he had never felt in quite
that way before.

Then he heard Lynnegs voice, just amurmur of comfort to Teaser, and he gasped for air, feding asif
he'd almost been pulled into adark, ugly place. He had never hunted like this, had no desireto hunt like
this

But in adark corner of his heart, he understood the power of thiskind of hunt, understood the cruel
pleasure. And he understood that without Nadia, Glorianna, and Lee, he might have become ahunter like
the male now rolling off the bed.

The male moved to the center of the room—Teaser's body but not his eyes. There was nothing of Teaser
inthose eyes.

"Diluted spawn," the male said, sneering. "One-faced mongrel who doesitstricksto win afew scraps of
emotion. We starved, locked away in that landscape, while the ones we had driven out because they had
become tainted by fedings survived by hiding in the human landscapes. They mated with prey and ended
up producing things like you."

"What are you?' Sebastian said, even though he dready knew. In hisblood, in the marrow of hisbones,
he knew.

The male's body changed. The blond hair darkened. The blue eyesturned green.
Sebastian stared at his own face.

"I'm what you should have been," the mae replied. He looked over Sebagtian's shoulder. "I'm more than



you'll ever be. Shewon't be ableto resst me," he added in Sebastian's voice.
Lynnea.
The hunger of the incubus withered inside Sebagtian as another power flared, fed by fear and fury.

Hethrew himsdf a the incubus, sent them crashing to the floor. It fought vicioudy, with animaigtic
savagery. But hearing Lynnea shouting his name made him just asvicious, just assavagein his
desperation to save her from what this male would do to her.

It rolled, pinning him beneath it, its hands around histhroat, choking him.

Then Lynnea darted into the room, grabbed the male by the hair, and yanked. That provided enough of a
distraction for Sebastian to bresk the choke hold and roll away.

The other maerolled, too, trying to grab her, but Teaser dashed into the room and pulled Lynnea back
to the doorway.

Sebadtian scrambled to hisfeet, gasping for air. The other male got to hisfeet with more grace—and
changed again.

Sebadtian stared at the bull demon. It didn't have the height or muscle of ared bull demon, but the horns
could gore him just as effectively.

Hefdt thetingle of power, but he till hesitated to revea the wizard side of hisnature,

Then the maeroared, lowered his head, and charged—not at Sebastian but at Teaser, therival mae
who was holding the femade prey.

Sebadtian leaped on the mae, one hand grabbing a horn while the other hand clamped on the male's
throat. Asthey twisted and fdll, helet the wizard'slightning surge through him and into his hands.

The mae screamed as the lightning ripped through it, burned it, razored through brain and heart.
Findly it sopped moving. Thesmdl of burned flesh hung inthe air.

Sebadtian rolled away from the male and lay on the floor, staring at the ceiling, sickened by what held just
done. And sickened even more by aloss of innocence—not just because held killed, but because he'd
seen atruth about himself.

" Sebadtian?'
Lynnea.

The sound of her voice got him to hisfeet. Thank the Light, Teaser had pulled her into the corridor and
had blocked her view of thelast of thefight.

He moved to the doorway. "It'sdead,” he said in aflat voice.
Shelooked a him, sudied hisface, his eyes—and relaxed.
"I have somethingsto take care of here. Can you get Teaser back to hisroom?"

Teaser looked about to protest, then realized what Sebastian wanted. 'Y eah.” He leaned on Lynnes,
who immediately wrapped her arms around him. ™Y eah, I'm alittle shaky."



"Of courseyou are," Lynneasaid. "That was horrible, seeing someone wearing your face.”

Sebastian wanted to touch her, hold her, let her warmth cleanse what was churning insgde him. But hefelt
too vile, too filthy to get even another step closer. So he watched her lead Teaser to the stairs. Then he
turned and walked back into the room.

The male was dead. Unquestionably dead. Sebastian's scomach rolled as he looked at the bodly.

It must have tried to change again, or maybe that had been its body's reaction to being burned inside by
thewizard'slightning. It was now atwisted blend of bull demon, his own face, and something
dark-skinned that might have been the male's natural form.

The woman was dead. Not knowing what else to do, he pulled the sheet up over her. She might have
crossed over with afriend, might have someone looking for her. If not...

Humans who came to the Den seldom gave their red names or told anyone which landscape they called
home. If there was no one here who knew her, they would bury her in the fields—and her friendsand
family back home would eventually accept that she was one of those people who had gotten lost in
Ephemera's landscapes.

Pulling the blanket off the bed, he wrapped the male's body so no one else would haveto look at it.

When he wasfinished, he just stood there, rubbing histhumbs over hisfingertips. He, too, had the power
tokill.

And he was going to make surethat. .. thing... stayed dead.

He waked out of the room, closed the door, and went down to the clerk's desk to give his orders.

*

Ddton stared at the wooden planks that crossed the narrow creek and counted to one hundred for the
tenthtime,

Too long. Even if Faran had decided to check the saddle on Koltak's horse or had been listening to
further ingtructions, the guard had been gone too long.

"Henley, Addison,” he called without taking his eyes off the bridge. "Cross over and find out what's
delaying Faran." Asthetwo men handed their reinsto the two remaining guards, Daton held up ahand
to detain them. Walking over to his own horse, he removed alead rope secured to hissaddle. "Tiethisto
your belts. Henley, you cross over the bridge to the other landscape. Addison, you stay on this side of
wherever that bridge leads. If therestrouble, Henley will pull the rope twice. That'sthe sgnd to pull him

Watching the two men tie the lead rope to their belts, Daton felt the heat of embarrassment stain hisface.
He knew it was foolish. No amount of rope would make any difference once a person crossed over to
another landscape. But he wasn't going to let another man cross that bridge without trying to find out
what was happening on the other side.

Henley and Addison moved across the planks that made up the bridge, keeping the length of the lead
rope between them. The wood |looked sturdy enough, but if the planks broke, the bridge would be gone,
and there would be no way for Koltak to come back to Wizard City from that direction. No way to find
out what had happened to Faran.



Henley'sright foot stepped off the planks of wood. The man was il visible, till in the landscape thet
contained Wizard City. Then Henley's I €ft foot lifted off the plank—and he was gone.

A few heartbeats |ater, ayank on the lead rope threw Addison off balance, had him stumbling forward.
"Jump, man! Jump!" Daton shouted.

Not acontrolled jump, but Addison managed to ssumble off the bridge and land feet-first in the creek.
Another jerk on the lead rope had him dropping to his hands and knees.

"What isit?' Ddton fought the urge to race across those planks to reach his men.
"Don't know, Cap'n," Addison said. "It's ot the signdl, but I—"

Dalton watched the ropejerk once. Twice. That was the signd. "Move back thisway, Addison. Keep
steady pressure on the rope. Guide him back." He struggled to keep his voice controlled and encouraging
as Addison waded to the near side of the creek.

The rope disagppeared into nothing, but they followed its movement Not the steady movement of aman
walking, but the stuttering struggle of someone moving with care and desperation.

Was it aman coming back over the bridge? They didn't know what was on the other side.
"Addison! Get that rope off your belt. Now! Now!"
While Addison struggled to untie the lead rope, Dalton grabbed his arm and hauled him up to dry land.

Addison dropped the rope and backed away from the bridge. Dalton unsheathed his short sword and
waited for whatever was about to cross over into their landscape.

"Do you hear that, Cap'n?' Addison asked, cocking his head.

Something faint but getting clearer. A voice panting over and over, "Guardians of Light and Guides of the
Heart, please et me get him to the captain.”

Henley appeared suddenly, hunched over, his handsfisted on the lead rope he'd tied around Faran's
chest. "l found him, Captain,” he panted as he dragged Faran the rest of the way off the bridge. "He's
hurt bad.”

Dalton stared at the thing that had been dragged into this landscape along with Faran.

Almost every night for the past week, his daughter, his swest little girl, had had nightmares about giant
Spiders cregping around the corners of her room, ready to eat her. Those nightmares had given him and
his wife deepless nights, because what the heart believed could change the resonance of a person and
bring that person into contact with the landscape that matched that belief.

Now he was staring at his daughter's nightmare. It existed. It wasredl. And far too close to home.
"Captain?' Henley said, hisvoicefull of uncertainty.

Daton shook himsdlf. He couldn't think of hisfamily now. His men needed him.

Approaching cautioudy, he went down on one knee next to Faran's shoulder.

Faran opened his eyes. His breasthing was harsh, asif it took al of hiswill to keep hislungs moving.



"Can'tfed... my ams... or legs. Trapdoor... near bridge."

Pressing ahand on Faran's shoulder, Daton studied the dead spider that was as big asa dog. The hilt of
aknife stuck out of its head. "Hold on, Faran. Y ou just hold on."

Ddton stood up. "Guy, you ride back to the city, fetch aheder and awagon. Henley, Addison, you
wade across the creek and seeif there are saplings or branches over in that wooded area that we can
use as polesto make alitter."

He watched his men scatter to follow hisorders. Then hetried to will his pounding heart to calm back
down to asteady pace. But his heart wasn't fooled as he walked around Faran to take a position near
the guards|eg.

Maybe the best thing would be to cut the fangs away from the jaw. That would separate the spider from
the man. But that would bring his hands, his body too close to those jaws, and even though he knew the
spider was dead, hisbody didn't believeit.

Cut the creature in half? That would ease the weight and drag on Faran. But his hands were shaking, and
therewas achance of dicing into Faran'sleg. The guard couldn't afford to lose more blood.

Hefdt his courage withering, and he wanted to ride away, wanted to get stinking drunk, wanted to shrug
off the weight of being responsible for other men'slives. And he could dmost hear something whispering
at the edges of hismind, feeding the shame and the fear.

"Cap'n? Wefound a couple saplings. Think they'll do?"

Addison's voice snapped him back. How long had he stood there, doing nothing to help aman who had
followed his orders because his men trusted him with their lives?

Ddton took a step back before turning his head to look at the two men splashing across the creek. He
swalowed hisfear and gathered what was | €ft of his courage.

"They'll do," he said when Addison and Henley reached him.

He sheathed his sword and took the cut sapling from Addison. His heart pounded as he used the wood
to push Faran'slegs apart and gingerly push the spider's body in the space between. Then he handed the
sapling back to Addison, drew his sword, and hacked at the spider's abdomen.

The spider didn't move, didn't twitch.

Encouraged, he shifted position to dice the spider's body, working carefully, ways aware that a careless
move with the sword could harm his own man.

Findly he stepped back and nodded at Henley, who grabbed Faran under the arms and dragged the man
away from the remains. The head, part of the torso, and four legs remained attached to the guard.

Addison studied him. "It'sa hard thing, Cap'n, to know the bad thingsin the world are close enough to
touch us. | reckon we've got some evil days ahead of us.”

Dalton rubbed his deeve over hisface, wiping off swest. "I know." Using the bottom of his jacket, he
wiped off hissword, then sheathed it. "Come on; let's make that litter."

*



Sebastian watched everyone who had gathered at his command—the bull demons, who had dug the
deep fire pit; Hastings and Mr. Finch, who covered the bottom of the pit with kindling; two other
residents, who gingerly lifted the blanket-wrapped bundle and lowered it into the pit; Philo, who opened
ajar of lamp oil and poured it over the blanket.

He watched everyone—and wondered if the people he knew were behind those familiar faces.

When Philo stepped back, Sebastian held out his hand. He didn't see who handed him the torch. It didn't
matter. He walked up to the pit, stared at the bundle for along moment, then dropped the torch onto the
oil-soaked blanket.

Despite his efforts to keep the creature covered up, afew of them had seen itsface, frozen by death in
the process of change. No one had asked how the thing had died—but al of them were acting wary
around him.

They had more reasons than they knew to be wary.

"Daylight,” Philo said as he took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped hisface. "I didn't know there
was ademon that could change shape and disguise itself as human.”

You've known, Sebastian thought. You just never realized it.
"What kind of demon wasthat?' Mr. Finch asked.

Sebastian watched thefire, trying to ignore the sick churning in hisguts. He had to tell them. They had to
be warned. A few days ago Teaser had told him five newcomers had arrived at the Den. Which meant
there were four more of those things out there, able to wear anyone'sface.

"Sebagtian?' Philo shifted hisfeet, then glanced a Hastings and Mr. Finch. "What kind of demon wasit?"
He had to tell them. But it would change things.

He turned away from thefire and looked into Philo's eyes. "It was an incubus. A pureblood incubus.”

*

Koltak let the horse wander. Maybe the anima would have better [uck finding itsway out of this
thrice-cursed landscape.

Where were the towns, the roads, even afarmhouse with some doltish landgrubber who might have
enough witsto point himin adirection?

How many miles had he traveled? How many hours had he wandered around these green, rolling hills?

He should have made some inquiriesin Wizard City. There were bound to be afew citizenswho knew
how to find the Den. Of course, none of them would have been willing to admit it to awizard, but if hed
sensed any evasion, he could have brought them up to the Wizards Hal for questioning.

Too late for such thoughts. He had to find hisway, done, and bring Sebastian back to Wizard City. And
once held accomplished his part of the plan to save Ephemera, the wizards in the council wouldn't [ook at
him asif held stepped in manure and hadn't wiped al the stink of it off his boots.

The horse snorted, pricked its ears, changed its stride from an amble to an active walk.



Koltak tensed as he gathered the reins, then relaxed again when he spotted the black horse standing at
thetop of arise, just watching him. He'd seen ahandful of these horses since held crossed the bridge.
Thefirst two times heldd expected to find afarmhouse or some kind of estate, some indication that the
anima belonged to someone. After that, hed come to the sour conclusion that whoever lived inthis
landscapejudt let their animas run wild.

Or had dready been crushed by the monsters Belladonna had unleashed in the world.

Prodding the horse with his heds, he deliberately turned away from the wild horse standing on the
rise—and from the west, where the sun was making its journey toward the horizon. He had abedroll and
some food, and there was grain for the horse, but he hadn't considered that he might not find the Den
quickly or, barring that, find accommodationsin avillage. He didn't want to deep out in the wild.

Shelter, hethought. An inn with warm food and a bed with clean sheets. That'sall | ask. All | ask

A few minutes later he found abridge. Not just planks over a stream, but a proper wooden bridge wide
enough and sturdy enough to take afarm wagon.

Which made no sense, since there was no road leading to it or away from it. But he wasn't about to
ponder thelogic of abridge that had no purpose. It wasthefirst sgn of civilization, the first hint that he
might find a place to stay before the sun went down.

The horse crossed the bridge. .. and stepped onto a dirt road that followed the curves of the land.

Koltak jerked the reins, bringing the horse to an annoyed stop. Twisting in the saddle, he looked back
over the bridge. The dirt road continued on the other side.

But it hadn't been there before.

He'd crossed over into another landscape. But he hadn't felt the warning tingle of magic, hadn't had any
warning that the bridge was more than a bridge.

His heart raced as he straightened in the saddle, wincing at the protest of muscles that had spent too
many hoursriding.

Urging the horse to atrot, he followed the road and fdlt relief when, afew minutes|later, he caught a
glimpse of rooftops and the smoke from chimneys.

By the time he reached the village, the shops had closed for the day, and most of the people had gone
home to have their dinners, but he followed the sounds of voices and laughter to what was, undoubtedly,
somekind of inn.

He groaned when he dismounted, then felt aflash of annoyance when no one hurried out to take his
saddlebags so he wouldn't have to carry them himself. Leaving the horsetied to a post, he hauled the
saddlebags over his shoulder, stepped into the main room, then walked up to the bar, bumping into
people who didn't have the sense to step aside for him, as was proper.

The man behind the bar gave him ahard look and acold smile. "Good evening to you."
Koltak grunted. "What's the name of thisvillage?'
"Dunberry.”

Not afamiliar name. "Give me aglass of your best de.”



The man drew aglass of deand set it on the bar. But he didn't release the glass. "L et's see your coin
firg"

Deeply insulted, Koltak gave the man his most formidable stare. Then he tapped the badge pinned to his
robe. "Y ou dare insult someone who wears this badge?'

The man leaned alittle closer to get a better ook, then shrugged. "Could be afamily trinket, for al | can
tell. If it'snot but brass or copper, it might fetch enough to equa two glasses of de and a plate of
whatever isleft in the kitchen. If it'sgold, it'sworth that and aroom for the night, plus stabling for your
horse, if you have one."

"You think | would barter this?' Koltak shouted. "'l am awizard!"
The man cocked his head to one side and considered. "A wizard, isit? And what would that be?"

Koltak stared at the man, then turned and studied the other men standing at the bar and sitting at the
tables.

"A wizard," he repeated, growing uneasy when the blank looks didn't change. "A Justice Maker."

"Like amagigrate, you mean?' someone asked. "Y ou set the fine if someone's pig gets out of the pen
and tramples the neighbors garden?"

"How dare you insult me?" Koltak whirled toward the sound of the voice but couldn't tell who had
spoken. "1 am aJdustice Maker. | can call down the lightning of justice and kill you where you stand!™

"Well, Mr. Wizard, sr," said the man behind the bar, "around here we call that murder. And we don't
careif you do murder with aknife or with thislightning of yours. Y ou kill aman here, well hang you good
and proper.”

A sharp-edged ball of fear rolled in Koltak's belly. Not his part of the world. Not any of the landscapes
he knew. He was powerless here, because any use of the power he controlled would have them hunting
him likeacommon crimind.

"I have some money." He fumbled with the money pouch tied to his belt and put three gold coins on the
bar.

The man behind the bar moved one coin away from the others. "Thiswill get you amed, two glasses of
ae and aroom." He moved another coin. "Thiswill get you abath and stabling for your horse.”

"Yes," Koltak said softly, humbly. "The horseis outsde and. .. abath would be welcome.™
"Mogt likely you'd like to have the med in your room.”
Most likely you'd prefer me out of the way. "Thank you.”

"I'll show you the room." The man went to the open end of the bar. "Patrick! Seeto the gentleman's
horse."

A youth, who looked enough like the barman to be family, stepped forward and shot Koltak a cold |ook.
"I'll see the poor creature gets agood feed and is tended properly.”

AsKoltak followed the barman up the stairs to the rooms, he heard aman in the room below say, "That
onethinkswell of himsdlf, doesn't he?"



"That he does," another answered. "And theré's no kindnessin him. Y ou can seeit in hiseyes.”

"That you can,” thefirst one replied. "Has me thinking that no one would miss him if awaterhorse took
him for afast rideand along deep.”

Then the barman opened adoor and entered the room to light alamp. "I'll bring up your dinner as soon
asit can be put together. Bath is down the other set of stairs, aong with the indoor privies.”

Koltak set the saddlebags down at the foot of the bed and waited for the man to leave before sinking
down on the bed.

They didn't know about wizards. Did they know about the landscapes? If they didn't, how did they
urvive?

They had no respect, no courtesy. They treated him like some common traveler.

He hadn't fdt thislogt, thislondly, since he and Peter made the journey to Wizard City to become
apprentice wizards. But he'd had his brother then, even though they hadn't liked each other much. Now
he was far from home, and the status that made even the wedlthiest gentry careful to show respect meant
nothing to anyone,

And that was another stone he would hang around Sebastians neck when the time came.

*

All the way back to the bordello, Sebastian told himsdlf to expect any kind of reaction from Lynnea, to
accept any disgust or revulsion she might feel toward him after seeing thet thing. He'd prepared himself
for any kind of response—except to have her throw her arms around him as soon as he walked into their
room.

"Youredl right?' she asked, squeezing him hard enough to shift hisribs. Y ou're not hurt?"

Hedidn't complain about hisribs or the feding that he couldn't quite breathe. He just held on to the
warmth of her, the love insde her—knowing he couldn't hold on to it much longer. That was something
else held prepared for on the walk back to the bordello.

“I'mdl right," he said, finaly shifting her back enough to give himsdf breathing room. "How's Teaser?

Lynnealooked back at the door that led into the bathroom. "He said he wanted to be alone. Wouldn't let
me St with himin hisroom, and he didn't want to stay in here. | think he'sdrinking.”

Giving her alight kiss on the forehead, Sebastian stepped aside. "'I'd be worried about him if he weren't
trying to get drunk.”

Lynneanarrowed her eyes. "Isthat your way of telling me you're planning to get drunk too?"
"l guessitis." He edged toward the bathroom door. "I'd better talk to him."

Sinceit hadn't occurred to Teaser to lock anyone out from that direction, Sebastian smply walked
through the bathroom and opened the other door. He found Teaser sitting on the floor, back braced
againg the sde of the bed, cuddling a half-full bottle of whiskey.

Settling on the floor next to hisfriend, he took the whiskey bottle, helped himsdlf to along swalow, then
handed it back.



"That'snot me," Teaser said. "That's not me."

Fedling like he/d aged a decade in the past few hours, Sebastian rested his head against the bed. "Yes, it

IS

Teaser looked a him with wounded eyes. "Y ou think I'm like that? Y ou think thisisamask | can take
off? Youthink..." Heraised one hand to hisforehead, hisnalsdigging in asif he could ped the skin off.

Sebastian grabbed Teaser's hand and pulled it away from hisface. "It'swhat we are, Teaser. That's
what'singde us. You know it is. When our power unfurls, that'sthe fed of it. Diluted, but that's the fed
of it."

"l know," Teaser whispered. "l wanted... When it was on her, it made me so hungry, | wanted... And
then | saw itsface. My face."

"It woremy facefor alittlewhile, too." And he would never forget the fear that had filled him when it had
looked a Lynnea.

They passed the whiskey bottle back and forth a couple of times.
"Thenthat thing redly wes..."

"Anincubus." Sebastian Sghed. "A pureblood. Thered thing."
"Then what are we?'

"Mongrds." Sebagtian forced himsdlf to smile. "The result of incubi and succubi mating with humansand
having the seed take hold.”

Teaser Sared at thewhiskey bottle. "So... I'm part human?”
"Lookslikeit."
"Do you know why | wanted to be your friend?"

Sebadtian shrugged. "When | first came to the Den, there weren't many incubi and succubi here, and you
and | were the youngest ones. Since we liked each other and had fun trolling together, | didn't giveit any

thought."

"I wanted to be your friend because you knew how to be human,” Teaser said softly. "Welearn how to
imitate humansin order to blend in enough to stay in aplace for awhile and hunt, but you knew. Thefirst
timewe ate a Philo's, you said 'please’ and ‘thank you." "

He shifted, feeling embarrassed. "Well, my aunt isa stickler for good manners.”

Teaser nodded. ™Y ou knew those things. Y ou knew how to do more than hunt. Y ou knew how to have
funliving in the Den. | wanted to know those things, too. Not that | didn't like you," he added, letting his
head roll so he could give Sebagtian an earnest [ook, "but you were more than any incubus 1'd run across.
And the timeswhen Lee cameto visit, and the three of uswould strut on the Streets.... | saw how it must
be for humans, having friends, being foolish, just having fun.”

"Were you londly before you came to the Den?' Sebastian didn't expect areply. Teaser never spoke of
where he grew up or what it was like or how the incubi and succubi lived, or even if there was some
landscape that was "home" for them.



"Lynnea hugged me," Teaser said softly. "I've never been hugged before, just for ahug.”

If it wasn't for the times held lived with Nadia, he wouldn't have known the warmth and comfort of a hug,
either. What kind of man would he have become without Nadiaand Gloriannaand Lee?

"One day soon I'm going to have to take you to my aunt's house for a couple of hours.”

Teaser's eyeswerefilled with ablend of panic and hope. ™Y our aunt? But I'm... and she's... Won't she

Now he could smile and mean it. "Aunt Nadia has a soft spot in her heart for bad boys. Shell put you to
work and make you fed humaninnotime.

Teaser chuckled. His eyes started to close.

Sebastian stood up, put the whiskey bottle on the table by the bed, and hauled Teaser to a somewhat
vertica pogition. "Go to bed and get some deep. Y ou won't wake up happy if you end up deeping on the
floor."

Teaser swayed gently as he studied his shoes. "My feet are way down there. How'd they do that?'

"Itsamystery.” The barest push had Teaser flopping on the bed. Sebastian took off the shoes, rolled
Teaser closer to the center of the bed, and tossed a blanket over him.

Then he went back to his own room.

He made excuses for not touching Lynnea. He needed a bath. He wastired. By the time she came out of
the bathroom, he pretended to be adleep.

I'm doing thisfor her. | know what's inside me now. Really know. | can't let the stain of it dim her
life.

When she cuddled up against hisback, he didn't turn to et her rest her head on his shoulder. And when
her dreamsinvited himin, he stayed away—and had never felt so londly.

Chapter Seventeen

Alight breeze softened the summer heat, and the combination of wind chimes, ftirring leaves, and water
trickling into the koi pond made akind of music no human-made instrument could maich.

Glorianna sat on the stone bench and watched the flashes of gold as the koi went about lifein their own
small world, fearful of nothing but the occasiond heron that might decide to go fishing in the pond.

A feding of change brushed her skin, whispered in the air. Turning her head toward the wooden bridge
that arched over a"stream”" of decorative stones, she watched the man who suddenly appeared astep
beyond the bridge.

Seeing her, he samiled and raised ahand in greeting.

Returning the amile, she shifted on the bench to make room for him. "Good morning, Honorable
Yogheni."



"Good morning, Glorianna Dark and Wise." He sat on the bench, put a glazed, covered jar between
them, and continued to smile. "I woke thismorning and had afeding that if | cameto this part of
Sanctuary before the sun rose too high, | would find you here. So | heeded my fedling, and hereyou are.”

"And herel am."
"Whereisyour brother?'

"Goneto vist our mother. Or, moreto the point, trying to decide how he fedls about our mother's lover
moving into the family home."

"Ah. Thelover isafortunate man to have earned your mother's regard.”
"| don't think Lee has your wisdom."
"Heisher son. | am not. It iseaser for meto have wisdom," Y oshani said, grinning.

Gloriannalaughed. "Thereistruth in what you say." Shelooked &t the dark eyes she thought of aswells
that went dl the way down to the great pool of wisdom that lay at the heart of theworld. "But you didn't
cometo this part of Sanctuary to share that wisdom."

"| cameto giveyou this" He handed her a smooth white stone that lay warm in the palm of her hand.
"And to show you this." He picked up thejar.

"What isit?'

"Itisajar of sorrows," Y ashani replied softly. "Every season, in my part of the world, those who serve
the Light go out into the villages with these jars and alarge bag of white Ssones—enough stones for every
man, woman, and child. In the morning each person in the village takes a stone and carries it with them.
Throughout the day each finds quiet moments to hold the stone and whisper the things that weigh on the
heart. Small hurts, large regrets. The stones hear the sorrows and absorb them. Before the sun sets,
everyone drops the stonesinto the jar, and the jar's keeper pours clean water over the stones and closes
thelid. The next morning, asthe sunisrising, the villagers bring jugs and buckets of water with them and
follow the keeper to the spot they have chosen as 'sorrow's ground. The keeper opensthe jar and pours
out the water, which hasturned black. Thejar isrefilled with water again and again until it findly pours
out clean. That's when the people know the sorrows have been cleansed, and they return to their lives
with lighter hearts.”

"Isthere something in the jar that turnsthe water black?" Gloriannaasked, rubbing the white sonein her
hand.

"Only sorrows" Y oshani said, smiling. "That is the magic those who serve the Light in my homeland can
giveto our people. The peoplein your part of the world have asaying: Trave lightly. It does not mean
the burden aman can carry on his back, but the burdens he carriesin here." He tapped his chest. "Isthat
not so?'

"Thatisn."

"Y our heart does not travel lightly these days. So | offer you the magic of my people: astone... and the
jar of sorrows."

Gloriannalooked at the white stone, warm and smooth in her hand. What would it beliketo let go of the
weight of memories, to gtill the echoes of hurt that remained inside her from the day shed redlized the
Instructors and wizards had tried to wal her insde her garden? How would it fedl to whisper her secret



fear—that loneliness might one day darken her heart so much she could no longer touch the Light?
Wouldn't life be easier if shelet stone bethe vessd for those fedings, if shelet those fedings be washed
away?

She closed her eyes and listened to the resonance of Light and Dark that lived insde her and made her
another kind of vessd.

With asigh of regret, she handed the stone back to Y ashani.

"Why will you not accept this gift, Glorianna Dark and Wise?' Y ashani asked. "Why do you hold onto
your sorrows?"

His hand was open. It would be so easy to take the stone back.

Gloriannagently closed hisfingers over the sone, hiding it from sight. "Because, Honorable Y oshani, |
think I'll need them."

After finishing what he considered a meager breskfast, Koltak pushed back his chair, picked up his
saddlebags, and headed toward the door. The barman, the only other person in the tavern's main room,
was pretending to clean the bar with arag instead of clearing away the dirty dishes|eft by the other
travelers.

Probably trying to avoid talking to me. The thought was surprisingly bitter, since, back home, he
would havefdt insulted if amereinnkeeper or tavern owner attempted conversation with him.

"You'll be going then?' the barman asked, kegping his eyes on the rag he rubbed over the bar's wood.
"I am," Koltak replied coldly, reaching the door.
"Your horseis saddled. Stableis around back." The man hesitated. "Which way are you headed?”

Why do you want to know? But he turned back to face the man. After dl, thiswas astrange place, and
aday's ride had taken him along way from home. "Back over the bridge.”

The hand holding the rag stuttered to a hdt. After amoment, the barman picked up the rhythm of his
polishing. "Wl now, most folks have no trouble crossing that bridge, and the road will take you dl the
way to Kendall, which isafair-szed town on the coast. But there's some wild country between here and
there, and it'ssaid that if aman's heart isn't in theright place, he can cross paths with one of the
waterhorsesthat livein that part of the land.”

Koltak took a step toward the bar. "Waterhorses?'

The barman nodded. "Beautiful black horses. They'll come right up to you, as tame as some spoiled
darling of apet. But they're demons, the waterhorses are, and if you givein to the urgeto tekearide on
oneof them... Well, you'll get asweet ride, so I've heard. They run like the wind and move so smooth
you think you're skating over ice. But as Soon as you get on one of them, it'sgot you caught in its magic,
and you can't get off. So they run asthey please, with you heplessto do anything but go with them. And
then, when they come to one of the small lakes or pondsthat are dl over theland there, they'll run
graight into it, run right down to the bottom. Doesn't bother the waterhorse any, so they stay down on
the bottom while the person who was foolish enough to teke aride struggles and flails.... and drowns.”

The barman shook his head. " Some say they rel ease the magic then and let the body float to the surface
to be found by any who come looking for him. And some say the waterhorses take those drowned men
back to the edge of the lake and feed on the flesh.”



Koltak felt asurge of excitement. Waterhorses! A demon landscape. He'd seen those black horses but
hadn't recognized them as demons. That didn't mean this particular dark landscape was connected to the
Den, but Sebastian had come to Wizard City and dipped away again, so it seemed likely that any dark
landscape that had a bridge connecting it to Wizard City would aso have some connection to the dark
landscapes that were closer to home.

"Thank you for theinformation," Koltak said, now eager to be on hisway. If the Guardians and Guides
were watching over hisjourney, he might be on hisway back to Wizard City by thisevening.

AsKaoltak opened the door, the barman said, "Trave lightly."

Anger flared hot, turning excitement to ash. He turned and stared at the barman. "What did you say?"'
Had this dl been some bold schemeto play atrick on awizard? Had they understood what he was all
along and pretended ignorance?

L ooking uncomfortable, the barman shrugged. "It'ssorry | amif it offendsyou, but it'sjust a saying.
Traveler's Blessing, we cdl it. Been said around these partsfor aslong as anyone can remember, but |
doubt theresa soul living—or dead back five generations, come to that—who can tell you what it
means”

No, they hadn't pretended ignorance, Koltak decided as the anger trickled away. They were ignorant.
Perhaps when the threat to Ephemera was ended, he would recommend to the Wizards Council that a
more substantial bridge be made to connect this landscape with Wizard City. The people here deserved
to be educated about their world—and he would be happy to oversee their education.

Heleft the tavern, found his horse waiting in the stable yard behind the building, and rode away, retracing
his path from the previous day.

He saw the bridge and focused his mind on what he needed to find on the other side: taverns, gambling
houses, whores of both sexes.

Certain he would find what he sought, he banged his hedls against the horse's sde and sent the animal
clatering over the bridge... and severd lengths down the road before he managed toreiniitin.

There had been no road in the dark landscape he'd wandered through the day before. So this must be
the road to Kendall, atown on the coast where, no doubt, he'd find the kinds of places that catered to
men who spent their lives on the sea—taverns, gambling houses, and brothels.

But hewouldn't find the Den of Iniquity by following thisroad. He wouldn't find Sebastian.

So he turned the horse and went over the bridge and up the road a little ways toward Dunberry. Then he
returned to the bridge, which was his only way to find his ungrateful whelp of ason who would findly,
findlly, finally do something right for hisfather. He crossed the bridge. .. and found the road to Kendall.

And found the road on his next attempt. And the one after that.
Travel lightly.

Either the Guardians of the Light had abandoned him or the Dark Guides were playing with him. No
matter how hard he tried to focus on the things that made up the Den, he couldn't reach the landscape
where the waterhorses dwelled. Even if the people here were ignorant of the ways of their world,
Ephemeraworked the same way. The land would look the same, the landmarks wouldn't change, but
there were layers of landscapes here. Perhaps there were only two accessible from this bridge, but he
couldn't get to the one he wanted. He couldn't cross over to the dark landscape.



Koltak closed his eyes. There was no eagerness|eft, no anger left. All he wanted right now wasto find
Sebadtian, to talk to Sebastian.

Sebastian. Sebastian. Sebastian.
Prodding the horse, he crossed the bridge. .. and into a countryside unmarred by any road.

Rdlief shuddered through him. He had crossed over into this dark landscape from Wizard City. He was
sure of it. But did it connect to the Den? Only one way to find out.

Sebastian. Sebastian. Sebastian.

With no reason to choose one direction over another, Koltak turned the horse and rode south.

*

Sebastian began another circuit around the Den's main street. He'd been on the move since dropping
Lynneaoff at Philo's, and the trolling without pleasure, combined with an unsatisfying night and fitful
deep, had left him on edge, itchy. On top of that was the sense that he was ajagged puzzle, just like the
landscapes, except there wasn't the equivalent of aLandscaper to shift the pieces until they resonated in
harmony with one another.

Seeing the undiluted power of the incubus had sickened him. Redlizing that the wizard power that had lain
dormant in him was now trying to find some way to fit—or dominate—the rest of him made him fedl
vulnerable,

Who was he when he talked to Philo, gave ordersto Teaser, craved the fed of Lynneals body brushing
agangt his? Was he a human making plans with other humansto defend the Den, awizard giving orders
because no one would dare disobey him, or an incubus who craved whatever warmth he could get from
awoman who had been an innocent before sheld sumbled into the Den?

Who was Sebastian? Why didn't he know anymore? Wasn't he alittle old for this kind of soul-searching?

He did know one thing with absolute certainty: If the other newcomers who had come to the Den were
pureblood incubi and succubi like the one held killed, he would die before he let any of them near
Lynnea

Hewould kill before he let any of them near Lynnea.

Which waswhy held spent the past few hours on the street, hunting. He'd recognize the feel of them. He
was sure of that. But if they kept that power contained, they could hide behind any face, maybe even
cross over to adaylight landscape where no one would recognize the danger until it was much, much too
late.

As he passed Mr. Finch's shop, which was locked tight, Mr. Finch and Wayne, the boy he'd takenin as
an gpprentice, paused in their reorganization of the shop to wave at him—just asthey'd done each time
he'd passed by. He wasn't sure if they were doing that to assure him they were who he thought they were
or if they were paying attention to how long it took him to make afull circuit so they could raisean darm
if he didn't gppear within areasonabletime.

Daylight! Was he going to spend the rest of hislife walking the Streets, watching for trouble, protecting
the people and making sure the Den remained asit should be?



Andwhat did it say about him that he found the prospect of such alife appealing?

At the end of the street, where the cobblestones changed abruptly to the dirt lane that led to his cottage,
he paused for amoment, then started back down the street. HE'd take a break when he reached Philo's,
have a cup of koffee and aplate of whatever was being served, talk to Teaser, flirt with Lynnea
Especidly flirt with Lynnea.

And do what? he thought unhappily. Stir up the juices, the wants and needs, and then pretend to be
adeep again tonight so he didn't have to wonder if he was taking more from her than he should?

But he wanted to flirt with her, makeloveto her, hold her. Just hold her. Wasit theincubus or the man
who wanted those things? Did knowing what wasinside him redlly make him any different from the
person he'd been afew weeks ago?

He lengthened his stride, moving down the street with no other thought than to spend afew minuteswith
Lynnea. She was safe there. Teaser had volunteered to keep an eye on her—and al of them knew the
offer had been made, in part, because Teaser was still shaken up over seeing a pureblood incubus
wesaring hisface. So Teaser was watching over Lynnea—and Philo waswatching Tesser.

As he approached, he saw Teaser step up to the edge of the courtyard. Theincubusraised ahand in
greeting and dmost had hisusua cocky smile.

"Wastold to keep watch for you," Teaser said, hisblue eyestwinkling. "Theresalady here who thinks
you should rest your feet and have abiteto eat.”

"Thelady isright," Sebastian replied, looking past Teaser to watch Lynnea come into the courtyard to
serve atable of four bull demons.

Teaser looked over his shoulder and grinned. "Guess she didn't have achanceto tell you about that. The
Sebastian Specid isatreet, asfar asthe bull demons are concerned. And since they paid for the meal
with ajar of ripe olives swimming in ail, | thought Philo was going to weep with gratitude.”

Olives?Y ou couldn't even buy them on the black market most of the time. And how many times had he
heard Philo grumble that a particular dish just didn't have quite the right flavor because he couldn't get his
hands on any alive oil”? What had the man concocted that the bull demons liked so much?

"Sebadtian Specid?' That part findly sank in.

Teaser grinned. "V egetable omelet. Apparently Lynneatold the first bull demon who got onethat it wasa
gpecid dish she made only for you. Therefore, the Sebastian Specid. But the bull demon liked it, and
now he'sgoneand told al hisfriends, so—"

"WEe're never going to get another omelet, are we?" Sebagtian said, suddenly fedling wistful about eggs
he'd never know. "If the bull demons are willing to pay for them with olives, Philo won't give up asingle
egg to therest of us™

"Well, you might still get some, since Lynnea's the one who makesthe omelets. Asfor therest of us, I'm
hoping your farmer friend can add eggs to the supplies he's dready promised to bring to the Den.”

Sebadtian grinned. "'l wonder if William Farmer has ever tasted olives. This might end up asavery good
ded for us"

That was the moment when Lynnea, having delivered her tray of omelets and toas, turned and saw
him—and everything about her lit up with pleasure.



Thewarmth of her fedlings flowed through him, and he dropped hisguard, just alittle, to fully embrace
thosefedings.

That was when adifferent kind of fedling flooded through him. This had clawsthat tried to pull him under,
drown him in sensation. He felt the power or the incubus unfurl inside him, but it was primitive, furious,
vicioudy hungry.

Lynneafroze and stared at him. Teaser made some inarticul ate sound and took a step back.
"Protect Lynnea," he whispered to Teaser. Then heturned to face the street.

All four of them were moving toward him. All of them hammered at hisemotions, at hiswants and needs,
trying to find away in that would leave him seduced by their power, vulnerable to whatever they intended
todotohim.

"Sebagtian," one of the succubi purred. "Join us. Rule the Den with us. Thisisyour only chance.

Sweat beaded his forehead. They moved toward him, shoulder-to-shoulder, their matched steps a
snuous dance humans could never imitate. And behind them a crowd was growing, their faces dark with
ugly emations.

"I dready rulethe Den," Sebastian said, each word an effort of will. How long could he hold out against
them? How long before the lure of being glutted by emotions became impossible to resst?

"Herulesthe Den," an incubus said, mocking. Its eyes glittered with maice asit turned its head dightly to
address the crowd. " He's the one standing in the way of your pleasure. HE's the one preventing you from
getting what you deserve." Theincubus looked at Sebastian. " He's the one who needs to be eliminated.”

Mutters from the crowd as the men moved closer, spreading out to surround him. "Run him off!"
"Show himwho'sredly in chargel”
"Bastard thinks he can make the rules and tell me what to do? Bury him!*

Sebadtian stared at the four purebloods. During the hours he'd spent searching for them, they had fed the
dark emotions of the Den's visitors. Now those men were convinced there was nothing wrong with killing
himin return for al the pleasures that had been promised to them. Pleasures that would end up killing
them.

Hefét the crowd ir, glanced around quickly. Some of the men were holding broken chair legs as clubs.
Some held pocketknives. All it would take was one lunging at him to have them dl trying to tear him
gpart. Evenif the Den's residents jumped into the fight to help him, people would get hurt. Some might
evendie.

The purebloods knew held killed one of them. They wouldn't risk themsel ves when the humans would do
thisugly bit of work for them. But they were till trying to lure him in, make him vulnerableto every kind
of attack.

Sebastian.
Why was he ressting? He couldn't quite remember.
He took a step toward the purebloods.

Sehadtian!



Loveturned fiercein its desperation to reach him blazed through him, freeing him from the purebloods
thrall. He knew the fed of that love, the heat of it, the passion that came from that heart.

Lynned!

Thewizard's power rose up in him, tingled in hisfingertips—a cold fire that came from an icy clarity of
mind rather than the heet of emotions.

"| protect the Den," he said, raising hisvoice to reach the crowd as he stared at the purebloods. "Y ou are
athreat to the people here, to dl the people of Ephemera. Y ou are killers and must be destroyed. Justice
demandsit."

The purebloods snarled. The crowd surged toward him.

He raised his hand, pointed at the purebloods—and unleashed the lightning.

Jagged stresks of power, blinding white, hit dl four of them. Enveloped them. Blazed through them.
Burned them.

They screamed, unable to escape the power. The men who had been surging toward him suddenly fell
over one another in their haste to get away from him.

Even after the purebloods lay dead in the street, an echo of their screams seemed to linger.
No one spoke; no one moved.

Helooked at the crowd. Thethral had died with the purebloods. Now the men's faces held nothing but
fear—of him.

"Leavethe Den," hetold them. "Don't come back."

They scrambled to their feet, scurried in the direction of whatever bridge would take them back to their
home landscapes. He watched them until the last man was out of sight. Then he turned to face the
courtyard.

Fear in Teaser's eyes, in Philo's. Even the bull demonslooked at himin fear. But Lynnea. ..

Maybe she didn't understand what he was. Maybe she didn't care. All hefelt from her wasrdlief... and
love.

"Daylight, Sebadtian,”" Teaser finaly said, hisvoicerisng to apitch closeto hysterical. "Y oure awizard!"

He rubbed hisright thumb over thetips of hisfingers, feding the dight tingle of that cold magic. And he
remembered something Aunt Nadia had said once.

There are two kinds of wizards. Many enjoy the fawning and attention that is given them out of
fear. But there are others who use their power in the name of justice to protect people fromthe
things that would truly do them harm.

"No," he said, looking at Philo, then a Teaser. "I'm not awizard. I'm a Justice Maker."

Chapter Eighteen



Dalton watched Henley and Addison set up the tents near the wagon that held their supplies. No point
deeping on the ground, exposed to the whims of westher, when they didn't have to. And they were close
enough to Wizard City that he could send a man back every other day for fresh food.

Faran would live. The surgeon was hopeful that the man wouldn't lose the leg and that the rest of the
limbs, numbed by the venom, would fully recover. But the surgeon was less hopeful thet theinjured leg
would ever be strong enough to support the demands of aguard's duties. So Faran would be given a
Season's pay as compensation and would be cast out to build anew life suitable for a partialy crippled
man.

"Cap'n?' Addison said, gpproaching him. "Tents are up. We're going to water the horses, then picket
themto let them graze.”

Dalton looked past Addison's shoulder, unwilling to look the maninthe eye. "That'sfine."

Addison sighed. "Y ou did what you could, Cap'n. We all know you argued to keep Faran on the ledger,
leastwise until he was healed up and could know for sureif he had to give up the guards. But maybeit's
for the best. Bad times are coming. We al know it. So maybe Faran will be better off going back to
some country village and taking up adifferent line of work. He's agood man with horses. Hasaway with
them. And he was never comfortable with the rough side of aguard'slife. Too much agentleman.” He
paused, then added, "Like you."

Hattered and embarrassed, Ddton looked at the other man. "Thank you.”
Addison scuffed the ground with one foot. "'1'd best go help Henley with the horses.”

Dalton waited until the guard walked away before turning to study the planks of wood that crossed the
little creek. Guy and Darby had the first watch. He'd keep the watches short in the daylight hoursto
relieve the fatigue of boredom. The night watch. .. He'd take the night watch. Not done. He wasn't a
fool. But he could relieve his men of some of the tedium of waiting for Koltak's return—and share their
fear that something besides Koltak would cross over that bridge.

*

Sebastian wrapped hisarms around Lynneg, pulling her up againgt him.
Laughing, she pushed at his chest in ahalfhearted effort to get away. "Haven't you had enough?’
"I'll never have enough of you."

When they'd gotten back to the bordello, they'd made love for hours. She hadn't given him achanceto
evade. And what choice did he have when she'd squirmed on top of him, wearing nothing but her skin
and asmile—acombination of sultry and wholesome that sent hislibido into afever of lust? He took, he
gave. Shetook, she gave.

And somehow, in the hourswhen held dept after the loving, the jagged pieces of himsalf had shifted until
they fit together instead of scraping against one another.

"Well, you've had enough of me for the moment,” Lynnea said, giving him her best no-nonsense look.
"I've got to get to work, and you've got to meet with Philo.”

His contentment faded as he thought about the folded piece of paper that had been pushed under his



door, requesting amesting. He knew why Philo wanted to talk to him.
"What'sthe matter?' Lynneaasked. "What's wrong with Philo wanting to talk to you?'
He rested hisforehead againg hers. "Incubi are welcome in the Den of Iniquity. Wizards aren't.”

She diffened. Did shefindly redize why everyone had become so uneasy after hed killed the
purebloods?

When she pushed at his chest, helet her go, let her step back from him.

Then helooked at her face and took a step back himself. Outrage. Fury. Hislittle rabbit was spitting mad
and ready to take a swing at someone. Anyone.

"Lynnea" Hetried for soothing, placating. If that didn't work, held sink to pleading. Maybe.
She bounced. Her hands curled into fists, and she... bounced.
Oh, damn the daylight.

"Y ou're the same person you were before. Now they want you to leave because you have a power that
can defend them againgt bad things? What kind of idiots run the businessesin this place? What kind of
moronslive here?'

She marched to the door and flung it open before he gathered hiswits enough to try to stop her.
Unfortunately, Teaser picked exactly the wrong moment to open his door and step into the corridor.

"Areyou anidiot?" Lynnea shouted, jabbing afinger into the incubus's chest. "Are you amoron? Have
you exchanged your brainsfor abag of manure?’

"What'd | do?' Teaser said, raising his handsin surrender. Since Lynneawas dready marching for the
darsat afast clip, he turned to Sebagtian. "What'd | do?"

"She'son atear.”
"What'd you do?'

"Nothing. Jugt..." Hedug in his pocket and handed his key to Teaser. "L ock up the room for me, will
you? I've got to stop her before she does something stupid.”

"Like punch abull demon in the nose?"
He wasn't going to consider the possibility.
He raced down the stairs—and still wasn't fast enough to stop her before she got out of the building.

He caught up to her before she got to Philo's but couldn't think of any way to stop her without causing a
scene that would be the talk of the Den for yearsto come.

"Lynnea, wait."

She marched through the courtyard, flung open the door to the indoor dining room, and stopped so
abruptly he rammed into her back and had to grab her shouldersto keep her from falling.

At leadt, that was the excuse he was going to use for holding onto her.



Philo wasn't the only one waiting for him. Hastings and Mr. Finch also sat at atable. Wasn't that
wonderful ? Exile by committee. Not that Philo or anyone else redlly had a choice about his staying. He
anchored the Den. Didn't matter if they considered him incubus, wizard, or human, he had to stay. And
they had to accept it. The Den's surviva depended onit.

"Lynnea," Philo said, "maybe youd like to go into the kitchen and—"
She bounced.

"Y ou want her to go into the kitchen?' Sebastian said, unable to hide hisdisbelief. "Wherethere are
gharp things?'

Philo looked at Lynnea—and paled. "Ah. A chair, perhaps?’ He pointed at the empty chair at the table.

Sebastian shook his head—one sharp little movement. Until his rabbit calmed down, he wasn't letting her
near anything she could pick up and use as a weapon.

"Well, then." Philo pulled ahandkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed his forehead. Helooked at
Hastings and Mr. Finch, who both nodded. "Well. Thething is, Sebastian, after those... creatures...
were disposed of, the merchants and business owners got together and talked things over. If you're going
to be protecting the Den from now on, you should be compensated. Like... wages."

"All the businesses would put in a percentage of their take each month,” Hastings added. " Some crediit
dips, somecoin. A placelike the bordello would just reduce the rent on your room for their share.”

"Besdes" Philo said, glancing nervoudy at Lynnea, "wedl sort of figured you'd retired from your
previous occupation.”

That was the truth. If he'd had any doubts about being Lynneals exclusive lover, he was sure of it now
after seeing her in afullblown mad.

Suddenly her body relaxed. She cocked her head. Y ou want Sebastian to be like alaw enforcer ina
village?'

"Yes" Mr. Finch chirped. "Exactly."
Sebadtian reluctantly et go of her as sheturned to face him.

Her blue eyes till flashed with temper. "They wanted to talk to you about protecting the Den, and you
thought they wanted you to leave. Y ou moron.”

He yel ped when she reached up and pulled his earsto bring his head down. The hard kiss on the mouth
was nice, but didn't quite make up for getting his ears pulled.

Then shewalked out of the dining room.
"Any betsthat shelll scare the customersinto eating al their vegetables?' Sebastian asked.

"Wouldn't take the bet," Hastings replied. "Not today." He looked at Sebastian and frowned. "Why did
you think we'd want you to leave?”’

"I'mawizard."

"Jugtice Maker," Mr. Finch chirped.



He studied the three men. "Are you serious about this offer?”

Philo chuckled. "A badass incubus wizard as the Den's law enforcer and Justice Maker. What could be
more perfect?’

Chapter Nineteen

With Jeb beside her, carrying a carpetbag and grumbling about the foolishness of making thisvist, Nadia
switched the basket sheld brought from one hand to the other and continued walking up the main street
of the Den of Iniquity. Bursts of music and voices came from various buildings as the doors of taverns
and music hdls opened and closed. The colored globes on the poles turned the streetlights into something
fedtiveingtead of providing mundaneillumination. It made her think of the seedier part of aharvest
fair—the tents and booths that most of the people who attended afair didn't redlize existed. There was
an edginess here, and enough resonance of mean to rub at the grain of doubt that had lodged in her heart
during the past few days.

"Don't see why we couldn't have left this at the cottage,” Jeb grumbled.

"It didn't look like anyone was staying & the cottage,” Nadiareplied, trying to ignore the uneasiness shed
felt when sheld redized Sebagtian had abandoned the place held called home for the past ten years. "I
want to see how Lynneais getting on, that'sal. And | wanted to see the Den."

"It's been here a few years now," Jeb said, looking at her with the awareness of aman who'd been
awakened too many times in the past few nights when the dreams had plagued her. " Any reason you felt
the need to see it now?"

Every reason. But she wouldn't say those words out loud, wouldn't give them that much weight. For
fifteen years, she had maintained an unshakable faith that Gloriannawas not a deadly, dangerous
creature, asthe wizards claimed. When Glorianna had shaped the Den of Iniquity and atered the way
Ephemera’s landscapes flowed into one another so that several of the demon landscapes were connected
to one another, Nadia had trusted that her daughter, so gifted in her power, had seen some need other
Landscapers couldn't.

For fifteen years she had trusted, because to do less might have shaken Gloriannas faith that she had her
mother's support—and Gloriannawas aready too donein theworld. Now agrain of doubt was wearing
away a that trust, and she had to see, had to know what kind of dark landscape had been made of this
place.

"Hrg-timers?" avoice asked, pulling Nadia out of her thoughts.

The blond-haired man watching them had the cocky grin of an appealing troublemaker, but when she got
close enough, she detected a bruised warinessin his blue eyes.

"Why do you think we're firgt-timers?* Jeb asked, sounding defensive.
The cocky grintook on ahint of mean. "Got the look of it. So..."

Those blue eyes never |eft her face, but she could have sworn sheld been stroked from breasts to hips,
and his hands knew every curve she had. Except for Sebastian, shed never met an incubus, but she was
certain she was looking a one now. The experiencewas... unsettling... in away that made her fed ripe



andfemde.
"Who'syour friend?' theincubus asked.
"I'mthe lady's friend," Jeb growled.

Nadiablinked. Had she just heard Jeb—solid, reliable Jeb—claim her like some meaty bone? Asif some
young man, even if he was an incubus, would have any interest in having aromp between the sheets with
awoman old enough to be his mother.

She looked into those blue eyes again—and felt her heart flutter and her face heat. Guardians and
Guides, he was interested!

"Were hereto vist my nephew,” she said firmly, ready to blame the streetlights or the walk hereto justify
any blaze of embarrassment coloring her face. When he smirked, making it clear he heard variations of
that statement dl the time, she added, " Sebastian.”

Theincubus jumped asif shed whacked him with abroom.
"You're Sebastian's auntie?' His voice roseto asqueak. | am.
"Daylight!”

"Who areyou?'

"Teaser. Maam. Auntie, maam." He looked around, his expression on the edge of desperate. "Here,
now, why don't | take you up to Philo's, and then I'll have alook around for Sebastian. He's here
somewhere. Better be," he added under his bresth.

He was even more gppedling when he was flustered, Nadia decided as she and Jeb followed the incubus
down the street. More... human in away she understood. And more comfortable to be around.

"What about Lynnea?' Nadiaasked. "Whereis she?"
"At Philo's" Teaser replied.
"Isshewd|?’

"She's doing fine. Gets pretty scrappy if | leave the towels on the bathroom floor or forget to rinse out the
tub. Do al human women get scrappy about thingslikethat if you're not giving them sex?" Teaser
paused. " Of course, she gets scrappy about those things with Sebastian, and he is giving her sex. Uh..."

Nadia sighed. Before held known she was Sebastian's aunt, he would have said al kinds of thingsto her.
Now just the mention of sex had him blushing like aschoolboy. "Being an aunt doesn't make melessof a
woman," she muttered.

"It'sdifferent," Teasar muttered in return.
"How?"'
"l don't know. It justis.”

It was astonishing to discover incubi could be... What was the phrase she'd heard Sebastian mutter on
occasion? Prissy prigs. Yes, that wasit. Prissy prigs.



Maybein another day or two she'd see the humor in that.

"What are those?' Jeb asked as they approached four large, shaggy, horned creatures standing just
beyond a courtyard filled with tables and chairs.

"Bull demons,” Teaser replied, then added, "I hope William Farmer brought eggsin that last wagon of
supplies”

Before Nadia could ask what eggs had to do with such dangerous-looking creatures, Teaser raised his
voice and said, "Thisis Sebastian's auntie, who's come for avidit and abiteto eat. So you just find a
table and wait your turn—and don't go bellowing and give her asour ssomach.”

The shaggy crestures stared at her.
"Om-e-let?' one rumbled.

"She doesn't want your omelet,” Teaser said. "Just go Sit down.” He pulled out a chair a an unoccupied
table and smiled at Nadia. "Thisisagood spot.”

lor what? she wondered, noticing the closest statue. And aso noticing that Jeb's face was turning bright
red as he looked around. The carpetbag dipped from his hand and landed on the flagstones with a
thump.

Nadia set her basket on the table and just stared at the statues. All those years when Lee had cometo
the Den and had laughed at her concern that he might be too young. ..

Mother, if | wanted to be wild and wicked, | wouldn't go to the Den. Sebastian's worse than a
spinster aunt twice over when it comes to my doing anything you might disapprove of.

She should have known a son would be less than truthful about thingslike that. And it didn't look likea
young man of tender yearswould have to do anything but look around in order to have an interesting
educetion.

Dark. Decadent. Buit...

Her heart jumped into her throat when abellow was aoruptly cut off. "Oh, dear. That bull demon just
smacked another one on the nose.”

The people at the other tables tensed, ready to flee at the first Sign of afight breaking out.

Then Lynnea stepped out of adoorway. Four shaggy heads turned and stared at her. She held up four
fingers. Four heads bobbed up and down.

"How did she do that?' Jeb asked.

"Shewon't make them omeletsif they don't behave," Teaser replied, raisng ahand to catch Lynned's
atention.

When she turned and saw them, she darted between the tables, her facelit with delight, her hands
reaching out to grasp Nadias.

"Yourehere" Lynneasaid. "I'm so glad!" Then the delight changed to concern. "Iseverything dl right at
home?!

"Everything'sfine." Nadiagave Lynneds hands afriendly squeeze before letting go and turning toward the



basket. "1 just wanted to bring you afew things. | would have left them at the cottage, but it seemed...
unoccupied.”

"Oh. Yes. Sebagtian thought it would be safer to stay here for awhile. There's been a bit of trouble, you
See, and—"

"How'd you get here?" Teaser said, focusing on Jeb.

"Took the bridge that crosses over in the woods behind the cottage,” Jeb replied.

"But how did you get here?'

"Walked."

"What'swrong?' Nadia asked when Teaser started swearing and Lynnealooked upset.
" Sebastians going to have athing or two to say about that," Teaser muttered.

"Why should Sebastian have anything to say about it?' Nadiasaid, irritated. If she dismissed the

scul ptures, shaggy demons, and the fact that it was middle-of-the-night dark instead of morning sunshine,
she might very well have stepped into some squabble in her own village. And to her way of thinking, the
only thing worse than getting caught between two sides of afamily squabble was being one of the

participants.
"Hell have alot to say about it, you being hisauntieand dl,” Teaser said hotly. "Besides, he'sthe—"

"Here now!" A round man with receding dark hair hurried over to thetable. "Teaser, let our vistors Sit
down and have some refreshment before you start jawing at them. And, Lynnes, darling..." Hetipped his
head toward the bull demons. "There's an order waiting for your attention.”

"Yes, Philo, youreright," Lynneasaid. Then she added in arush, "Nadia, Jeb, please stay. I'll get you
something to eat, and you can catch your breath. And Teaser? Don't be amoron.” She wove through the
tables and dashed into the building.

"How does being concerned about Sebastian’s auntie make me amoron?’ Teaser shouted, causing al the
peoplein the courtyard to turn in his direction.

Sblings of the heart, Nadia thought, feding the sting of sentimentd tears. Lynneawas blooming here,
changing from afrightened girl to a strong-minded woman. And the baffled, annoyed young man standing
beside her was part of the reason for that change.

"Aunt Nadia?'
Turning, shefelt her heart jolt when she saw Sebadtian.
He's changed.

Maturity cloaked him like anew coat that needed time to become acomfortablefit. But it was more than
that. Therewas afeding of strengthin him, of ... power.

"Justice Maker," Nadiasaid.

Hisbody tightened, asif bracing for ablow, while heinclined his head dightly to acknowledge the truth of
what shed said.



Wizard. Justice Maker. One was supposed to be the same as the other, but they weren't the same.
Sebastians father, Koltak, was awizard. But Koltak's brother, Peter, the husband of her heart and father
of her children, had been a Justice Maker. She thought if Peter had survived, he would have understood
Sebastian far better than Koltak ever could.

"Is the Justice Maker embarrassed to give hisaunt ahug in public?' Nadia asked, pleased to see
Sebastian relax as he walked up to the table and enveloped her in warm, strong arms.

Teaser snorted. "Thisisthe Den. There's nothing you do in public that will embarrass us™

Sebastian eased back but |eft an arm around Nadia's shoulders. " Jeb is the man who made that puzzle.”
"Ishe?' Teaserseyeslit up. "I've had a couple of thoughtsthat could bring in a few coin.”

"Then why don't you take Jeb over to another table while | talk to Aunt Nadia," Sebastian said.

Just that smply and quickly, Teaser led Jeb to another table, Nadia was seated with Sebagtian, and a
youth who didn't look old enough to know about the Den, |et done live there, took the carpetbag and
basket, saying that Philo would tuck them out of the way. Before Nadia could catch her bresth, Philo
wasfilling the table with dishes of food, two glasses of wine, and two cups of koffee.

"Looks like Philo wanted to give you asampling of his specidties” Sebagtian said. "There are Stuffed
Tits, Phdlic Ddlights, and olives”

Nadiapicked up aroll, reaized how it was shaped, and dropped it.

"It'sjust bread, Aunt Nadia," Sebastian said.

She wanted to smack him for looking so amused.

"Here." Hetook another Phalic Delight, broke it into three pieces, and put it on her plate.

Nadia narrowed her eyes. "Are your hands clean?’

"Yes, Auntie, my hands are clean. And | still remember to wash them after | pee. Most of thetime.”
Shelaughed. How could she not laugh?" All right. So you al think I'm being foolish.”

Sebastian smiled as he dipped a Ddlight into the melted cheese. "Y ou're afirg-timer. It would be akeen
disappointment to al of usif there wasn't something in the Den that shocked you.”

Nadia picked up achunk of bread and dipped it in the cheese, "Thisisjust agtrangelittlevillage, isn't it?
It'swicked with a sense of humor, naughty for the fun of it."

"Yes, exactly."

She set the bread and cheese down without tasting it. " Then the Den isn't the problem. May the Guides
of the Heart forgive me, | had hoped it was."

Hetensed. "Y ou came to check out the Den?”

"es"

"Y ou think it's the wesk spot in the landscapes Glorianna holds?!
"No, Sebastian. | think I'm the weak spot.”



A long silence. Then Sebagtian said gently, "Drink your koffee. It's getting cold.”
Obediently, she pulled the cup and saucer closer—and noticed that he reached for a glass of wine.

"A few daysago,” she began hesitantly, "the resonance of atown within one of my landscapes changed,
became discordant. | couldn't tell if that discordance came from some hearts that needed to moveonto a
different landscape or if it was achangein the town overal. So | crossed over to the marketplacein that
town.

"Uneasiness and worry resonated from many of the people who went about their daily business, but it
wasthe maicious glee of afew, thinly disguised as shock and disgust, that disturbed me. Eveninthe
daylight landscapes, there are hearts that are nourished by dark fedings. They're like weedsin aflower
bed, except they can't be plucked out. It's more like they get trimmed back so that the good plants
around them grow strong enough to overshadow them.”

"l understand that, | guess. If you sent everyone who had cheated or lied or had done something spiteful
a sometimein ther livesto adark landscape, there wouldn't be anyone left in the daylight landscapes.”

"Exactly. The heart is capable of the most noble fedings and the most vile. The possibilitiesareingde
each of us. It'sthe fedings we embrace, aswell as the ones we turn away from, that shape who we are.”

"So what happened in the marketplace that disturbed you so much?!

Nadiaspped her koffee. " Stories about bad things happening in the next town over. A boy killing his
younger Sster with an ax, screaming that she turned into abig spider a night and crawled on him while he
dept. A man begting hiswife to desth because sheld been late serving his dinner. Whispers about families
having arun of bad luck. It felt like the words had smeared something vile over me, and when | |eft the
marketplace to find aquiet spot where | could resonate with fedings that belong to the Light, | realized |
was resonating in tune with that vileness. | wasreinforcing it, helping it become stronger.”

Sebastian put hishand over hers. She held on to that warmth, that connection.

"The dreams began that night," she said, her voice barely above awhisper. "Not dreamsin the usual
sense. Almost like someone whispering in the dark. But | didn't want to listen, and the oneimage | can
remember from those dreams is me pushing and pushing a heavy wooden door, fighting to get it closed
and lock out whatever was on the other side. Except 1'd lost the key, so the door wouldn't stay closed.”

Sebadtian sat back, picked up hiswine, and drained the glass. " Sounds like something is trying to reach
you through the twilight of waking dreams.”

"Thewhat?'

He gave her agrim smile. "That's how the incubi and succubi hunt their prey most of the time. We don't
have to cross into another landscape, don't need physical contact. Oh, we likerea sex, but it'sthe
feelings we feed on. So we send out atendril of our power, searching for areceptive mind, and we
weave afantasy—or participate in afantasy. We're dream lovers who can make a dream fed so red
therésphysicd graificaion.”

Nadiacleared her throat. "1 see. | never... | never asked you about that part of your life."
"And | wouldn't have told you even if you'd asked."

"I think... I've been contaminated. Maybe by aDark Guide. Maybe by the Eater of the World. That's
why I'm here, Sebastian. | never doubted Gloriannas reason for shaping the Den. Until these dreams



Sarted.”
"What do you feel compelled to do, Aunt Nadia?" Sebastian asked, his voice stripped of al emotion.

Nadiashivered. "Go to the wizards and tell them how to find her. Take them to Sanctuary—a place none
of them have been able to reach on their own."

"But you didn't."” Now his voice was sharp, alarmed.

"No, | didn't. Instead | came here. Glorianna can do things no one else can. She embraces the Dark and
gill waksinthe Light. | needed to seethisplace... to reaffirm my faith in Belladonna."

Sebastian took a deep breath, then let it out dowly. "Let metell you about the dreams Lynnea's been
having latdly."

She could fed the heat risein her face. "Oh, no, Sebastian. | don't think that's—"

" She's been rearranging furniture. Or | should say, she's been pointing and I've been rearranging furniture,
hauling things | couldn't possibly lift in the real world. And it'samix of furniture, some from our room a
the bordello, some from the cottage. So I'm moving the bed and the couch and tables and chairswhile
Lynnea keeps saying, 'No, that's not the way it should be." Each morning she wakes up and looks at the
furniture with thisgleam in her eyes, and | wake up with asore back.

"Last night | was rearranging windows. I'd grab the wooden frame and lift the whole thing out. There
wouldn't be aholein the wall whereit had been, and every time| pressed it againgt thewall, ahole
would open exactly the right size for the window.

"But Lynneakept saying it wasn't whereit should be. Then she wanted meto put it against aninsgdewall.
| argued that we wouldn't see anything but the person in the next room, but it was her dream and | was
just thelabor, so | did what | wastold."

Nadiatipped her head to the side. "And did you see into the next room?"

"No," hereplied softly. "I couldn't see anything. The window wasfull of sunlight. The room was washed
init. And when | looked back at Lynnea, it was Glorianna standing there. She smiled at me and said,
'Y es. Now it'swhereit should be.™

He reached across the table, picked up her glass of wine, and drank hdf of it. "I don't know what it
means, or even why | told you this now."

"l know why you told me," Nadiareplied softly. "Y ou believe in Glorianna—and you trust Belladonna,
I'm going to fight very hard to do the same.”

Sebastian pushed his chair back. " Come on. Teaser's had enough time to make Jeb blush right down to
histoes, and | think it's best if you went home. And stayed home."

Nadiashivered. "Y ou think I'm adanger, don't you?'

"| think you've been poisoned.” He tapped hischest. "In here.”

Hewasright. She could (ed the resonance of hiswords and knew he was right.

"Y es, we should be getting back.” She squared her shoulders. "And the walk will do me good.”
Sebastian draped an arm over her shoulders. "That's too bad, because you're riding back on the demon



cycles”
"Demon... Oh,no, I..."

Paying no attention to her protests and blustering, he rounded up Teaser and Jeb, gave her amoment to
say good-byeto Lynnea, and had her riding behind him on something that was a combination of athick
bicycle with no wheels and a demon with lots of sharp teeth and wickedly curved claws.

It wasn't too bad while they were on the Den's main street, but once they reached the dirt lane that led to
the cottage. ..

"You can let go now, Aunt Nadia"

That was what he thought. She felt him patting her hands and trying to loosen the fists that had a
death-hold on his shirt.

"Were not moving anymore.”
"Then I'll just wait for my inddesto catch up with us."

Sebadtian laughed. That wicked boy actudly laughed. Which annoyed her so much she managed to let go
of hisshirt and get off thecycle.

Jeb, she noticed, didn't seem the least bit shaken. She couldn't see him clearly, since there was only
garlight, but he was rubbing his chin in that way he had when something had caught hisinterest.

Teaser grinned at Jeb and cocked his head.

"I'll think about it," Jeb said. He walked over to her and cupped her elbow in one of hisbig, strong
hands. "Come aong, darling. I'll make you a cup of teawhen we get home and you can have abit of a
lie-down."

"Don't talk to melike I'm old and decrepit,” Nadia snapped. Since the demon cycles had brought them
right to the edge of the woods behind Sebastian's cottage, it was no more than afew minutes walk
before she'd be home.

She looked back at Sebagtian. "The next time you cometo visit, | hope Sparky poopsin your hair."

Jeb's chuckles didn't cover up Sebagtians sputters. That made her fedl better, so she hooked her arm
through Jeb's, and the two of them followed the path that led home.

*

Sebastian stared at the dark path in the woods, his heart aching.
"Do you want to check the cottage while we're here?' Teaser asked.

He shook his head. "No one has been around." He was certain of that because he stopped at the cottage
each day when he checked the bridges leading to the Den. "L et's get back.”

"Jeb said he'd think about my idea."
"Wheré's he going to find an artist to paint erotic picturesto makeinto a puzzle?!

"Well, he did say that might be a sticking point.” Teaser paused, then asked, "Who's Sparky?"



*

On theway back to the Den, Sebastian thought about Nadia. Why would she have doubts about
Glorianna now? Why would she congder telling the wizards where to find Belladonna? Unless, asheld
said, she had been poisoned by amind strong enough to plant doubts and thoughts where none had been
before. How was he supposed to tell Gloriannaand Lee that something dangerous might have been
locked in Nadias landscapes when Glorianna had altered Ephemera to isolate those places and keep her
mother safe?

And how was he supposed to tell his cousinsthat their mother could no longer be trusted?

Shadows in the garden.

It isthe hardest lesson for aLandscaper to learn. The gardens are not just access points put together in a
pleasing manner. They also reved the heart of the Landscaper, the Sgnature resonance that will overlay
the landscapesin her care. It isareflection of who the Landscaper is, and her innermost salf will be
manifested into plants and stones and water for everyoneto see.

If the heart triesto lie, the garden will reved that, too.

But every student'sfirst attempt tendsto be a pretty lie. All the plants are the ones that symbolize
kindness and generosity, patience and understanding. Love. Despite the student's best efforts, the garden
strugglesto survive because the dark fedlings that are denied a so resonate in that confined space and
have no patch of ground to call their own. So they interfere, tangle up the currents of power, thrusting up
where they don't belong. And the garden fails.

It takestime to find the courage to display the parts of yoursdlf that aren't bright and shining. But you
have to see them, have to know they're insde you, because they will resonate in the landscapes you
control. Because you, as a Landscaper, are the seve through which al the human heartsin your
landscapes touch Ephemera—and none of those hearts live completely in the Light.

So every Landscaper hasto learn, and acknowledge, the dark side of her own heart in order to keep our
world balanced.

Shadowsin the garden.

They areapart of dl of us.

—The Book of Lessons

Chapter Twenty

"Perverse beast,” Koltak grumbled when the horse suddenly stopped afew strides awvay from the large
pond. "Nearly pulled my arm out of the socket to get to the water, and now you don't want to drink?"



He didn't know much about horses, but the animal seemed uneasy about something, so he looked
around. Just rolling green hills that looked the same as the ones held seen yesterday—and the day before
that. What was happening in Wizard City? Was anyone concerned about the length of time he'd been
away? Was he trapped in thislandscape, doomed to wander in a place where he was nothing more than
abumbling traveler?

The horse took a step forward, then stopped again.

"Stay thirsty, then." Koltak removed the canteen from the saddle. Keeping afirm grip on thereins, he
moved toward the water.

Apparently reassured by his action, the horse moved with him. But it still hesitated at the edge of the
pond beforeit finadly lowered its head and began to drink.

The dusky light had turned the water an opague gray, but the pond |ooked clean enough. He would let
theanima drink itsfill, and then—

The creature broke the surface of the water right beside the horse's head. Brownish gray. Bumpy. The
open jaws, filled with serrated teeth, clamped onto the horses neck. A twist of itslarge body dragged the
horse into the pond. A savage shake of its head severed the horse's head, leaving it to bob in the bloody
water.

Another of the creatures suddenly gppeared and ripped off ahind leg, while another one bit into the
horse's belly and spun, churning the water until the sharp teeth and the spinning motion tore off achunk of
mest.

Gasping for breath, his body shaking with fear, Koltak stared at the pond. He didn't remember moving,
but now he stood several man-lengths from the carnage.

He knew what they were. Every wizard had to study descriptions and rough sketches of the creatures
that had been locked away with the Eater of the World. Bonelovers, trap spiders, and wind runners were
some of the creatures that had been taken out of the world.

These were the desth rollers. Crocodileans bloated by human fear. A larger, more savage version of one
of Ephemeras natura predators.

His handswere full. Puzzled, Koltak lifted them. Onefist gripped the strap of the canteen. The other il
heldreins

His eyesfollowed those strips of |eather. Then he screamed, dropped reins and canteen, and stumbled
back afew stepsto get away from the severed head he must have dragged from the pond. Hefdll to his
hands and knees, was violently sick, then crawled away from the mess and lay on hisback, taring at the
first garsto shinein the darkening sky.

Theterrorsthat had been manifested from human fears were no longer contained. The landscapes where
those terrors dwelled had been reconnected to the rest of the world. If a connection had been made that
allowed the degth rollersto intrude in this landscape, had other landscapes been atered to give those
creatures access? And what about the other terrors? Would a child on afamily outing to the beach walk
across a patch of rust-colored sand and disappear, caught in the bonelovers landscape?

It could happen. Fed by grief and fear, those landscapes could encroach on dl others, changing the
resonance, consuming hope. And the nightmare the Eater of the World had tried to creste once before
would become fully redlized, and dl that was good in the world would shrivel away until there was



nothing left.

For one shining moment, as he stared up at the stars, his heart and mind were swept clean of ambition
and persond grievances and only one thought resonated: He had to find Sebastian. Ephemeras surviva
was at stake, and finding Sebastian was the key to saving the world.

Shaky but determined, Koltak got to hisfeet and began walking.

Sebastian was the key to saving the world.

Reaching into the inner pocket of hisrobe, he felt the reassuring crackle of paper.
Sebadtian. .. and the message held brought with him from Wizard City.

*

Dalton leaned againgt atree and wondered, again, what he could have done to change things.

"Cap'n?' Addison walked up to him, then looked toward the creek where Guy and Henley were standing
watch. "What happened to Darby wasn't your fault. Y ou sent him to the city to pick up supplies and
leave areport at the guard station to be taken up to thewizards. Y ou didn't tell him to stop at atavern,
get into some piss-assed fight, and end up knife-stuck enough timesto die.”

"He wasn't ahot-tempered man,” Dalton said, hisvoicefull of baffled anger and regret.
"No, he wasn't. But something's been bringing out the mean in people lately. Surely does seem that way."
"l know."

Addison rubbed the back of his neck. "It's none of my business, Cap'n, but maybe you should be
thinking of another place for you and yours."

"I'vethought about it," Daton said softly. "My current contract isfinished in afew months, and my wife
has said more than once that she wouldn't mind leaving Wizard City. So I've thought about it. But where
would we go? What kind of landscape could we reach?"

Addison shifted from onefoot to the other. "I've spent time in afew landscapes over the years, and I've
served under severd guard captains. Even the ones who were good captains weren't always good men.
Y ou're agood man. You don't belong here. Knew that after the first week of being assigned to your fist.
Haven't changed my mind in the years since. It'snot akind city, Cap'n. Never was. Y ou keep on rubbing
elbowswith the wizards, you might start forgetting whet it meansto be agood man.”

Addison was coming too close to the bone, giving voice to things Daton tried not to think
about—especidly in the darkest hours of the night.

"What about you, Addison?Y ou came here from another landscape and stayed. Y ou've been here more
yearsthan | have. Why aren't you thinking of leaving?'

Addison’'s smile was sweet and bitter. "I never said | was agood man.”

*

Gloriannawal ked toward the source of the dissonance in the water-horses landscape—the dissonance



that had set her teeth on edge when she'd walked through her garden to check the fedl of her landscapes.
This dissonance had made her angry. The other "weed" in her garden |eft the taste of despair burning a
the back of her throat.

Leewould find out what had thrown their mother's heart into such confusion. Nadiawould talk to him,
would tell him what was wrong, and he would do what he could to ease the trouble. Or at least find out
the source of the trouble. Because she didn't want to consider the unthinkable—that her mother's heart
was no longer attuned with hers, that something in Nadia had changed so much she no longer fitina
landscape held by Glorianna Bdlladonna.

Lee would take care of whatever trouble waited at home. Whatever had made the wrongnessin this
landscape was atask only she could dedl with.

Whatever? She knew what had left I1ts mark on the waterhorses landscape. She just didn't know how It
had gotten here.

When Sebastian had told her about the waterhorse being killed, she'd gone to the pond. There had been
agtain of Dark that didn't fit with thislandscape, that didn't resonate with her. But shed found no sign of
an anchor that could be used as an access point, so she'd sent her resonance out over the land,
concentrating the power on the pond and the land around it until it was in harmony with her once more.
The stain of Dark hadn't been completely washed away, but it should have faded by now—unless
someone full of dark emotions that resonated with that Dark had passed by this pond often enough to
feed the Dark, providing the Eater with just enough of an opening to alter the pond again to be an access
point for one of Its landscapes.

Wishing she hadn't ignored Lee's sharp order to bring alantern with her, she hurried toward the pond
until, in the waning light, she spotted what she thought was a dark, oddly shaped rock. Then the smell of
blood and vomit made her gag.

Fighting to control her churning stomach, she approached warily and stared at the severed horse's head a
long time before shifting her focus to the pond afew man-lengths away. There was only one thing that
had been locked away in the Eater's landscapes that could bite through muscle and bone like that. Degth
rollers.

A freshwater pond would suit them, but the waterhorses came from anorthern climate, so this landscape
should have been too cold for degth rollers. Unless the creatures had changed in the long yearsthey'd
been taken out of the world and were no longer dependent on the heat of the sun to warm their bodies.

Or the pond was nothing more than a place where they would hunt for prey and then go back to their
own, warmer landscape. Either way, the Eater needed away to reach thislandscape in order to alter the
pond, which meant It had an anchor nearby that was small enough to escape detection—or there was a
bridge Lee didn't know about that was giving It access.

Andif It had accessto this landscape, it could reach the Den or take the bridge to...

Oh, Guardians of the Light, was that why there was something wrong with Nadia? Had the Eater of the
World crossed over the bridge to Aurora? Wasit dready atering the village, changing streetsinto
rust-colored sand so that anyone who walked there would be pulled into the bonelovers landscape?
Would the pond where children swam in the summertime become a hunting ground for degth rollers? Or
what if It hadn't reached the village? It wasn't that far between the border of thislandscape and
Sebastian's cottage—and the bridge that crossed over to the path that led to Nadia's home was behind
the cottage. What if she was under attack? What if Lee stumbled into trouble and was serioudy injured
before he had time to impose hisidand over whatever was happening at home and get himsdlf, Nadia,



and Jeb to safety? And what about Nadias gardens? Every one of those |andscapes had a bridge that
crossed over to Sanctuary. And that was the Eater's ultimate god: to crush the places that were beacons
of Light, the places people, smply by knowing they existed, used to hold on to fedings of love and
kindness and hope.

So why was she worried about horse-shaped demons being fodder for death rollers and bonelovers and
whatever else the Eater was bringing back into the world? She could dter the landscape. She had the
power to rip this chunk of the world away, to takeit out of the world so completely it would be lost
forever. It wouldn't move, not physicaly, but the eye wouldn't seeit, the mind wouldn't recognizeit, and
the heart wouldn't acknowledge it. No access. No bridgeto crossover. And if aheart did acknowledge
that dark place... No way out once the person stumbled into that landscape.

Are you going to give up another piece, Glorianna? Are you going to become like the other
Landscapers who thought demons didn't matter, didn't deserve a place of their own in the world,
didn't need that breathless moment when something beautiful catches the eye and dazzes the
heart? Are you going to give them up because they aren't human? Neither are you. Not
completely. You don't have that comforting lie anymore. Whatever you came from might have
bred with humans so that, all these generations later, you live in a human body, but your power
isn't human. Was never human. Landscaper s focus on humans because the human heart can
create so much—and destroy so much.

But other beings shouldn't be forgotten. You knew that when you were a student, felt that need
from those no one el se wanted to think about. Even demons need a home. Even a dark landscape
should feel the warmth of the Light. Why have you forgotten that?

Glorianna stopped. Turned around. Night had fallen, and she had no sense of how far shed walked or in
what direction. Her emotions were so churned up, she had no idea where the pond wasin relation to
where she stood.

"Ingdious bastard,” she whispered. "I don't know how you gave me that gut-jab of fear, but | won't
forget you can use my own heart as aweapon against me. | won't give up the landscapesin my care. Not
eventhisone. And | won't let you have any of them. I'll find away to defeat you. I'll find away to do
aonewhat it took hundreds like meto do the last time. And by thetimeI'm finished, | will lock youina
landscape even you will find unbearable.”

She closed her eyes and began to breathe dowly, evenly, until she could fed the resonance in the land.
Unitil she could fed the dissonance once more.

And something ese, drawn to the strength of her fedlings.
Ephemera. Ready to manifest her fedings and makethemredl.
Wait, shetold it, sending gentle restraint as she walked back to the pond. Wait.

When she smelled the blood and vomit, she stopped. In her mind, she pictured lines of power—red with
anger, black with despair—running from where she stood straight into the heart of the pond. Then she let
her fedlings flood through her and become a channd for the world.

"Despair makes adesert,” she whispered, watching grass and rich earth turn to sand, sensing the water in
the pond changing to sand. "And anger... makes... stone.”

Boulders pushed up from the earth, forming a cage around what had been the pond. Smaller stones
edged the sand, separating it from the grass. Asthe last stone formed beneath her feet, Glorianna



stepped back.

Altered landscapes. A piece of desert in aplace that knew nothing of deserts. A one-way border... but
not aboundary. This place would be visible to the eye and could be avoided. Anyone who crossed the
border of stoneswould find sand and hesat and little else. And no way back to the waterhorses

landscape.
The death rollerswould die there.

But there was gtill an anchor—or a bridge—somewhere in this landscape that had allowed the Eater of
the World to return.

Enough, shethought. Lee can locate a bridge a mile away from where he's standing, hut you can't.
That's not your gift. It's time to go home.

Shewaked for alittle while, not caring about the direction, just wanting to fed theland. It wasadark
landscape, but it was good land. Rich land. Oh, human fears had seeped into it, but aso relief and joy.

She amiled. The waterhorses were changing, weren't thinking of al humans as prey or the enemy
anymore. They were beginning to redlize it was as much fun to scare adrunken fool by giving him afast
ride and acold dunk asit wasto kill aman. And the man, given that moment to see that hislife could end
and havethat life given back, was also given a chance to change. Opportunities and choices. For someit
would change nothing. For othersit would take them on adifferent path, lead them to another landscape,
bring alittle more Light into theworld.

Cam again, she focused on her heart and will, took the step between here and there, and stepped into
her garden amoment later.

It wasn't until she'd gone back to her house to wait for Leeto return that she thought about the horse's
head again—and wondered what had happened to the traveler.

*

Sitting dlone on abench in her persona garden, Nadiawatched Lee stop and study the plants that had
turned brown overnight.

"Frog?' Lee asked as he walked to the bench. "At thistime of year?'

"Frost," Nadiaagreed sadly. She tapped her chest. "That came from here."

Lee sat down beside her. Looked at her.

He had hisfather's eyes, that green that could be soft and dreamy at times or darken toward stormy gray
with amood—or, like now, be clear and penetrating.

Her boy. But hewasn't redly hers. Not for alot of years now.
"Wheat's troubling you, Mother?' Lee asked gently.

No, not her boy. As much as he loved her—and she knew he did—he wasn't hers. "Did Gloriannasend
you?"

" She knows something iswrong. Something strong enough to resonate through your landscapes.”



"She'sright." After dl, the heart held no secrets from Glorianna Belladonna. "When | went to atownin
one of my landscapes, something touched me, contaminated me.”

Leedtiffened. "A Dark Guide? Y ou think one of them isin your landscapes?'

Had there been one of them in the marketplace?"Maybe. Or maybe it was the pleasure coming from
some of the people because of other people's misfortunes. A Dark Guide nurturesfedingsthat are
already inside a person. It can't create doubt if the seed of doubt doesn't exist.”

"l see" Lee pulled on hislower lip. "So you're the one Landscaper out of al them for dl the generations
who doesn't have thefull range of emotions.”

"What?"

"Y ou never get angry or sad or grouchy or wonder if you made agood decision or just fed pissed off
becauseit's been that kind of day. No, you're nothing but happy, kind, generous, sweet, loyd, loving.
Yep. You'rejust apuddle of goodness.”

Deeply insulted, Nadia sprang to her feet, sure sheéd burst if she didn't move. "I can't decideif | should
whack you upside the head or wash your mouth out with soap."

"Before you try doing either, remember what you taught us," Lee said quietly. "The human heart is
capable of every feding imaginable—good and bad—and it's part of our journey through life to decide,
day after day, which of those fedingswe will nurture so they grow stronger within us and which fedlings
well turn from because we don't want them to dominate our lives. But those fedings still exist ingde us.
The shadows in the garden. Isn't that what the Landscapes cal them?”

Shefdt asif held thrown cold water in her face, waking her out of some foggy dream. She sat down on
the bench. "Shadowsin the garden,” she said softly, the echo of the feding sheld had as a student when
that phrase began to have meaning welling up inside her. "Y es, that'swhat we call them.”

"And now, when things are turning bad and the whole world depends on the choices she makes, youre
wondering what's insde Glorianna that makes her Belladonna."

Shame stained Nadias cheeks. "Yes."

L ee shifted on the bench to get more comfortable. "Do you know where the koffea beans come from?”
Nadiafrowned at him, puzzled by the change in subject. "They come from aland far south of here. A—"
"Demon landscape.”

She stared at him—and wondered why his smile was a blend of amusement and sadness.

"Not al of them,” Lee said. "The shipsthat comein to trading ports from those southern lands carry
koffea beans grown on farms—no, that's not the word for them, but that doesn't matter. Those other
places are human. But the koffea beans that find their way to some of your landscapes aswell as
Gloriannas come from the piece of that land inhabited by arace of demons.”

"You never told me."

"Y ou love her and you'd fight to your last bregth to protect her from the wizards, but you've never been
comfortable with the fact that Glorianna resonates with the dark landscapes inhabited by demons. So I'd
liketo tell you about thisone.”



Shelooked into hiseyes and knew that if sherefused to listen, couldn't find it in hersdlf to try to
understand, shewould lose her children. Both of them.

Her throat felt so tight she couldn't speak, so she just nodded.

"I was with Glorianna the day that demon landscape resonated so strongly she had to answer. Sheld
been working in her garden, turning the soil in one of her ‘waiting' spaces, and | was there to keep her
company and rest, since I'd done alot of traveling over the previous few weeks. | saw her pale, saw the
shock in her eyes as her hands pressed flat against that newly turned earth. She had to go right then, with
dirt on her hands and wearing the old clothes she keeps for the times when she's going to be grubbing
around in the garden. | held on to her, and we took that step between here and there.

"I'm not sure who was more shocked when we appeared in that landscape—Gloriannaand me... or the
spirit men from the various clans who had gathered to ask the Sacred Mother for help. They were asking
for protection againgt their enemies, and two of the enemy suddenly appeared insgde their circle of

power.

"But they recognized what she was. They had old stories, passed down through the spirit men, of women
like her. Heart-walkers, they called them.” Lee paused for amoment. "Do you know what they wanted,
Mother? Peace. There are veins of gold and slver in parts of their land. And therésthe land itself. The
humans, who aready control al the land around them, wanted to drive them out. But that placeisall they
havein theworld. It'stheir roots, their life. They just want to live there and tend the land. They've had
enough contact with humansto know there are 'pretties they'd like to have and are willing to trade for.
But the human traders who had found away into their land weren't honest and brought in other men who
werewilling to burn out villages and kill everyone they could before they, in turn, werekilled.”

"Shetook them out of theworld,” Nadia said softly.

"Y es. She atered the landscape so that its boundaries no longer touched the human land in that part of
Ephemera”

"But... you said the koffea beans come from there.”

Lee nodded. "For afew months, the only accessto that landscape was through Gloriannas garden, and
she was the only one who could reach that place. Then, one day, she came with me when | went to
check on the bridgesin one of her landscapes, and she headed off down thisroad that led to alittle
village. When we got there, we ended up in amerchant store. The two brothers who ran the store were
grumbling about a promised shipment that had been sold to someone el sein another town who could pay
athieves ransom for abag of koffea beans. They had a grinder and two perk-pots and had dreams of
adding aroom to their store, making it into the village koffee shop, but the traders who brought bags of
koffee inland from the segports and had to cross over bridgesto reach various landscapes tended to sell
what they had to whoever would pay the price. Lesstime traveling meant more profit—and less chance
of crossing a bridge and ending up somewhere the trader didn't want to be."

Guessing where the story was going, Nadia smiled, even though tearswelled in her eyes.

"Well, the sum of itis, Glorianna said thiswas a place for opportunities and choices, so | made abridge
between those two landscapes. Now the merchants, who were willing to trade with demonsin order to
have asteady supply of koffea beans, have their koffee shop and have expanded their store aswell, since
they can sall bags of koffea beansto merchantsin the bigger towns near them. More trade means
providing the peoplein their village with more variety of goods—aswell as establishing sourcesfor the
goods the demons want in exchange for the koffea beans. And there's aman, ateacher by training and an
adventurer a heart, who now livesin the demon landscape, teaching the demons human language and



acting as atrandator when they cross over the bridge to barter with the merchant brothers.”
L ee paused. Nadiawatched histhroat working, asif he needed to swalow some strong emotion.

"Do you know what those demons say when someone asks them where they come from?'l comefrom a
piece of Belladonna's heart.' So tell me, Mother. How do we judge a dark landscape? Isit dark because
the oneswho aready live there won't let humans have their piece of the world? Do wejudgewhois
good and who is bad by the color and shape of their skin—or by what resonates in their hearts?”

Thetearsfdl, washing away the stain on her heart. | should have asked about those landscapes a long
time ago.

She wiped the tearsfrom her face. "I went to see the Den the other day.”

Stunned silence. Then Lee burst out laughing. "Oh, Sebastian must have sweated bricks when you
showed up.”

Annoyed humor filled her. "Hetook it better than that other boy, Teaser. Acting dl flirty until he found
out | was Sebadtian's auntie, and then—"

Lee howled.

Nadia gave her son ahard smack on the shoulder. "It's not funny. For pity's sake, Lee, hesan incubus,
and he blushed."

He laughed so hard he fell off the bench.

Nadia huffed and waited for him to regain some semblance of composure. When hefinaly sat upright,
abeit on the ground, red-faced and gasping for breath, she leaned forward and looked him in the eyes.
"Y ou shouldn't laugh & him. You can't say 'mother’ and 'sex’ in the same sentence.”

Sputtering, heraised hishandsin surrender. "No, | can't, but we aren't talking about me."

"Y ou're grown men. You've had sex. | don't see why you get so huffy about someone e se having some.”
"Can we go back to talking about Sebastian and Teaser? Please?’

Looking at hisface, she laughed—and felt something shift ingde her, felt her heart regain its balance.
When her laughter faded, she Sighed. "Sheredly isa Guide of the Heart, isn't she?"

Lee sobered. "Heart-walker. Yes, sheis. It'swhat she'saways been."

"I know. | keep hoping there are otherslike her, somewherein the world beyond the landscapes we
know. But even if there are others, Gloriannais the one who is here—and the Eater of the World isgoing
to do everything It can to destroy her."

Lee held out his hand. Shetook it, welcoming the warmth and connection, while she thought about the
daughter who held Ephemerasfate in her hands.

They sat that way, Slent, for along time.

*

Koltak ssumbled, although there was nothing to trip his feet. Then he redlized the endless grass had



changed to adirt lane. The air fdlt different—warmer, drier—and he could hear the sound of waves
rolling into shore,

He hadn't felt the resonance of abridge, but he was so tired, he might not have sensed it. More likely
he'd crossed a border between similar landscapes rather than aboundary that required abridge. Still, a
lane would have a degtination, so hefollowed it until he cameto a cottage.

The place looked human-made. He could knock on the door and ask for food and shelter.
Of course, just because the cottage was human-made didn't mean the occupants were human.

He hesitated, then continued following the lane. If there was one cottage, there would be others. Maybe
evenavillage

He had no sense of how long or far he walked before he saw the colored lights. His heart lifted. Had he
findly reached the end of the journey?

Hope battled exhaustion, winning long enough to get him to the edge of a cobblestone street held seen
once before, years ago.

Determined to finish thejourney, Koltak walked down the main street of the Den of Iniquity.

The Eater of the World has been sealed away and can no longer touch anything in Ephemera except the
landscapes It shaped. And they, too, have been taken out of the world. But the Dark Guides, who
brought the Eater into being, who rgoiced in Its destruction of the world, are fill out therein the
landscapes. Somewhere.

They are clever. And they are crudl.

They nurture the dark desires of the heart. It issaid they can dip into amind to whisper thingsthat can
turn aheart away from the Light.

Yes, they'll tell someone, it isn't fair that you are poor and can't afford that pretty trinket. You
deserve to have the pretty trinket. If you take it... The merchant is wealthy. What's the loss of a
few coins?

Yes, they'll whisper, you're right to be angry. She was cruel to break your heart. She deservesto
feel your fist... that knife... that ax.

They nurture the dark fedlingsin the heart and help them grow.

But the worst thing they can do is use truth to destroy something good, to use truth asaliein order to
dim the Light ingde someone—or even within alandscape.

No oneisimmuneto the Dark Guides. Not even Landscapers. So beware. If someone tries to persuade
you to turn away from something you know isright in order to do agreater good... sometimesit redly
will bethetruth and isthe right thing to do.

And sometimesit will bealie.

—The First Teachings



Chapter Twenty-one

Sebagtian and Teaser stood at the edge of Philo's courtyard, looking over the customers. Or, in
Sebastian's case, watching Lynneatake orders and clear tables.

"Isit love," Sebastian wondered, "when a particular woman complaining that you hog the bed makesyou
fed happier than adozen other women undressing you with their eyes?!

"Don't ask me," Teaser grumbled. "I'm not the one Sghing and moaning every night.”
"Lynnea doesn't Sgh and moan." Not loudly enough to be heard in the next room, anyway.

"Wasn't talking about Lynnea." Teaser gave Sebastian along look to make his point, then aquick
once-over. "Y ou're dressing hot these days. More than you've done in quite awhile.”

Sebastian smiled. "I've got areason to—and | don't want her to forget it.”

Oh, yeah. Despite being a one-woman incubus and the Den's Justice M aker, he was dressing hot these
days. Tight black denim pants and a black denim jacket, agreen shirt to enhance the color of hiseyes,
and a pendant—aflat green stone on agold chain that Glorianna had given him years ago—that he'd
found in the back of adresser drawer when he went rummaging for something interesting to catch a
woman's eye. He wasn't sureif there was something about the stone or something about him wearing it,
but Lynnea—

"Y ou keep thinking what you're thinking, you're going to soroing in public,” Teaser said.
"That's crude.”

"I'm just saying. And since we al know who you sproing for these days—"

"Why aren't you out trolling?"

Teaser shifted hisweight from onefoot to the other. "Because the last time | saw an attractive woman
who looked safe enough to nibble on, it turned out to be your auntie."

"I'm trying to forget that."
"Metoo."
"Redlly trying to forget that."

"Metoo." Teaser Sghed and started to turn toward the street. "All right, then. I'll take astroll
and—Daylight! What's one of them doing here?"

Sebadtian looked in the same direction and felt the heat of anger and the chill of fear run through him.
"Have aword with the bull demons," he said quietly as he watched the wizard stagger down the strest.
"Tel them to watch over Lynneaand keep her safe.”

"Y ou going to get testy if they start goring people or bashing in skulls?*



"NO_"

"Right." Teaser looked at Sebastian. "He can call the lightning, too. Remember that. If it comes down to
it, you need to be the one standing when it's done."

"Don't worry," Sebagtian growled. "1 will be."

He strode up the street, knew the wizard recognized him the moment he started moving—which was
more than he could say about recognizing the wizard. Hed never seen Koltak so dirty and exhausted.
Obvioudy reaching the Den had been along, hard journey.

But Koltak shouldn't have been able to reach the Den. Not anymore. Which was something Sebastian
needed to tell Lee at thefirst opportunity. If Koltak could find hisway to the Den, what €lse might be
wandering through Gloriannas landscapes?

He stopped and waited for the wizard to get within aman'slength of him. ™Y ou're not welcome here.”
"Sebadtian," Koltak gasped. "There's danger. Great danger. We need your help. You haveto listen.”

"Theway you listened when | cameto you for help? Go back where you came from. Y ou'll get nothing
fromus”

"You haveto listen." Koltak started to raise his hand, perhaps in supplication, perhapsfor a different
reason.

Sebadtian didn't wait to find out. His hand shot up, the power crackling through him, baling in his
fingertips, waiting for release.

Koltak stared at the hand, then dowly lowered his own. " So. The power avokein you. You'rea
wizard."

"Justice Maker," Sebastian snapped. "1 wouldn't expect you to understand the difference.”

"But | do,” Koltak cried. "l do! I—" He swayed. " Sebadtian, if there's anything human in you, show a
little pity."

"Don' throw that in my face, old man. Y ou've dways said there was nothing human in me, never wanted
to see anything human in me. So now—"

"Do you think thisis easy for me?' Koltak said, thefamiliar, angry venom back in hisvoice. "Do you
think | want to grovel for your help? To be here? But I'm willing to put aside our differencesto save
Ephemera. Areyou enough of a. Justice Maker to do the same? Or are you going to let everything be
desiroyed asaway of farting in my face?"

To save Ephemera. Which, for him, meant saving Gloriannas and Nadias |andscapes. Which meant
saving the Den, the place hed promised to protect. Which meant keeping Lynnea safe.

"Comeon," Sebadtian said. "Well get you some food—and I'll listen.”

Leading Koltak back to Philo's, Sebastian hurried dong the edge of the courtyard until he reached the
door to theinterior dining room. Koltak smelled ripe enough to put anyone but the bull demons off their
food, s0 getting the man away from Philo's customers as quickly as possible was akindness. He held the
door for Koltak, took a deep breath of fresh air, and went into the dining room.

Koltak staggered to the nearest chair and collapsed into it.



Thinking there were benefits to having a head cold and wishing he could have one for the next hour,
Sebadtian reluctantly pulled out the chair on the other side of the table and sat down.

"Long journey?" Sebastian asked too politely, making it plain that no matter how long the journey had
been, it hadn't been long enough. Which, judging by the flash of anger in Koltak's eyes, the wizard
understood.

"Yes," Koltak replied in arestrained voice, "it wasalong journey."”

What does be want from me that he's making an effort to be civil ? And why did the words"along
journey” make him uneasy, asif something important wasjust out of memory'sreach?

Theinner door swung open. Teaser walked in with atray, set out two steaming bowls of water, two
towels, and a plate with two pieces of soap that had been cut off abar, then walked out again.

Sebastian eyed the pieces of soap and hoped someone made Brandon wash the knife before the boy
went back to cutting up meat or vegetables.

"Isthis... customary?' Koltak asked, embarrassment coloring hisface.

"No," Sebastian replied, reaching for a piece of soap. "Bt its appredated when it's offered.” He washed
his hands, dried them, set everything to one side, and smiled at his father—a dare to turn down an
amenity just because everyone knew it was needed.

By the time Koltak finished scrubbing the grime off his hands, Teaser was back with a pitcher of weter, a
bottle of red wine, and various glasses that |ooked like they'd been grabbed because they were clean and
handy, since they weren't the ones Philo usudly used for water and wine.

"Not very well trained, ishe?' Koltak grumbled as he poured aglass of water and drank it greedily.

"He'sjust helping out.” And Teaser had remembered to take the bowls of dirty water and the towels
away. Sebadtian wasn't sureif leaving the sogp on the table was an oversight or acomment.

"The wench doesn't servethetablesin here?'

The wench is going to be my wife. But the less Koltak—and every other wizard—knew about Lynnes,
the better. Still, he wondered what it said about Koltak as aman that awoman on the other side of the
courtyard had caught his eye when it was supposedly o vital that hetalk to his son—and what it said
about the man that hed serioudly use the word "wench,” which, in the Den, was said only asa
good-natured tease.

"No, she doesn't servetablesin here"

Teaser svung into the room for the third time. After dropping two spoonsin the middle of the table, he
emptied the tray, which held two bowls of beef stew, aplate of cubed cheese instead of the usua bowl
of melted cheese, and abasket of Phallic Delights. No buitter.

Sebadtian looked at Teaser. Teaser shrugged and walked away. Obvioudy Philo didn't think their visitor
deserved addicacy like butter. Or olives.

Probably just aswell, Sebastian decided as he took a Delight out of the basket. Thiswasn't ameal he
wanted to linger over.

"That's disgugting,” Koltak said, staring at the Ddlight in Sebastian's hand.



"It'sbread," Sebastian snapped. "If you don't want to eat it because of how it's shaped, then don't eat it.”
Dropping the bread into the bow! of stew, he poured a glass of wine and sat back. It scraped something
insde him to know he still wanted his father's acceptance. Pointless, uselessway to fedl, since held done
without that acceptance dl hislife. Especidly when the "wench™ comment pricked something that was
less than amemory, more like afaded impression of the times Koltak had come to Nadia's hometo drag
him back to Wizard City and the journey had required staying overnight at aninn.

If Koltak hadn't been a wizard, if he hadn't had that authority to hide behind, he would have been
nothing more than a crude, unlikable man. Maybe, by refusing to accept an incubus for a son, he's
done me more of a favor than I'd realized. Instead of learning from him, I'd had Aunt Nadia
showing me what it meant to be a good person.

Koltak hesitated. Then hunger overcame disgust and he grabbed a Delight from the basket and took a
big bite. He dug into the stew with the same mixture of disapproval and hunger on hisface.

His own appetite gone, Sebastian drank wine and watched his father devour the meal. While Koltak
mopped up the last of the stew with a piece of bread, he drained his glass, pushed his own untouched
medl asde, and leaned forward, resting hisarms on the table.

"What do you want?' he asked.

Koltak belched. Then he sighed. "Y our report of violent desths wasjust the first of many. If the council
hed listened—"

"If you had ligened!"

Anger flashed in Koltak's eyes before he fixed his gaze on thetable. "Yes, dl right. If | had listened. It's
worse than you realize, Sebastian. The Landscapers School was attacked.”

"l know." Remembering what he'd seen soured thewinein hisbelly. "I had... business... a the schooal,
but it wastoo late. | didn't see anyone dive. Barely got out of there mysdlf.”

"Then you saw. You know."
"That the Eater of the World has escaped and isloose in the landscapes? Yes, | know."
The shock he saw in Koltak's face couldn't have been an act.

"No," Koltak said. "Not the Eater of the World. Even—" He stopped, made an effort to regain control.
"The Wizards Council is aware that some of the dark landscapes that were taken out of the world have
been... appearing... in other landscapes, that a Dark force is manipulating the landscapesto alow these
places accessto the rest of the world again. It has to be stopped, has to be destroyed. Y ou can see that,
can't you?'

"l can seethat,”" Sebastian said.
"Then you must come with meto Wizard City and talk to the council "

"No." He shook hishead. "I'll tell you everything | can about the deaths herein the Den. I'll tell you
everything | saw at the Landscapes School. But | won't go to Wizard City. | won't." Hisvoice
sharpened when Koltak began to protest. "There's no reason for me to go and every reason to stay. |
gave my word I'd protect the Den."

"Then protect it!" Koltak pressed the heds of his hands againgt histemples, asif trying to squeeze out the



right words. "Don't you redlize what's going to happen to Ephemera without the Landscapers?”
"The landscapes will be vulnerable. The Eater will be able to ater—"

"Youfool! It'sworsethan that." Koltak clenched his hands and banged them on the table. "Without the
Landscapers, thereis nothing that stands between Ephemera and the human heart. The dark landscapes
will only add to the madness. Pictureit, Sebastian. A baby cries and the family'swell changesto sat
water—undrinkable. Two girls, who consider themsdvesrivalss, run into each other infront of a
sweetshop and argue—and boulders suddenly push up through the street, stranding wagons and
carriagesthat can't get through, possibly even hurting people. Ephemera manifests feelings. It dways
has. The Landscapers are the only ones able to restrain the manifestations.”

Sebastian sat back, stunned. Was that what Glorianna had meant when sheld said he was an anchor?
That hisfedingsfor the Den, hisaffection for the place, kept it in balance? But not just hisfedlings. Her
fedings, too. Glorianna Belladonna resonated through the Den.

But something wasn't quite right about what Koltak was saying. If the Den had a person asits anchor,
wouldn't other places have anchors aswell? After dl, the Landscapers signature resonances might set
the "flavor" of their particular landscapes, but they couldn't be everywhere dl thetime.

And why did his head suddenly fed stuffy, asif something were pushing at him from inside his skull?
Could wishing for ahead cold actudly produce one? If that wasthe case, he was going to think healthy
thoughts from now on.

"You think youre safe here," Koltak said. "And maybe you arefor awhile. But if the rest of Ephemera
becomes ungtable, how long will this place last? The turmoil will bresk through—and will pull everyone
downwithit."

"How..." Sebastian poured more wine and gulped it down, trying to clear histhroat, hoping to clear his
head. "How am | supposed to help you stop that?!

"We'retrying to find any of the Landscapers who are still out there, trying to get word to them to avoid
going back to the school. We knew something had happened at the school, something bad, but we
couldn't find out what it was. Every wizard who had gone to investigate didn't come back. We're fighting
blind, Sebastian. Some of the bridges have been broken, leaving us with no access to anumber of
landscapes. Leaving uswith no way to reach or help the people who may be struggling to survive. The
council wanted to talk to you because you could tell us about the deaths that had taken place here, give
us some idea of what was coming out of those hidden, dark landscapes. But you've aso seen the school.
Y ou're the only one who has. Y ou're the only one who can tell uswhat we're facing. Y ou must come
withme!”

"No." Sebastian rubbed hisforehead. Koltak was making sense. Why was he being so stubborn? Going
with Koltak to report what he'd seen was the right thing to do. Wasn't it?

Koltak sighed. "I volunteered to try to find you. To make up for not having listened when you cameto
mefor help. If another wizard had come here ingtead, telling you al the thingsI'vejust told you, would
you have been willing to do what isright? Y ou call yourself a Justice Maker. Does your justice—and
mercy—begin and end with the streets of this place? | wasn't agood father. | know that. But what | did
or didn't do in the past doesn't matter now. Can't matter now. Saving Ephemeraisal that matters, and in
that, | think, we're brothers on the same side of awar.”

Truth rang through Koltak's words, resonated inside Sebagtian. But something in him till resisted. If held
been playing cards with Koltak, he would have wa ked away from the table long before now, following



gut ingtinct that the man was somehow a chegt. Hejust couldn't figure out why he kept feding the truth
was somehow alie.

But there was something Koltak hadn't consdered: Anything he learned from the wizards he would pass
onto Nadia, Glorianna, and Lee.

"Where did you cross over?' he asked.

"A plank bridge within sight of Wizard City. Crossed over to adark landscape. Demonsin the guise of
horses."

"I know the place." He'd crossed that same bridge when held gotten out of Wizard City. Obvioudy Lee
hadn't found every bridge that could provide access between Wizard City and any of Belladonnas

landscapes.

"All right,” Sebagtian said. "I'll go with you. At least asfar asthe bridge. I'll decideif I'm going on to
Wizard City at that point." He frowned. There was something about Ephemera, something he should
remember. But the thought kept dancing just out of reach. "I'll find you aplace to deep for afew hours,
then—"

"Theré'sno time!" Degperation rang in Koltak's voice. "It took daysto find you. Who knows what's
happened in the other landscapes while I've been searching for you.”

Thereit wasagain. That feding that something wasn't right. ™Y ou spent days wandering through the
waterhorses landscape?’

"| crossed over bridges, hoping one of them would lead to you. Ended up in places called Dunberry and
Foggy Downs and the like in some other part of the world.”

Hed never heard of those places. "And you left Wizard City on foot? With no supplies?!

"Therewasan... attack," Koltak replied. "The horse waskilled. | escaped. Finally found my way here
after that."

If he had alittle more time, maybe he could figure out what was bothering him about dl this. ™Y ou need
tores."

"I'll rest when thetask is done. When I've donewhat | can to make Ephemerasafe again.”

The quiet dignity in Koltak's voice lanced Sebastian's heart, turning asde dl doubts.

"I need to go back to the bordello to pack afew things. Leave someingtructions,” Sebastian said.
Koltak pushed back his chair and roseto hisfeet. "I'll go with you, if you have no objections.”
Sebadtian just nodded. "Wait here aminute.”

He caught Lynneajust as she entered the courtyard with another order.

"Sebadgtian, who isthat man? Teaser said he'sawizard, that he's not a good man.”

He's my father. And | don't think he is a good man. "I haveto leave for a couple of days. Three at the
most. Bad things are happening in the other landscapes. The wizards—the other Justice Makers—have
asked for my help. | haveto go, Lynnea."



Worry filled her eyes.

Sebadtian brushed afinger down her cheek. "Y ou stay safe, dl right? Ask one of the bull demonsto
escort you back to the bordello if Teaser isn't around.”

"I will."

"Missmealittle?"

"| dready do."

He stepped aside to let her deliver the food on her tray. Then he found Teaser.

"Did that wizard whore scoop out half your brains and fill your head with sand?’ Teaser said before
Sebadtian finished telling him why hewasleaving.

That was pretty much how his head fdt, but he didn't tell Teaser that. "I'm doing what'sright.”
"For them, maybe." leaser.

"I'mjust saying."

"l haveto go."

"Why?We don't dedl with those landscapes anyway."

Frustration filled Sebagtian. He hadn't expected Teaser to get scrappy about this. "Are you sure we don't
deal with them? Are you sure we can survive if those other landscapes are destroyed? I'm not sure.™

Teaser looked away.

"I'm going to leave amessage for Leg, telling him about the bridge and the places Koltak was able to
reach through the waterhorses landscape. I'll leaveit in your room. If he shows up before | get back, you
make sure he gets the message. And look after Lynnea”

"WEell look after each other, | guess. Kind of likefamily."

Looking a Tessar'swistful smile, Sebastian felt ashimmer of rightness go through him. "We arefamily.”
Pleased and embarrassed, Teaser tipped his head toward the dining room door. "That oneisimpatient.”
How long had Koltak been standing at the door, watching him?

"Sebadtian?' Teaser sad. "Travd lightly.”

"I'll be back as soon as| can." As hewalked away from Teaser and passed the doorway, he said to
Koltak, "Let'sgo."

Watching Sebagtian was like seeing his brother, Peter, again. The same indefinable quality that drew
people to him, made them listen. The same combination of charm and stedl. Peter Justicemaker. Never
Peter, Wizard Third Level, or Wizard Peter. It had never been about being Somebody—not for Peter. It
had always been about justice.



But believing in justice hadn't prevented Peter from disgppearing into the landscapes, never to return.

Of course, no onein Wizard City had known darling Peter had sired two children with a Landscapes So
maybe his disappearance had been akind of justice—the punishment for having done the forbidden.

Koltak pushed the thoughts away as Sebastian finished a discussion with some kind of demonsthat were
acombination of flesh and athick bicycle without whedls.

"The demon cycleswill take us asfar asthe bridge that crosses over to Wizard City," Sebastian said
when he returned to the corner where Koltak waited. "After that, Guardians and Guides willing, well find
someoneto giveusaride.”

We. Sebastian had said we. The mind control wasworking.
To save Ephemera, Koltak chanted silently. For the good of Ephemera.
They went down aside street and entered a building hafway down the block.

Plush. Wdll-kept. Hed seen placeslike thisin the cities of many landscapes—he had needslike any
other man—~but the only times he'd been in a place that looked this expensive was when awell-to-do
family paid for the room and the woman in return for afavor. All very discreetly, of course.

Sebadtian paused at the foot of the sairs, asif something was troubling him. Koltak resumed hissilent
chant. To save Ephemera. For the good of Ephemera.

The room on the third floor was large enough to have a separate Sitting areaand didn't shout "whore.” It
would seem Sebastian had donewell for himself.

The room felt masculine, but there were touches of femininity.

"You livewithawoman?' Koltak asked, wondering how an incubus did businesswith afemaein
residence.

"None of your business," Sebastian snapped, pulling apack out of the bottom of the wardrobe.

"No, it'snot." He saw the hesitation again. The boy had dways had awill of stedl. For the good of
Ephemera. To save Ephemera.

Two changes of underwear went into the pack. Two shirts.

Then Sebastian went through adoor, closing it behind him. A moment later Koltak heard the bang and
grumble of old water pipes.

Not sure how long Sebastian would be occupied, Koltak scanned the room as he reached into the inner
pocket of hisrobe and withdrew the folded, seded paper that contained Ephemeras savation. HEd
worried that he wouldn't find agood place to leave the document—a place where he could be certain it
would be found, but not too quickly. Sebastian had conveniently solved the problem for him by having a
femdelivingwith him.

Thewater pipes stopped grumbling.

Koltak tucked the paper between the seat cushion and the arm of one of the Sitting room chairs, leaving
enough of it visible to catch the eye.

"Ready?" Koltak asked when Sebastian walked back into the room, shifting dightly to hide the chair and



keep Sebastian from noticing the paper.
"Let'sgo.”
When they reached the street and Koltak saw the two demons waiting for them, he balked. "No."

Sebastian adjusted the pack on his back, then swung aleg over the creature's leather seat. "Y ou're the
oneingsting that we get there as soon as possible. The demon cycles are the fastest way to travel.”

Reluctant but unable to think of how to refuse when he had been inssting they needed to reach Wizard
City asquickly as possible, Koltak mounted the other demon cycle, setting his feet on the footreststhe
way Sebastian had done.

"Hold on," Sebadtian said.

Koltak's hands ached from gripping the handlebars so hard. Asthe cycles moved sedately up the main
sreet, herelaxed alittle. They weren't going any faster than a horse could wak. Why couldn't they have
used anatural beast instead of these creatures?

"How many days do you think it will take to reach the bridge?' he asked.
Sebadtian looked a him, his expression hesitant and puzzled.

Had to stop asking about time. The boy wasn't stupid. Given enough time to consider the nature of
Ephemera, Sebastian would come to the correct conclusion, which would be disastrous. Need to move
quickly to save Ephemera. Need to find the bridge to protect Ephemera.

Sebagtian grinned wickedly. "1t won't take that long.”
They moved sedately up the main street until they reached the dirt lane. Then...

Koltak screamed as the demon cycles surged forward, whipping above the dirt lane at speeds agaloping
horse couldn't match or sustain. The cottage flashed by. Sebastian shouted, "Border ahead.”

The cycleslifted like ahorse jumping afence. Koltak had no ideaiif it was necessary to cross the border
fromthissde or if it was the demon's perverse attempt to scare him into pissing himsdlf.

The ground he'd toiled to cross flowed under him, and the moon, almost full now, illuminated the land,
giving it a strange beauty and peace he hadn't noticed or felt in al the days held been trapped in this

landscape.

The demons rumbled and dowed down as they approached what looked like pale, barren earth that had
aring of boulders at the center of the fan-shaped area.

"It'ssand,” Sebastian said. Leaning forward, he tapped the demon on the shoulder. "Get us alittle closer,
but go dow. Be careful.”

The cycles edged up to within an arm's length of the place.
"Weve gone the wrong way," Koltak said. "I don't remember seeing aplacelikethis.”

"No," Sebadtian said in an odd voice, raisng ahand to point at something haf-buried in the sand. "I think
thisistheright way. Look."

Koltak gasped when he redlized he was | ooking at the severed horse's head. "But. .. it wasn't like this



before"

"It'sbeen dtered. I'm thinking if you cross the stones outlining the sand, you'll end up in another
landscape along way from here." Sebastian looked at Koltak, warinessin every line of hisbody. "What
killed the horse?"

"What does it matter?' Koltak replied, trying to hammer the fear back with righteous anger. She had
donethis. Must have done this. Had she atered an unprotected landscape into thiswasteland? Were
there towns out there, suddenly awash in sand?

"What killed the horse?" Sebastian demanded.
"Desth rollers. There were death rollersin the pond.”

Sebastian took a deep breath. Blew it out dowly. "Doesn't look like they're going to find any water
where they are now. Come on. If this was the same pond, were not that far from the bridge. | couldn't
have walked more than a couple of hours before | met the waterhorse." He paused, then added softly, "I
wonder what happened to it.”

For the good of Ephemera, Koltak chanted silently. To save Ephemera.

They headed north. One hill looked like another, asfar as Koltak was concerned, just as one stand of
trees |looked much the same as al the others, but Sebastian dowed at each stand of trees, circling each
oneto study it from every direction.

"It'sthisone," Sebastian said. "After crossing the bridge and walking for awhile, | turned south at astand
of trees. | think it'sthisone."

Koltak bit histongue to keep from saying something imprudent. He couldn't risk saying anything that
would jar Sebastians focused thought of reaching the bridge.

They turned west, and in less time than Koltak would have thought possible, they reached a narrow
creek.

But not abridge. No sign of the wood planks.
The demon cycles drifted north, following the creek.

"| seethe plankd" Koltak said, his heart pounding with excitement. Almost there. Almost done. If Dalton
didnt fal him...

Suddenly the cycles swung away from the creek, snarling vicioudy. They circled back, ending up north of
the planks, facing the way they'd come.

"Something was here," Sebastian said quietly. " Something bad." He looked at the two demons, who
findly stopped snarling. "But | don't think it'sthere anymore." He looked east—the direction that would
take him back to the Den.

No, Koltak thought. No. Not now. To save Ephemera. For the good of Ephemera.

Sebadtian leaned forward and whispered in the demon's eer—and kept whispering until the demon
bobbed its head in agreement. Then he swung off the cycle and adjusted his pack.

Koltak hurried to do the same. Uneasiness rippled through him when the demon cycles didn't go away,
just moved off acouple of man-lengths from the bridge.



"They'll stay alittlewhile, in case we need them," Sebadtian said. "'If there's something bad on the other
sde of the bridge, we need to get away from it fast.”

It scraped at his pride, but he made his voice sound weary and weak. "Would you mind crossing first,
Sebadtian? If there is trouble, you're younger and... morefit... to get back acrossthe bridge.”

Hesitation. Wariness.
For the good of Ephemera. To save Ephemera.

Sebastian moved toward the bridge, testing the ground with each step, keeping his eyes on the spot the
demon cyclesdidn't like. One foot on the wooden planks. Both feet. One step toward the other side of
the bridge. Another step.

Koltak hurried to the bridge, stepped on the planks. Sebastian was at the other end of the bridge. One
more step and he'd cross over.

He didn't take that step. Just stood there.

Koltak rushed across the bridge and gave Sebastian ahard shove, sending the younger man stumbling off
the bridge.

"Seize him!" Koltak shouted as he took the last step to bring him back to the landscape where dl his
ambitionswould finaly beer fruit.

His heart filled with glee as he watched Sebastian trying to fight off two guards. A kneeto the groin had
one guard rolling away, retching. The other guard seemed more capable but wasn't trying to do more
than restrain Sebastian.

"Y ou lying bastard!" Sebastian shouted, amost shaking off the guard before Dalton and another guard
could reach the bridge.

Inthelight of the flickering torches that were planted on either side of the bridge, Koltak saw theintent in
Sebagtians eyes, but couldn't move fast enough to prevent being struck.

Lightning lashed out from Sebastian's hand. It would have been akilling strike if the guard hadn't hit
Sebadtian in the head, ruining hisaim.

Koltak felt the power rip through his|eft foot as Sebagtian fdll to the ground, stunned by the blow.
"Truss him up before he can do any more damage,” Dalton snapped.

One of the guards untied arope hanging from his belt while the other stripped off Sebastian's pack.
Koltak waited until Sebastian's hands were tied behind his back and his feet bound before taking a
limping step toward his son.

The pain was hideous, and he suspected held lost the toes on that foot. But he took another limping step
forward, raised hishand... and Daton stepped in front of him.

"No," Ddton said. "Y ou can't strike down adefensdess man."
"Hell be lesstrouble without hislegs," Koltak snarled.

He saw the shock in Dalton's eyes and knew he'd made an error. This guard captain wasn't suitable for
serving the power in Wizard City. But that was something Harland would rectify. For now, he needed



Ddton and hismen.

"You'reright," Koltak said. "l wasn't thinking. A reaction to the pain.”
Dalton nodded, but it was clear the man wasn't convinced.

"Tdl mewhy," Sebadtian gasped.

Dadton hesitated, then stepped aside.

Koltak stared at his son. The blood smearing Sebastian's hair and face gave him some satisfaction, but
not enough. Not nearly enough.

"I'm no useto you," Sebastian said. "Why go through al the trouble to bring me here?!

"But you are of useto us," Koltak said. "Y ou're going to deliver the enemy into our hands. There was no
way for usto reach Nadiaor Lee, 0 you're the only one she'd come hereto save."

"No." Sebastian groaned. "No."

"Yes" Koltak smiled. "So you see? | didn't lie. By bringing Belladonna here, where we can destroy her,
you will save Ephemera.”

| do not know how things are done in other placesin the world, but here in the landscapes there are three
kinds of justice: common justice, Wizards Justice, and Hearts Justice.

Common justiceis performed by law enforcers and the magistrates who hold court to settle minor
wrongdoing and disputes that arise wherever people gather to live.

Whenever violence has been done, awizard is summoned to decide the pendty. Sometimesit is Wizards
Jugtice—thelightning they can summon that, whileinflicting agony, isaquick death.

But sometimes the pendty requires something less, and more, than death, and the wizard will send word
that a Landscaper is needed for Heart's Justice.

Nothing produces more fear—and more hope—than Heart's Justice. The Landscaper forges adirect link
between Ephemera and the accused, and that person is sent to the darkest landscape that resonatesin his
heart. It is an inescapabl e punishment, because no matter what landscape the person ends up in, he must
live with the knowledge that thisreflectswho heis, and whatever hardships he enduresin that place have
come from hisown heart.

But there is aso the hope that a person will learn from his past and change enough so that, one day, hell
be able to cross over to another, gentler landscape.

Most of the time, though, the person disappearsinto some desolate part of the world and is never seen
agan.

—The Magistrate's Book of Justice



Chapter Twenty-four

Lynnea closed the door, then leaned her forehead againgt it, not quite ready to face the empty room.
Sheld spent plenty of hours done here, but it felt different this time—because Sebastian wasn't just out
and about somewherein the Den. He was going to another landscape—the wizards
landscape—traveling with aman who made her uneasy, even though sheld gotten only glimpses of him.
There had been something about the wizard that made her glad the bull demons had wanted a second
helping of omelets and had lingered at the table while the man had talked to Sebastian.

Turning, she waked to the pale squares in the opposite wall. With the curtains open, the streetlights cut
through the darkness enough for her to cross the room and light the oil lamp on the table by the window
ingtead of fumbling with the candle on the stand next to the door.

Feeling sorry for hersalf because Sebastian had to go away for a couple of dayswasfoolish and selfish.
She had plenty to do. The bag Nadia had left for her contained skeins of yarn—so much softer and finer
than the coarse wool Mam used to give her—and knitting needlesin different Szes. She didn't know if
the Den had a particular celebration around the winter solstice, but most landscapes had some kind of
festivities. So the blue skeinswould be a scarf for Teaser and the green skeinswould be a scarf for
Sebadtian. There were enough undyed skeins to make hersdlf a shawl—maybe with bands of blue and
green a the ends. And Teaser had offered to take her to one of thelittle music holes where the musicians
were developing some style of music he swore was going to outrage the prissy prigsin the daylight
landscapes—and make al the humanswith heat and sasswild to hear it. Or they could both enjoy a
frugtrating hour of him trying to teach her to play cards.

Since shed lost the coin toss with Teaser over which of them would use the bathroom first, she could knit
afew rows of the scarf she was making for him while waiting her turn. For aman who complained about
how much time she spent in the bathroom, he certainly did his share of primping.

She walked over to the bed to retrieve the yarn bag she kept tucked under it, then paused. She pulled
back the covers and lifted her pillow. Sebastian sometimes | eft little Sketches under her
pillow—sometimes flowers as he remembered them or faces of the people who lived in the Den.

Nothing there. Of course, there wouldn't be. The wizard had been impatient to leave. Sebastian wouldn't
have stayed in the room any longer than was needed to pack afew things.

She pulled out the yarn bag, turned toward the stuffed chairs that made up their sitting area—and saw
something white sticking up between the cushion and the arm of the chair.

Smiling, she dropped the bag and hurried over to the chair. Maybe this was like atreasure hunt. Mam
hadn't allowed her to attend parties where she might start thinking too much of herself, so she'd never
participated in atreasure hunt, but shed heard other girlstaking about them. Would she start finding little
sketches tucked here and there in the room?

She stopped smiling when she picked up the paper. It wasn't sketching paper, and it wasn't new. It wasa
bit crumpled and dirty, asif it had been carried along way, and the word on the front of it. ..

She could read alittle and do her numbers enough to make sure she wasn't cheated at the market, and
she was getting better at reading now that she could read printed books that had stories—something else
Mam had forbidden her to have—but handwriting was ill astruggle for her.



She went back to the lamp, turning the paper to see the writing better.
A chill went through her as she sounded out the word.
Belladonna.

Her hands shook as she turned the paper over. It had been folded to form a packet that would keep the
message private, closed with red wax that had been pressed with an ornate, officia-looking sedl.

It could be nothing more than amessage Sebastian had been asked to deliver. But something inside her
knew it wasn't an innocent message.

Dread shuddered through her as she pried up the wax seal and unfolded the paper.

The handwriting ingde was neat and precise, probably done by someone who made aliving writing out
important documents.

She stumbled over some of the words, but the message was clear enough.
"No," she moaned. "Oh, no."

She didn't think, didn't knock. She smply rushed into the bathroom. Finding it empty, she crossed the
room and flung open the other door.

Stripped for his bath, Teaser yelped when he saw her. Then he dove for the bed, grabbed a pillow, and
heldit in front of him.

"I'm naked!" he shouted. "Y ou can't be in here when I'm naked."

Thrown by the near-panic in his voice, she stared at him. "For pity's sake. Y ou're anincubus. You like
being naked in front of women."

"Y ou're not awoman. Y ou're Sebastian's lady. Go away."

Sebastian. She stepped into the room and held out the paper. "That wizard |eft amessage for
Belladonna. Read it." She took a step toward him.

He skipped back a step. "I the message isfor Belladonna, | shouldn't be reading it. Neither should you."

"Teaser! Thewizards are saying Sebastian killed the woman who died here afew weeks ago. They're
going to hurt him."

"What?'
"Read it!"

Hetook the paper, backed up until he reached the ail lamp he'd lit, then read. As he read, the pillow
dipped from his grasp, forgotten.

"Daylight," he whispered. "They're summoning the strongest Landscapersto cometo Wizard City to
administer Heart's Judtice, but they'll perform Wizards Justice if they receive no responseto the
summons.” He frowned, then shook his head. "That doesn't make sense. They must know the school was
attacked. How do they expect any—" He stopped. Stared at the paper. "It's her. The wizards have
never been able to find Belladonna, so they're threatening Sebastian to get her to cometo them.”



"We have to do something," Lynneacried. " Sebadtian didn't kill that woman. Y ou know he didn't.”

Teaser looked at her, hiseyes bleak. "What are we supposed to do? Sebastian has been gone for hours.
Went off with the wizard on a couple of demon cycles. They've probably already crossed over to the
landscape that holds Wizard City. No way to catch up with them even if we knew whereto find the
bridge. And nobody knows how to find Belladonna. She comesto alandscape when shefedslikeit.”

"Nadiawill know how to find her, and | know how to find Nadia" She snatched the paper out of his
hand and headed out the door.

"Wait!" Teaser leaped, closing the distance between them, and grabbed her arm. "Don't you understand?
Thisiswhat those maggot-filled bastards want. They want someone to find Belladonna. And once she's
in reach of the Wizards Council, they'll kill her and Sebastian.”

Lynneactried to shake him off. "I have to do something. | won't let them hurt Sebastian. | won't."

Teaser started to argue, then just shook his head. "All right. She hasto be told about this, so we haveto
find Belladonna. But taking afew minutes won't matter at thispoint.”

llBlJt_ll

"Listen, will you?We both need a quick wash and fresh clothes. If we haveto talk to anyonein the
daylight landscapes besides Sebagtian's auntie, it's best to look respectable.”

She swallowed hard to push her heart out of her throat. "We?'
Teaser looked uneasy, but he shrugged. "I'll go with you.”
"Why?

He released her arm and stepped back. "Because we're family.”

*

Daton waked out of Wizards Hall, then stopped and stared blindly at the courtyard and gardensin front
of him.

He'd expected areprimand for failing to protect Wizard Koltak from the stranger's attack. But this?

Stripped of his command and captain's rank. Exiled from Wizard City. Not because he had failed to
protect Koltak but because he'd stopped Koltak from harming a man who was bound and defenseless.

A man who believed he had been betrayed.

You're making a mistake, Koltak! the stranger had shouted as they rode back to Wizard City. The
Eater of the World is out there! Belladonna's the only hope you have of saving Ephemera!

The stranger's fate was in the hands of the wizards now. He couldn't help the man, wasn't even sureif he
could hep himsdif at thispoint. He had to get his wife and children out of the city before tomorrow's
sunset, aong with whatever household goods they could take with them in the big merchant wagon that
had belonged to Aldyssfather.

But where were they supposed to go? And who could he ask about other |andscapes whose answer he
could trust?



Asif pulled by an invisble string, Dalton's head turned in the direction of the detention rooms.
There was one person who might know.

A quick glance around the courtyard. Addison was standing by the wrought-iron gate that led to the
street. No sign of Guy or Henley. They must have gone back to the barracks.

Ddton headed for that part of the courtyard, walking past the locked doors and shuttered windows of
the detention rooms until he cameto the last one. When he'd | eft the prisoner there, held noticed a
fist-sized piece of window glass had been broken out of the farthest window. Maybe the last person who
had been detained in that room had broken the glassin afutile effort to escape. Or maybe held been
desperate to hear something besides the silence of his own heart. Whatever the reason, the opening was
there, and Daton thanked the Guides of the Heart for this chance to talk to the man.

Heleaned against thewall, close to that corner of the shuttered window. "Psst. Can you hear me?' He
kept his voice low to avoid being overheard by anyone who might pass by. If another guard saw him, he
could say he was keeping watch on the prisoner. But if awizard noticed him, he had no doubt he'd be
occupying another of those locked rooms and would never see hiswife and children again.

A shuffling sound. The thump of someone collgpsing againgt thewall.
"What do you want?" The voice sounded rough, exhausted.

What did he want? To go back to that moment when the stranger had stumbled off the bridge. To havea
chanceto follow the gut feeling he'd had when held seen Koltak step off the bridge.

"If I could doit over, | would have et you escape and go back to wherever you came from."
IIWMI

"When Koltak stepped off the bridge, everything felt wrong. He felt wrong. You didn't.”" And you didn't
use the lightning to harm my men. You could have. Any wizard here would have. "What you said to
Koltak about the Eater of the World. Isit true?'

Silence. Then, "It'strue.”

Not much time. Someone could come adong at any moment. "'I've been exiled from the city. | haveto get
my family to another landscape. Isthere any place | can take them where they'll be safe?!

"Why areyou asking me?"

"I don't think you would harm the innocent. Whatever wrong | did you by following orders, my family is
innocent.”

A long silence. "Heart's hope lies within Belladonna. Her landscapes.. . the only safe places. Resonating
bridge... might get you... to one of them. But if the wizards destroy her... no hope at dl. For anyone."

He had to go. He'd dready lingered too long. But... "I'm sorry for the part | played in this.”
Ancther slence.
As Dadton stepped away from the window, he heard, "Travd lightly."

Addison was sl waiting for him when he reached the gate.



"Best not to linger here, Cap'n,” Addison said. "This place has got abad fed to it today. More than

"I'm not your captain,” Daton said as he opened the gate and walked out. "I've been exiled.”

"I'm sorry for thetrouble of it, but | can't say I'm sorry you'll be going." Addison shook his head and
sghed. "Maybethisisjust the Guardians way of telling you it'stimeto go.”

Maybe, Ddton thought. But deep down in his heart, he didn't think his exile had anything to do with the
Light.

Sebastian shuffled back to the wobbly table and chair, the only pieces of furniturein the room. No candle
or oil lamp. The datsin the closed shutterslet in alittle daylight, but this room would hold ableak
darkness once the sun went down.

Bracing his hands on the table, he lowered himsdlf into the chair and waited until he felt fairly steedy
before reaching for the canteen of water—and wondered if the guard captain had provided the water as
akindness. He took amouthful of water, then closed the canteen and set it asde. Shutting hiseyes, he
sat very ill, waiting for the pain in his head to subside again to adull throb.

Daylight, he hurt! But despite the lump on his head and the shalow cut from thefirst blow that had
soaked part of hishair with blood, he didn't think he was badly injured. Hurt, certainly, but there didn't
seem to be anything wrong with him that couldn't be put right with a headache powder and some deep.

Except for the feding of rough fingerslightly scratching ingde his head. Except for the whispering voices
that were close enough for him to hear but too far away for him to make out what they were
saying—Vvoices that seemed to creep closer whenever hismind lost focus.

Could wizards do that? Creep into a mind? Was that the way they determined whether someone was
truly innocent? Not by the questions that were asked for the sake of formdlity, but by thisintruson?

Hewouldn't be able to keep them out forever. His body craved deep—and deep would leave him
vulnerable to the voices. Thelight scratching would become atorment soon. But he could choose now
what those voices would find when they findlly breached his mind and what would stay hidden in the core
of hisheart.

He should have inssted on having an hour to consider Koltak's request/command/plea. He should have
given himself that hour to consider the good and bad of leaving the Den to cometo Wizard City. If he
had, he would have realized what had troubled him about Koltak's journey to the Den.

Koltak had wanted him as bait for atrap but hadn't really wanted to find him, because Koltak had never
wanted to be around him. Ephemera had responded to that heart conflict by making the journey difficult.

That'swaswhat had troubled him—the fact that Koltak had spent daystrying to find the Den. But the
words "to save Ephemera’ had swept away the thought before it could form, before it could become
solid enough to resist being influenced.

Sebastian opened his eyes and stared at the wall. Was that what Koltak had done? Influenced his
decision with the pleato save the world? But he hadn't felt this scratching, this sense of intrusion.



Maybe that was why the council had chosen Koltak. Maybe there was enough similarity in resonance
between afather and son, despite their animosity, that he wouldn't sense the intrusion. When Koltak
talked about saving the world, the words had rung true.

Liar. Deceiver. Raper of truth.

If Ephemeratruly gave each person what the heart deserved, Koltak would receive the reward of his
ambitions—and the reward would be bitter.

Now wasn't the time to think about Koltak. While he could, he had to take what was most precious to
him and hide it away, deep ingde his heart... where the wizards would never find her.

Hedidn't dare let her name echo in hismind, but he pictured her—the blue eyes, the wavy brown hair,
the expressive face that |ooked the most innocent when she was trying to learn how to be naughty. How
shelooked wearing that catsuit. How she felt when he made love with her.

Hisrabbit, who was changing alittle more every day into atigress.

For amoment he could fed her resonating ingde him. Then he tucked away dl hismemories, dl his
fedingsfor her.

Gloriannawouldn't come for him. He didn't want her to come for him. There was too much at saketo
throw it away trying to save one man.

So thewizardswould kill him.

But even as he died, he would keep what he cherished the most away from them.

Chapter Twenty-three

Standing at the edge of the woods behind Sebastian's cottage, Lynneatried to clear her mind and heart
of everything that wasn't good, wasn't positive. To trave lightly. Now, more than ever, it wasimportant
for her to trave lightly. Despite being in a different landscape, Nadias house wasn't far from here, but to
get there she needed positive thoughts. A gentle heart. They were going to cross the bridge that was on
this path in the woods. They were going to find Nadia, find Glorianna, find some way to free Sebastian
from those wizards.

And if Teaser didn't stop taking forever to light the candle in the lantern held brought with him, shewas
going to find alarge branch—or uproot asmall tree—and give him awhack for every minute shed stood
therewaiting.

No, no, no. She couldn't think that way. It might be an honest fedling, but it wouldn't help them crossthe
bridge. Travel lightly. Trave lightly. Trave—Findly! "Ready?' she asked.

"Guess 0." But hewas Hill crouched, staring at thelit candle. Not moving. Britling with impatience,
certain that every minute they delayed might change her lifein ways she didn't want to imagine, she
opened her mouth to yell at him. Then she took agood look at hisface.

"Areyou afraid to crossthe bridge?" she asked.
"Maybe," Teaser mumbled. "Some." He shot to hisfeet. "All right, I'm afraid.”



Hewas. Had been, she suddenly redlized, ever snce held said he'd go with her. "But you've been to
daylight landscapeswhen you've..." Shetrailed off, not feding enough like atigressto talk about things
Teaser did with women, even if she did those same things with Sebagtian. "And you've met Nadia."

"Thisisdifferent.” Teaser shifted from one foot to the other, looking at the ground, at the trees, anywhere
but a her. "What if | can't cross over to alandscape held by Sebastian's auntie? What if my crossing with
you shifts something when we reach the bridge and we end up someplace different, someplace. .. bad?"

"Thisisadgationary bridge that crosses only between the Den and Aurora. Nadiatold me s0." Had made
apoint of telling her before she and Sebastian |eft Nadia's house.

"Even gtationary bridges don't dways take you where you want to go,” Teaser argued. "Not if you don't
resonate with that landscape.”

"Y ou don't have to comewith me," Lynneasaid gently. "The bridge isn't that far down the path. I'll be
safe enough.”

He shook hishead. "Y ou can't go done.”

She fet like she had tried to squeeze through an opening and had gotten stuck. He wouldn't let her go
alone, and he was afraid to come with her. She'd never crossed any bridges—at least, none that she
remembered—until Ewan had |eft her on the side of the road instead of taking her to the Landscapers
School. But she knew a stationary bridge went to only afew specific landscapes, so evenif you didn't
end up in the landscape you wanted, you could usualy get back to where you started. The resonating
bridges, on the other hand, held the possibility of crossing over to anywhere, and only the secret places
inyour heart knew where you would end up. And even if you turned right around and crossed the bridge
again, it wasn't likdly that you'd return to the landscape you'd just | ft.

Even though she knew the bridge in the woods crossed only to Nadia's home village from thisside and to
the Den from the other side, she couldn't deny that Teaser had areason to worry.

But they couldn't just stay there.

"Why are you coming with me?' she asked.
"Because you can't go aone.”

Obvioudy that thought was set in stone. "And?*
"Becausg, if werefamily, | should help Sebagtian.”
N

He sghed. "Becauseit's the right thing to do?"

"Yes. Becauseit'stheright thing to do." Picking up the yarn bag, which now held achange of clothes, a
few coins, and the letter to Belladonna, she held out her other hand. "I don't think Ephemerawill stop us
from doing theright thing."

He dung his pack over his shoulder, picked up the lantern, then took hold of her hand in a grip that made
her wince. "I'm ready."

We need to find Nadia, Lynneathought asthey hurried down the path. We need to find Glorianna. We
need to save Sebastian. Nadia is the first step of the journey. We're going to Nadia's house. Travel



lightly, travel lightly. We're going to Nadia's house and—
"Daylight!" Teaser ducked his head to protect his eyes from the dappled sunlight.

"Wedidit!" Lynnealooked back. There had to be amarker somewhere, something solid and stable
enough to hold the magic of abridge, but she didn't see anything. Still, she couldn't deny they'd left the
Den. The daylight was proof of that.

Tugging her hand free of Teaser's grip, she rubbed feding back into her fingerswhile she waited for him
to blow out the candle in the lantern. Then she followed the path, moving a a brisk pace.

"l remember this" she said, dowing down after afew minutes. "We took the path that curved around this
big stone to go back to the Den, so" she pointed—"Nadia's house must be that way."

After afew more minutesthat felt like forever, they reached the wooden gate in that part of the stonewall
that surrounded Nadias persond gardens. Through the gate, over the lawn, and there she was, pulling
open the screen door so she could pound her fist against the closed kitchen door.

"Nadia?' shecaled. "Nadia It's Lynneal We haveto tak to you!" Shelooked around the gardens,
trying to spot something out of place, something that meant trouble had come here. Nothing looked
wrong to her, so she went back to pounding on the door.

"Giveher aminute" Teasr said.

"Why isn't she answering?' Lynnea cried, feding the frustration welling up insde her. "Where could she
ml?l

"Maybe she's... occupied. Y ou know."

Lynnea paused, fist raised, and stared at him. ™Y ou think she's not answering the door because she's
having sex?" She pounded on the door with more vigor. "Nadial"

"Not sex! | didn't say sex. Daylight, Lynnea. Y ou're talking about Sebagtian's auntie. | just meant...
ladiestake longer to answer acdl of nature.”

It took her amoment to work that out. Teaser was turning into a prude. Why couldn't he just say what he
meant?"Well, why is she Sitting on the toilet when we need her to answer the door?”

"It's not like she knew we were coming.” He took a step back and looked up at the house. "Besides, |
don't think she's here. With you making al that racket, she would have answered by now, no matter what
shewasdoing.”

Lynnea sagged against the door for amoment, then stepped back to |et the screen door dap shut.
"You'reright. Sheisn't here."

What was she supposed to do? She hadn't considered the possibility of not finding Nadia. Her eyesfixed
on the broken part of thewall, the part she and Sebastian had stepped over when they'd come here
from...

"WEelIl go to Sanctuary. People there know Lee, so they might know how to find Glorianna."
Teaser backed away. "No. I'm not going to Sanctuary. | can't go to Sanctuary. I'm an incubus.”

"Sois Sebadtian," Lynnea snapped. "If he could go there, so can you.”



llBlJt_ll
"Stay here then. Or go back to the Den, if that's what you want. But stop staling!™

She pressed ahand over her mouth and stared at him, feding asif she'd glimpsed the person she might
have becomeif she'd stayed on the farm with Paand Mam. Mam'stone of voice. Mam's harshness.
Mam'sway of cutting at a person with words, even when she didn't reinforce it with ablow. Teaser'sfear
was real—just as her fears, asachild, had been real. And harsh words that implied inadequacy, when it
wasn't said outright, had never done anything to extinguish thefear.

"Teaser... I'm sorry. That wasn't kind."

For amoment his blue eyes were sharp with apredatory anger, reminding her that, no matter how he
acted or how distant he was from the roots of hiskind, he ill came from arace of creaturesthat could
kill you with your own emotions.

Then helooked away and was back to being the Teaser she knew.
"Doesn't matter,” he mumbled.

"Yes, it does." Shewaked up to him and took his hand. "My... thewoman who raised me... she
sounded like that. She would have said thingslike that. | don't want to be like her. | don't want to sour
the world that way."

He gave her hand afriendly squeeze and let go. "Y ou're scared. So am |. So were both acting like we've
got haf abrain between us. Time's passing. Let'sdo thisif we're going to.”

When they reached the clearing that held the bridge, she fdlt the difference. Thiswas aresonating bridge.
They had as much chance of reaching Sanctuary asthey had of dancing on the moon.

Teaser huffed. "Were doing thisfor Sebastian, right?”

"Right."

"Well be ableto get to Sanctuary because we're doing agood thing, right?”
"Right."

"Andif weend up in asnake-infested pit of alandscape, it was your doing because you were mean to
me, right?"

She sghed and took hishand. "Right.”

That said, they walked to the spot in the clearing that would |et them cross over to...

*

Sebadtian sat on the floor, his back againgt the wall under the broken window. With the shutters closed,
not much air came through thefist-sized holein the glass, but hetold himsdf the air smelled fresher inthis
part of the room.

He couldn't keep the voices out, couldn't do anything to block the relentless whispers.

No one will come for you. No one loves you. No one ever did. You don't deserve to be loved.



Dreaming of daylight, incubus? There's no daylight for someone like you. There's no daylight in
someone like you. Your heart is stone and barren earth. That's all you are. All you can ever be.
That's all you deserve. A hard life. A barren life. A cold life. That's all you are, Sebastian. That's
all you'll ever be. No one will come for you. No one loves you. No one ever did.

So many voices, al whispering the same thing. Some sounded crudly gleeful, and those, by themsdlves,
he might have been ableto fight. But it was the gentle voices, the sad voices, saying the same words that
wore him out and rubbed at his heart, sanding away the fedlings that would have shown the wordsto be
lies

He was bleak. He was barren. He was cold.

He couldn't save himsdlf from those relentless, whispering voices. So he put his strength into hiding the
shining warmth that lived deep insde his heart.

*

Peace.

Lynneabreathed it in and felt her body relax. Despite the warmth of the day, there was an autumnal fed
to the heat. Warm days, cooler nights. Did the leaves change and fall in Sanctuary? Did people walk
through gardens that dept beneath snow? Or was it dways summer here? No, not dways summer. There
would be adifferent kind of peace in seeing thislandscape wearing its winter shades of gray.

"We're here," she said softly. Shelooked at Teaser, who had his eyes squeezed shut. "We reached
Sanctuary.”

His eyes opened enough to squint at the gardens that stretched out around them. Then his eyes popped
open asaman grolling through the gardens noticed them and turned in their direction.

"It'sdl right," Lynneasaid to Teaser as she moved forward to meet the man. "I met him thelast time.
Grestings, Y oshani," she added, raising her voice.

"Hey-a," Y oshani replied, smiling. "Y ou have come back. And you have brought afriend.” His brown
eyes, S0 gentle and dark with wisdom, focused on Teaser.

Trying to ignore the tension building in Tesser, Lynnea shifted just enough to draw Y oshani's attention.
"We need to find Glorianna," she said. " Something bad has happened. She needsto betold.”

Y oshani studied them and nodded. "'Peace is cherished more after one has tasted sorrow. Come with
me. Gloriannawill not be hard to find."

And shewasn't. Gloriannawas among ahandful of men and women tidying up the flower bedsin one
part of the garden. Her initid smile of greeting faded as she looked into their eyes. By thetime she read
the message from the Wizards Council that Lynnea gave her, her own eyeswere green ice.

"Y ashani will take you to the guesthouse," Belladonna said as she folded the paper back into a packet. |
need to think."

For thefirgt time since they'd arrived at Sanctuary, Teaser spoke. " Sebastian wouldn't want you going to
Wizard City."



"I know," shereplied softly. Then she walked away.

Before Lynneacould voice aprotest, Y oshani laid ahand on her arm.
"She needstimeto think," he said gently. "Y ou need timeto rest.”
"What's going to happen?' Lynnea asked.

"What needsto happen,” hereplied. "If they had not closed their hearts, the other Landscapers could
have learned much from Glorianna Belladonna. It is so easy, so seductive, to think that choosing the Light
isawaystheright thing to do. But sometimesit isnot. She has never chosen the easy path. She will do
what needsto be done... no matter what it costs."

*

You are nothing, Sebastian. No one worth remembering, worth loving. Bleak. Barren. Empty of all
Light. Cruelty birthed you. Misery suckled you. That isall there is for you. All there can ever be.
Hour after hour, they raped his heart, stripping awvay every memory of warmth and affection.

Helplessto stop the whispers, he curled up around the secret place inside him, keeping the shining
warmth hidden, protected. He would never let them touch it. Never.

*

Glorianna sat on the bench near the koi pond. The heron had been by earlier that morning, and the fish
weredtill hiding under the water plants. The message from the council wasin her lap, held just firmly
enough to keep the light breeze from snatching it away. It wastempting to let the air have the paper and
take that taunting message somewhere dse. Anywhere else.

When she heard the footsteps coming toward the bench, she didn't look away from the pond. She waited
until Lee sat on the bench beside her, then handed him the message.

" Sebadtian wouldn't want you to save him, not when it means bringing you within reach of the Wizards
Council," Lee said after he'd read the message.

"It's not Sebastian's choice.”
"Thisisatrap. Hesthe bait. Y ou know that."

"l know." Could she do this? Was she strong enough? What she was considering had never been done
before, so the wizards would have no reason to think it was possible, let donethat it might prove
dangerousto them. It so would mean putting thingsin motion and then leaving Sebadtian'slifein
someone else's hands, but the strength and courage were there—if Lynneadidn't falter when thetime
came. And it would have to be Lynneds choice. Every step of the journey would have to be Lynneals
choice. But it could be done, leaving her free to seek justice for other hearts—and ded with the wizards.

She looked at her brother. "Areyou with me, Lee?'
He put one hand over hers. "Always."

"Then we have work to do. Tak to Teaser. Find out everything you can about where Sebastian was
headed when he left with the wizard. We need to find the bridge that connects my landscapes with



Wizard City. And then we need to deliver amessage to the wizards."
"Glorianna... it'satrap. That'swhy they wanted Sebastian.”
"It'satrap,” she agreed. "But Sebagtian isn't the bait.”

Chapter Twenty-four

Gloriannawatched L ee raise a hand in thanks as the demon cycles raced back to the Den.

"Well," he said, "that was clear thinking on Sebastians part to ask the demon cyclesto linger in this
landscape to show us where the bridge was located.”

She sniffed because, somehow, being miffed seemed like theright thing to do. "'I'm sure he didn't tell them
it wasdl right to chase the waterhorses.”

"They didn't chasethelittle ones. They made apoint of telling you that.”

"Oh. Wédl. That makesit dl right. What?' The last because Leewas grinning at her.
"Werre squabbling.”

"Wearenot."

"Aretoo."

"Are—" She stopped. She dwaysfelt asif she were ten years old when they started one of these
arguments. "Maybe. So what if we are?"

"We only squabble when something has been wrong and we know it'sgoing to bedl right again. So
guessthisideaof yoursisn't so daft after dl."

"It'snot daft." Risky, certainly. And dangerousif it didn't work aswell as she thought it would. But not
daft. "Why did you have the demon cyclesleave us here?' She waved ahand at the stand of trees.

"Because | canfed thebridge." Lee headed in awesterly direction and continued talking over his
shoulder. "And | figured if were moving at awaking pace, you'd have a better fed of theland and more
warning if the Eater |eft any nasty surprisesin thislandscape.”

Since she hadn't found the anchor the Eater had established in the waterhorses landscape, and nasty
surpriseswere adigtinct possibility, she hurried to catch up to Lee and link her arm through his—both as
asgn of sgterly affection and because, if there was danger, she could take them both back to her
gardensin aheartbest aslong as she was touching him.

"Do you remember that time when Mother was sick for awhole week?' Glorianna asked.
"I remember." Lee smiled. "I was about nine and you were leven.”

She nodded. "Neighbors brought soups and broths for her, but we pretty much fended for
ourselves—and survived my cooking.”

"Y ou went to the butcher's and the grocers for food—"



"—with you helping to pull your ded, sinceit wastoo snowy to use anything dse.”
"The grocer was impressed that we were buying vegetablesinstead of sweets."

"And oranges, remember? They came from the south and traveled through a dozen landscapes before
they got to Aurora, and each one cost more than the spending money Mother gave mefor aweek."

"Y ou bought six of them,” Lee said softly. "And each day you peeled one and divided the sectionsthree
way's because you said the oranges would keep us from getting sick and help Mother get well.”

"Wedidn't squabble at dl during those days,” Gloriannasaid just as softly.

"Wewere afraid she was going to die. It had been ahard winter. Other peoplein the village had died of
influenza or pneumonia. We were half-grown and so scared. She'd never been that sick before.”

"So we didn't squabble. We kept the house orderly and did the lessons our teachers brought over so we
wouldn't fal behind in schoal... and we didn't squabble.”

"Until Mother waswell again.” Lee laughed. "And then we drove her hafway mad with it because wed
argueover thelead littlething."

llYall
They walked in silence for awhile. Then Gloriannasaid, "1 loveyou, Lee"

"Dont." Hisvoice got sharp. "People sart saying things like that when they think they might not have
another chance to say them."

"It'snot that. I'm judt. .. having asentimental moment.”

"Oh. Inthat case, | loveyou, too. |—" He tensed when she stopped walking. "What isit?"
"Dissonance. Up ahead. There's something there that doesn't belong in thislandscape.”
"The bridgeis up ahead too."

They moved cautioudy, Lee scanning the areaaround them for signs of some kind of cresature, while
Glorianna kept her eyes focused on the ground, looking for any telltale warnings that they were about to
step into another landscape.

Small. Much smdller than the pond. She'd been able to sense the dissonance in the pond from her
gardens on the Idand in the Migt, but this dteration of the landscape had € uded her until she'd gotten
closetoit.

Leeled them to the bridge, then stopped two man-lengths away. "The ground istorn up around the | eft
sde of the bridge. Lookslike a struggle took place here.”

Gloriannanodded. "But Ephemera stripped the grass and wild-flowers around thet circle of dead grassin
response to whatever happened here. And that circle looks dightly higher than the rest of the ground.”

"An access point to an underground den?’ Lee asked.

Thinking about the creatures Sebastian had seen at the schoal, it cameto her. "Trap spider. That'sitslair.
But... the dissonance doesn't fed strong enough. | don't think the Eater's cresture isthere anymore." She
dowed her breathing, waited for her heartbest to settle. She could fedl the currents of Ephemeras power



all around her, wanting to respond to a heart—and reluctant to respond with a piece of the Eater's
landscapes so close. The currents of power were tangled up, knotted. Without direction, there was no
telling what the world would manifest.

Shewaked acircle around the trap spider'slair, careful to stay a handwidth outside of the barren
ground.

Hear me, Ephemera, she cdled as shecircled. Listen to my heart. Tgpping into the currents of Light
and asinglethread of the Dark, she dtered the landscape, sending the trap spider'slair into the place of
stonesthat she had already taken out of the world when she'd blocked the Eater's attempt to anchor the
bonelovers landscape to the Den.

Thetrap spider'slair and the barren ground around it disappeared, leaving a deep hole—a hole the world
wanted tofill.

Listen to me. Listen to my heart.

It knew her. She was like the Old Ones who had known when to play with the Light and when aplace
needed currents of the Dark.

Soil, Gloriannathought, keeping her mind focused on the task, letting her heart beat with the promise of
pleasure. Rich soil to fill the hole. Soil that matches the earth here.

Ephemera hesitated, then manifested what the heart desired. Pleasure filled the heart—and the other
heart nearby. Its currents of power began to untangle. Was there more to play with?

Sone, the heart commanded. Not the stone of anger, the stone of strength.

It resonated with the heart, resonated with the land around it to find the stone the heart wanted and make
more of it.

Stone formed around the back half of the circle, gray and strong. Not high. Not big. It stopped when the
heart said "enough.”

Smaller stones to shape aborder. And acircle of stones where the Bad Thing had made a place for
ltsdf.

Flowers, the heart said. The breath of living things. So it manifested flowersthat liked to livein this
part of itsdf.

And one more. Thistime the heart resonated so strongly, there was no choice but to manifest exactly
what the heart wanted. But it knew this plant. This had come from the Old Ones heartsto help the world
hedl. Wherever it grew, the Bad Thing could not change the world into something completdly terrible,
because hearts that could fed the resonance of the plant would always hold alittle Light.

Glorianna sighed and stepped away from the circle. Lee came up behind her, put his hands on her
shoulders.

Waist-high granite formed a haf circle of stones, ill with the jagged edgesthat time and rain would
soften. Violets, wood iris, and ants with white, bell-shaped flowers sprang up from the newly made soil.
In the center, where the door of the trap spider'slair had been, heart's hope bloomed.

"It'slovely," Leesad quietly.



Shefdt his handstighten on her shoulders.

"But you didn't dter the landscape that time, did you?" he asked. ™Y ou didn't find stones and those
flowers and shift them to this place.”

"No. Thisisnew."
Heturned her to facehim.

"That'swhat makesyou different, isn't it?" he said dowly, asif fitting together thefind piecesof apuzzle.
"It'snot just that you're stronger than other Landscapers, not just that you can ater landscapes and put
together piecesfrom dl different parts of the world. It's this—the &bility to connect with Ephemeraso
strongly you can create landscapes. That'sit, isn't it?"

"Yes, that'sit.”

Helooked at her asif hed never seen her before. "Y ou really are like the Old Ones, the onesin the
gtories. The Guides of the Heart."

"A Guide, yes. But since | may bethe only oneleft, | guess, inared sense, I'm Ephemerasheart.” He
was gtill looking at her asif shewere astranger.

"How long have you known?"

"Not long. Mother told me some things about our family just recently that explained why | am theway |
am." She hestated. "Doesit bother you, knowing what | truly am?”

He studied her amoment longer and smiled. "No. We're still going to squabble.” Then he narrowed his
eyes, consdering. "Have you created anything €l se?"

"Theldand inthe Migt."

Hismouth fell open. "Thewholeidand?’

"It'sonly afew acres.”

"But... anidand?' Hethought for amoment. "The house, too?'

"No, not the house. Ephemera can create quarries of fine stone for building, but it can't build ahouse. Or
put in plumbing.”

"Or use awrench to take apart a piece of pipe that's clogged.”

"That'swhat brothersarefor.”

"How consderate of Mother to have provided you with one.”

"l know. That'swhy | bring her flowers every year on your birthday."
Hegrinned. "I guessthingsare al right between us. Were squabbling again.”
She amiled. "l guesswe are—and they are.”

"Thenit'smy turn." Releasing her, he walked over to the two wooden planks that crossed anarrow
creek. "I'll bresk this bridge so nothing from Wizard City can reach thislandscape. Then..." He crouched
infront of the wooden planks. "I don't like the part that comes after this. I'll tell you that plainly,



Glorianna”
"If you want to stir up ahornets nest, you hit it with abig stick.”

"Let'sjust make sure neither of us gets sung.”

*

The student wizard hurried across the open ground, relieved his shift at the tower had finished before the
sun st Thingsfdt... strange. .. lately in the city after the sun went down, even here at the hall.

He skidded to ahalt and bit back ayelp when awoman suddenly appeared out of nowhere and walked
toward him. She wore mannish clothes, the kind no respectable woman in Wizard City would wear, and
her black, unbound hair flowed down her back, fanning out in the breeze that aways blew at the top of
the hill. For amoment he thought—hoped—she was awoman of loose moras who would be willing to
do some naughty thingswith him in exchange for hisnot turning her over to the guards.

But she had the coldest green eyes held ever seen, and his heart trembled when she looked at him.

"TheWizards Council has demanded Heart's Justice," she said. "Tell them the Landscaper will meet
them outside the walls of the city tomorrow a sundown, and Heart's Justice will be done.”

Sheturned and walked away .

"And who should | say gave me the message?' he asked, shaken by the brazen way she was giving
ordersto the council.

"They'll know."
"How are they supposed to know which Landscaper you are?"

She stopped and |ooked back at him. Those cold eyes went straight through him—and hefdlt asif she
could see every secret in his heart.

"I'm the only oneleft." She took another step... and disappeared.

Standing on the edge of thelittleidand that was Lee's landscape, the piece of Ephemera he could shift at
will, Gloriannawatched the young wizard run toward the hall.

"Wadl," Leesad, "you whacked the hornets nest.”
She nodded, resisting the wind of emotion blowing through her own heart.

Lee watched her for amoment, then said quietly, "We could try to find Sebastian, get him out of here

So tempting to agree, because it waswhat she wanted. But...

Opportunities and choices. Something in Sebastian had changed—or had been changed. She could
barely fed the resonance of his heart, and what she could sense was different, dien. Thisheart would
never be a homein any of her landscapes. But deep in the core, fiercely protected, was il the cousin



she knew and loved.

"No," she said with regret. "He has to make his own choices on thisjourney.” And if he doesn't follow
the shining warmth | can still feel in his heart, we'll lose him forever .

Lee sighed. "In that case, the bridge between thislandscape and the waterhorses is broken, and the
wizards know you're coming. It'stime to go back to Sanctuary and get what rest we can.”

"Not yet." She thought about that shining warmth. "There's one more thing we need to do.”

The voices stopped whispering. Something had stirred up the wizards, distracting them enough to stop
the torment.

Sebastian opened his eyes and found himsdlf on thefloor in afetal position, curled around the canteen
withitslast few swalows of water. Straightening his siff limbs, he pushed himself up until he could it
with hisback againgt thewall.

His head still ached, but hismind felt clear for the first time since held crossed the bridge. Maybe even
since Koltak had stumbled into the Den.

He had the same powers as the other wizards. At least, some of their powers. Could he use them to
open the door and escape? Maybe. But he didn't think he could get out of Wizard City and back across
the bridge before they hunted him down, no matter what had stirred them up. And his power wasraw.
Not something he wanted to test against so many trained wizards.

But there was a power he knew how to use—a power that might help peoplefight against the Eater of
the World. But what landscapes could he reach from here? WWho could he reach from here?

Women. It would have to be women.

He thought of Koltak crossing bridgesin the waterhorses landscape. Crossing over to places called
Dunberry and Foggy Downs. Places he'd never heard of . Places that must be in another part of
Ephemera—but were still connected to one of Glorianna's landscapes.

There was no hope for him, but he might be able to help the people he loved. Glorianna needed friends,
needed dlies, need help in her fight againgt the Eater. Maybe he could give her some of those things. And
by helping Glorianna, he could also save—

Hewouldn't think her name. Not here.

He unfurled the power of theincubus until it filled him. Then he sent that power through the twilight of
waking dreams, searching for hearts that would respond to him.

Hefdt them, many of them, becoming aware of hisintruson, strong-willed hearts and minds that would
shut him out in another moment.

Listen to me, he said on the link that traveled through waking dreams. Please listen. The Eater of the
World has come hack.

Fear came back to him. Sharp, jagged.
Then we are lost, some of the voiceswhispered. This time the Light will he devoured.

No, hereplied, putting al of his conviction into the thought. Heart's hope lies within Belladonna.
Remember that. Heart's hope lies within Belladonna.



Hefdt the scratching at the edges of hismind. Some of histormentors had returned.

He withdrew hislinkswith those other hearts, pulling his power back into himsdlf asfast as he could.
Before the wizards were able to dip into hismind to discover what he had just done, he had the secret
surrounded with al the strength he had | ft.

All through the torturous night, while they whispered and whispered and whispered, he held onto the
secret—and the shining warmth.

Chapter Twenty-five

Standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Lee, Gloriannawatched the sun esseitsway toward the western
horizon of Sanctuary. "It'samost time," Lee said.

She nodded. "Y ou're going to bein the eye of astorm. Can you hold your idand above the wizards
landscape?’

"Il hold it. Y ou just make sure you stay within reach of it. If the wizards keep their wits enough to
unleash thelightning... You'renot invulnerable, Glorianna."

"I know. But once things are in motion, once Heart's Justice has begun, they won't dare try anything until
the power isreleased. By thetime they realize what I've done, it will betoo late for them to attack me."

"l hopeyoureright.”
Sodol.

She felt Lynneaapproaching, causing ripplesin Sanctuary's serenity. Fear and hope. Uncertainty and
courage. The catalyst whose presence had brought change to the Den. Who had brought opportunities
and choices.

Now, in the face of what was to come, she hoped Lynnea could hold on to the fledging courage the
young woman was still discovering lived ingde her.

Shetouched Leg'sarm to dert him. Then they both turned and waited for Lynneato reach them.
"I'm going with you," Lynneasaid, her voice amixture of fear and defiance. " Sebastian needs me.”
Yes, he does, Gloriannathought. More than you realize.

"Lynnea—" Lee began.

"She can comewith us" Gloriannasaid, cutting off her brother's well-meant discouragement.
Teaser joined them, trailed by Y oshani. Theincubus looked at Lynnea, then at her. "I'm going, too."

"No." The gtricken look in Teaser's eyes surprised her, then pleased her. The young incubus shed met in
the Den fifteen years ago wouldn't have cared enough about anyone el se to offer to help, let alone fed
hurt when the offer was refused.

Before he could gather himself enough to argue, she added, "I need you to go back to the Den, Teaser.”



"BlJt—"
"I need thet."

Y oshani stepped up beside Teaser. "Since Teaser is going back to the Den, would it cause a dissonance
if I went with him?1 have mentioned many times over the yearsthat | would like to vigt the Den."

Y oshani had mentioned wanting to visit, but shed dways said, "Not yet," because his presence would
have caused a dissonance, could have shifted something before the hearts that were attuned to the Den
were ready to change. But things had aready changed in the Den, and Y oshani's steady heart would
balance Teasar's more volatile one.

"An excdllent suggestion, Honorable Y oshani,” Gloriannasaid.

Teaser spuittered. Y ashani smiled.

Leelooked over his shoulder to gauge the sun's progress. "Wed better go.”
Gloriannanodded. "1 want to get there ahead of the council so that | can choose the ground.”
Y ashani raised hishand. "May the Guardians of the Light watch over you."

Teaser looked a Lynnea, then Lee, and findly at Glorianna. "Travd lightly."

Sheturned away and followed the path that would take them to Lee's small idand.

Travel lightly. She hoped she would. She hoped she could.

Everything depended onit.

Teaser watched them go, wondering how held gotten stuck playing keeper to aholy man instead of doing
something to help Sebadtian.

" left my bag on the bench over there," Y oshani said. 1 think it best if we reach the Den before the sun
s

"Sun doesn't shineinthe Den," Teaser muttered.
"Beforeit setshere”

Since he couldn't think of areason to delay, he followed Y oshani to the bench, then to the bridge he and
Lynnea had used to reach Sanctuary. Then hetried to argue.

"Y ou redly shouldn't be going to the Den,” he said.
"Why not?" Y oshani asked mildly.

"Because you live here, and the Den isthe Den of Iniquity. Thereésdrinking and gambling." When
Y oshani just smiled, hefdlt areckless panic rise up insde him. " And whoring. Lots of whoring. And...
and erotic statues. Right out in public!”

"It soundslike afascinating place. Shdl we go?!



Teaser stared at 'Y oshani. The man should be outraged, scandalized!

"Something has not occurred to you, my friend." Y oshani set his bag on the ground and held his hands
out, holding them far gpart.

"Y ou see Sanctuary and your Den as two places far from each other, too unlike to be connected in any
way."

"They are," Teaser inssted.

Y oshani shook hishead. "They arelikethis." Holding up one hand, he ran afinger down the palm, then
down the back. "They are just two sides of the same heart, two facets of Glorianna Belladonna”

There was nothing Teaser could say to that, so he stared at the bridge.

Y oshani picked up hisbag and rested ahand on Teaser's shoulder. "If it eases your heart, | will tell you
this" Hegrinned. "l was not dways aholy man.”

*

"Y ou don't have to exert yoursdlf," Harland said. "'l promise you, justice will be done.”

Baanced on crutches, Koltak ignored the pain in what remained of his heavily bandaged |eft foot and
looked the head of the Wizards Council in the eyes. "I want to be there when justiceis done. | want to
see that bastard get what he deserves. And | want to see her destruction.”

Harland studied Koltak for amoment, then smiled. "I thought that would be your answer, so | arranged a
pony cart and adriver for you."

AsKaoltak dowly made hisway to the door, Harland said, "Y es, Koltak, thisday will change the world.
Beforeit ends, we will succeed in doing what generations of wizards have worked to accomplish. We
will vanquish the last enemy, and the world will be ours. All ours”

It flowed through the landscapes, arippling shadow. The lesser enemies who had managed to escape Its
attack on the school could not hurt It. Not anymore. They were caged in the landscapes they had fled to,
unable to reach the other landscapes anchored in their gardens. Their power was fading in those
abandoned places. Soon their resonance would be gone, leaving Ephemerawithout any guidesto shape
what was manifested. But It would be there, drifting among the landscapes, whispering to the dark side
of the human heart until Ephemera changed itself to resonate with those hearts and became a dark,
terrible place. But It would leave some threads of Light in those reshaped landscapes. After dl, It could
not crush hopeif none existed. It could not devour kindnessif there was no kindness | eft. It could not
devastate loveif no love could bloom. Yes, It would keep trickles of Light in Its Dark landscapes so Its
prey would remain adeliciousfeast. But the Places of Light, those beacons of power... They had to be
destroyed.

The Dark Guides |eader, trembling with ddicious fear, had reached through the twilight of waking
dreamsto tdll It they had found away to lure the True Enemy into their grasp. They would destroy her to
prove they were friends. And when she was diminated, the Places of Light she had hidden would be
revealed once more—and It would devour them.

Something shivered through It. Anticipation. Excitement. It wanted to be there when the Dark Guides
destroyed her.



Moving swiftly, It headed for the closest access point that would take It back to the Landscapers
Schoal, where It could be sure of finding away to reach the city intimeto fed the True Enemy die.

*
Standing at the edge of Leg'sidand, Glorianna studied the land in front of her. On her left was aroad
leading out of Wizard City. Ahead of her wasthe eastern side of the city. East of that...

Revulsion clogged her throat, her lungs. Made her heart heavy. She was till standing on theidand, ill, in
away, danding in Sanctuary. She shouldn't have fdt the Dark emanation coming from that field, not until
shed actudly stepped into the wizards landscape.

The wizards would want to use that field for Heart's Justice, would want her standing on that ground
when she became the channel that would direct Ephemerafor a specific purpose—to send someoneto
the landscape that resonated with that person's heart.

Raising ahand, shewaggled afinger. Leeimmediately stepped up beside her.

"Thiswill do," Gloriannasaid softly. "But | need to go out there for afew minutes and connect with
Ephemerain thislandscape.”

"You'll beseen,” Lee protested. "There's awagon and riders coming through the gate right now."

"But they aren't turning away from theroad. They aren't the wizards, just ordinary folk. I have to know
what | can work with."

"You'vegot al of Ephemerato work with," he growled.

Do IP She shifted her feet, started to take the step that would bring her into the wizards |landscape. Then
she hesitated and turned to look at her brother. "L ee, there's something you have to do oncethis sarts. It
will be hard, but you haveto doiit.”

"What?" he asked warily.

She looked toward the center of the idand. She couldn't see the other woman, who was sitting in the
enclosure, but she could fedl the resonance of that heart. "Don't interfere with Lynnegls journey.”

Startled, he, too, looked toward the center of theidand. "What about Sebastian? Once you begin
Heart's Justice—"

"Dont interfere with Lynnedsjourney.”

Lee stared at her, understanding better than anyone el se could—because he understood her. "Have you
told her Sebagtian'slifeisin her hands?'

"No. It hasto be her choice. And it hasto be his."
Lee closed hiseyes. "We could lose him.”

"I know."

He opened his eyes and nodded.

"We're about to start awar," she whispered.



"Just make sure you win thefirst battle.”
Turning away, she stepped off the edge of Lee'sidand—and amost cried out in dismay.

Thick currents of Dark power crisscrossed this entire landscape, but the Light... Thin threads. Nothing
more. Just enough to indicate the Light was sustai ning—and was sustained by—some good hearts, just
enough to keep the whole place from turning malignant. But not enough to provide any chance of change,
of truly making the city agood place for peopleto live.

The Dark Guides and the Eater of the World abhorred the Light. So why hadn't they snuffed out those
currents of power completely?

The obvious answer: because they needed those currents of Light. Why?

That was something she would have to consider later. Now she had to travel lightly, be the channd for
Heart's Justice.

Ephemera, hear me. Listen to my heart.

As she began to resonate, opening hersalf to the hearts around her, shefelt aflickering response nearby.
Turning her head, she Sared at the wagon and riders fill coming down the road. Hearts yearning for the
Light—and hearts yearning for adifferent kind of darkness.

Then she saw the carriages coming out of the gate and knew she had only afew minutes|eft to prepare.
"Lee" shecdled softly. "Get Lynnea. It'stime.”
Ephemera, hear me. Listen to my heart. Today we give Heart's Justice.

Fedling the world's resistance, she resonated more strongly, attuning herself to the Light. Some hearts
behind the city walls resonated in responseto hers.

Those hearts don't belong in this place.

She felt Ephemeradowly respond, becoming fluid to match her resonance, ready to manifest what she
commanded. Shefdt the currents of Light grow stronger around her. Asthe Light filled her, she added
her Dark resonance.

And felt some of the Dark currents of power dready in this landscape break as the resonance of her
heart began to take over this place.

That was something else to think about. But not here, not now.

While she watched the carriages that held the Wizards Council turn off the road and bump along the
open land to the place where she waited, she thought of nothing but the terrifying power that was caled
Heart's Justice.

A power she was about to unleash.

Ddton stared at the woman who came out of nowhere. His heart thundered in his chest. Was that
Bdladonna?



When sheturned her head and looked in his direction, hefdt asif his heart had just been stripped naked.
Even when she looked away, hefdt breathless... and shaken.

"Ddton?" hiswife, Aldys, asked nervoudy. "Why did we stop?’

"Best be moving on, Cap'n,” Addison said. "Heart's Justice. Not something you want the youngstersto
see”

"Why?" Aldys asked. "We've aways been told it was a humane punishment. That no one got what wasn't
deserved.”

If there truly is any justice, the man Koltak tricked into coming here will be sent back to wherever
he calls home, Ddton thought.

As he gathered up the reins, he saw two more people suddenly appear behind the woman.

Was the man aBridge? Had they just crossed over from adifferent landscape? Wastheretime for himto
ride out to where they waited and ask where the bridge crossed over?

"Capn." A warning.

Daton looked back and saw the carriages moving across the open land. Too late, hethought with
regret, not sureif he was thinking about himsdlf or the man who wasriding in the closed prison wagon.
Too late.

Something shimmered around his heart, asif consdering the flavor of hisfedings.
"Best be moving on, Cap'n," Addison said.

But he couldn't look away. He watched the carriages come to a halt, watched the Wizards Council
descend to form aline facing the Landscaper, watched. .. Wasthat Koltak being hel ped out of that pony
cart? It figured. The bastard would have shown up for thisif hed had to crawl al the way down from the
Wizards Hall to get there.

The prison wagon moved farther on before it halted. One of the guards unlocked and opened the door.
The man he'd helped Koltak capture stepped out of the wagon and moved away from the guards and
wizards.

There was no escaping Heart's Justice. Everyone knew that. Y ou couldn't run fast enough to escape the
reach of aLandscaper focused on Hearts Justice.

Stll, he admired the man for stlanding tall and looking the Landscaper in the eyes.

And he wished, once again, that he/d made a different choice.

Lynneatwisted her fingers until they hurt. Something was wrong with Sebagtian. Terribly wrong. Hisface
seemed carved out of wood, and there was such emptinessin those beautiful green eyes. What had those
wicked men doneto him?

He didn't seem to notice—or care—that she had come hereto help him.



Maybe he didn't care. Maybe he had never loved her. Maybe coming here had been the wrong thing to
do.

Her courage fdtered. She wobbled suddenly, asif the ground had shifted under her feet. Lee grabbed
her arm to steady her.

Sebastian, she thought, feding her heart ache. Sebastian.

What had they done to Sebagtian to turn his heart into adesert in so little time? Glorianna wondered as
she stared into his empty eyes.

Then shefdt ablast of hegt that shot straight from his heart into hers. A heart wish so intense the ground
around her trembled with the strength of it.

She turned her back on Sebastian and the wizards, focusing on Lynnea.

"His heart isblegk, barren, cold,” she said, stripping her voice of al emotion. "When Heart's Justice takes
him, helll end up in alandscape that is bleak, barren, and cold.”

"It'snot right,” Lynneawhispered. "He's not like that. He deserves more than that.”

"Ephemerawill send him to the place that resonates with his heart. | can't changethat." Gloriannawaited,
hoping for some sign of defiance, but Lynnea's courage was withering. "But hislast heart wish wasfor
you. That you find alandscape that truly feelslike home. That you have what your heart most desires. |
will honor that wish, Lynnea. |, and Ephemera, will give you what you most desire.”

"How am | supposed to choose?' Lynnea cried.

"Follow your heart."

Before Lynnealooked away, fixing her eyes on the ground, Gloriannasaw aflash of strength.
Turning away from Lynneaand Lee, Gloriannawalked afew paces away, ignoring Leg'slow protest.

Hear me, Ephemera. Feedl this heart. Shefocused on Lynnea, on the resonance growing stronger and
more determined moment by moment. Give this heart what it most desires. And this one. Now she
focused on the resonance that was Sebastian. Let him follow his heart. Listen to nothing in him hut
the core of his heart.

The currents of Light and Dark power that resonated with her grew stronger, dmost too strong to
contain.

She stared at the Wizards Council. They stared back at her, not quite able to hide their malevolent glee
a findly getting her within reach.

What they hadn't considered was that they, too, were within reach. Because no Landscaper had ever
tried to give Heart's Justice to more than one person at atime.

Listen to every heart in this landscape, she commanded. Find the landscape that resonates with
each of those hearts and send them on to that place. Send every heart to the Light or the Dark
that it deserves. Srip every heart of the masks used to hide its true resonance. Now, Ephemera.



Now!

Throwing back her head, she raised her arms—and | et the world channdl Heart's Justice through her.

"Guardians and Guides," Daton whispered, as something powerful swept through him, resonating,
seeking. " She's unleashed Heart's Justice on dl of ugl”

He set the brake and tied off the reins to keep the horses from bolting, then turned to grip hiswifésarm,
forming abarrier in front of their children. "Henley! Addison! Tie up your horses and get in the wagon.”

Henley and Addison dismounted. But they moved away from the wagon.

"Y ou'reagood man, Cap'n,” Addison said. "But I'm not agood man. Not that way. | like drinking and
gambling and the company of women who aren't ladies. Same with Henley.”

"But—"

"Y ou hold tight to your family,” Addison said. "Henley and me, well make our own way. Good-bye,
Capn. Trave lightly."

The two guardswere fading, asif they weren't quite there anymore.

Ashe held on to hisfamily, waiting to be swept away by the storm of power, one thought echoed
through Ddton'smind: Heart's hope lies within Belladonna.

He hoped, for al their sakes, the man Koltak had brought to Wizard City wasright.

Follow your heart. I, and Ephemera, will give you what you most desire.

Lynnealooked up, startled. The ground felt so strange, so... fluid. And everything around her looked...
wispy.
It was happening. Heart's Justice.

I, and Ephemera, will give you what you most desire.

"Sebadtian,” she whispered, pulling away from Lee and taking a step toward the man who had shown her
laughter and love. Who had given her a chance to discover she was more than Mam and Paand Ewan
told her she could be. She was atigress, and she could do anything she wanted with her life. Anything.

Follow your heart.

Shetook another step, fedling asif she were being buffeted by fierce winds even though no wind tugged
a her clothes or blew on her skin.

Thewinds of change. And she could have anything she wanted.
"Sebadtian," she whispered again, taking another step.



He didn't deserve a place that was bleak, barren, and cold. He deserved to live in the Den, where the
people needed him to be their Justice Maker. And he deserved to live in his cottage, where he could just
be aman. And he deserved sunlight and warmth and friends and family and... love.

Shetook another step. And another.

Thaose wicked men had done something to him, had made him believe he didn't deserve those things, just
like Mam had made her believe she didn't deserve anything. No. Mam hadn't made her believe anything.
Shejust hadn't been strong enough to believe anything else.

She was strong enough now. She was atigress.

He needs me.

If hewasn't ableto believefor himsdf, she would believefor him.

Follow your heart.

Sebastian. Sebastian. Sebastian.

She ran while the ground seemed to fal away beneath her. She ran, keeping her eyes on Sebagtian.

Hewas her heart's desire. They deserved laughter and friends and love. They deserved to liveinthe
cottage, in sunlight. And they deserved the Den, that strange carnd carniva. And they deserved to be
together.

Sebastian. Sebastian. Sebastian.

Shefelt theworld shifting, trying to reach for her heart to take her away.

Not yet. Not yet.

She bore down, striving with everything in her to reach him before the world swept them away.
Closer. Closer.

His eyeswere closed. That waswhy he didn't see her, why he wasn't reacting. But she had no breath to
cdl out to him. So shelet her heart call for her.

Sehadtian!

His eyes snapped open. His beautiful green eyes weren't empty anymore. They werefilled with shock,
dishdlief, and afrightened yearning.

Ephemerapulled a her. In another moment it would betoo late.
With dl the strength she had, she legped.

Thelast thing she saw was Sebastian reaching up to catch her. Thelast thing she fdt washisarms
wrapping around her.

Then the world swept them away ... and there was only darkness.



Glorianna staggered, barely able to stay on her feet. Shefelt hollowed out, scoured clean.

Insanity. That was what it must have been to think she could give Heart's Justice to an entire landscape.
But...

The city wasfilled with Dark currents that didn't match her Dark resonance. And the heartsin the city
that had yearned for the Light...

Gone. All gone. Free of this place.

She looked around. Sebastian and Lynneawere gone, and she hoped with al her heart that she/d done
the right thing for both of them.

Everyone had disappeared... except awizard with a bandaged foot. He was on the ground, moaning.

She looked up at the city, then at the man. Not one of them, but too much like them. Had there been a
moment when his heart could have made a choice? Was that why he was till outside the city?

Pity tirred in her, and she wondered if there was something—anything—she could do rather than leave
himinthisplace.

Then the wizard saw her and struggled to Sit up.

"Glorianng," Leesaid in alow voice. "Just back up. I'm right behind you, on theidand. Get out of there
before that bastard has a chance to do anything.”

Shetook two steps back, then stopped. "I haveto finishthis. If | dont, al the risks we took will be for
nothing." Glorianna.

Shereached ingde hersdlf for dl the power she had left—and atered the landscape, taking the piece of
Ephemerathat held Wizard City out of the world.

So exhausted she could bardly stand, Glorianna backed up another step closer to Lee and theidand.
Almost there. AImost.

"Y ou bitch!" the wizard screamed. "What did you do to the council ?*

"I gave them Heart's Jugtice,” shereplied, athough her voice was so weak, she doubted he could hear
her.

Fury twisted hisface. He raised hishand.
She stared at him, knowing what was about to happen but too drained to move.

Then Lee grabbed her and hauled her onto the idand just asthe wizard's lightning struck the ground
where she'd stood amoment before.

"That wastoo close," he said, sounding scared and furious.
"I know." Her voice sounded funny, far away. "Lee?"
Then everything faded away.

*



There are weedsin every garden.

—The Book of Lessons

What is considered aweed in one gardenisavitad plant in another.

—Bdladonna

Chapter Twenty-six

Sill scared and furious.

That was Gloriannas first thought when she opened her eyes and found hersdlf staring into Lee's face.
"What happened?’

"Y ou fainted. Don't ever do that again.”

"I didn't like it much either,” she grumbled. He looked mad enough to punch her, but the moment she
tried to St up, he was there, helping her. Then she found hersdlf pressed againgt his chest, hisarms
around her while he rocked them both.

He'sshaking. "Lee" she said, wrapping her aams around him.

"Scared me, Glorianna. When | saw that bastard wizard raise hishand, | wasn't sure| could reach you
before..." He swalowed hard. "It scared me."

"Metoo." But listening to his heart dowing to itsnormal, steady beat combined with the sound of water
trickling in the fountain began to pull her under. "Lee?’

"Hmm?'
"Sotired. Can weyell at each other later?!
Hedidn't answer for so long, she started to drift off. Then,

"Okay. Well ydl later. Just Sit herewhile | shift theidand back to Sanctuary. | wasfeding abit too
unnerved to do it before.”

He got up and |eft the sheltered center of theidand.

She knew the moment he made the shift—not because anything about the idand changed, but because of
the resonance of theland around it.

Strong currents of Light flowed through the landscape, dong with thin threads of the Dark.

Glorianna struggled to keep her eyes open, struggled to keep her mind working. The currents of power in
Sanctuary and Wizard City were exact opposites. One current dominated the landscape, but threads of
the other il existed, were still necessary. She knew why she nurtured those threads in Sanctuary. What



did thewizards gain by nurturing those threeds of Light?

Once she understood that, she might be able to figure out how to face the Eater of the World... and
survive. But for now...

Shefdt hersdf being tugged, shifted. Then Leekissed her forehead, and said, " Just rest now, Glorianna.
Get somedeep.”

*

Panting and swesating—and hoping that Sebastian had ended up in the foulest landscape that existed in
thisworld—Koltak hobbled up the stairs closest to Harland's chambers. Harland had to be here.
Harland had to be dl right, despite that bitch's attempt to use Heart's Justice as an attack on the council.

It had been agony to get himsdlf into the pony cart and drive back into the city. What had happened to
the guards and drivers who had come out with the council ? And where was the council?

Reaching the top of the stairs, Koltak stopped to rest.

Order had to be restored—and quickly. He'd driven through streets swarming with angry, confused
people who redlized something

had happened to them, but not what had happened to them. At least in the upper levels of the city, there
was amore orderly confusion, mainly butlers and housekeepers standing outside shouting the names of
missing servants. Not that any of those servants would respond.

Heart's Judtice.

Koltak shuddered. Who would have thought, even in the wildest moment, that a L andscaper could be
powerful enough to send Heart's Justice sweeping through an entire city?

Powerful. But not invincible. Hed been able to fight back, had been able to hold on to where he was
instead of being swept away to another landscape. If he could resist her, then surely Harland and the rest
of the council had been able to do the same.

Koltak resettled the crutches, but he didn't move as athought filled him. Of course most of the council
had withstood Belladonnas attack, but maybe there would now be a vacancy that needed to be filled by
awizard who had stood against Belladonna and fought back?

Excitement had him moving down the corridor with as much speed as he could manage. When he
reached Harland's door, he flung it open and went insde, relieved to seethetall wizard standing at the
window, wearing rumpled, grass-stained robes.

"Harland! I—"

What turned away from the window was—and wasn't—Harland. Human shaped... but not human.
Terrifying and yet compelling.

Koltak's heart thudded in his chest. He knew what he was looking at. He just couldn't believeit.
Fury blazed from Harland's eyes. "It wasn't time yet to show our true faces. It wasn't time!”

"Dark Guide," Koltak whispered, knowing the moment he said it that even that much recognition had
been amistake.



Harland moved toward him, smiling. "We hid well, did we not? Justice Makers. Champions of the Light.
The oneswilling to shoulder the burden of deciding who was unworthy of living in the daylight
landscapes. By stripping aheart of al hope, by twisting happy memoriesinto something painful, by
preparing that heart before calling on a Landscaper to perform Hearts Judtice... We couldn't reach the
Eater of the World, but with the Landscapers unwitting help, we were able to use It to rid oursalves of
people who would have gotten in our way." His smile widened, turned savage. "Why do you ook so
shocked, Koltak?'Y ou always wanted to know the inner secrets of the council. Now I'm telling you."

Koltak couldn't move. Thiswaswrong. All wrong.

"Wehidwdl," Harland said. "So well that when we finally brought ourselvesto their notice, the
Landscapers and Bridges accepted us as dlies. Over time we poisoned their minds, blinded them so they
couldn't recognize the truth about the ones whose power was different from theirs. Generation after
generation, they helped us eliminate the true Guides of the Heart, preparing Ephemerafor the day when
we could take control of theworld." Hismouth twisted into asnarl. " We failed only once. And thanks
to your brother, that oneis more powerful than al the others before her.”

"Peter?' Koltak sammered. "What does Peter have to do with this?"

"By mating Dark power with Light, he helped create a child who has both! No one else could have
reveded usfor what we arel No one dse could be ared threat to the Eater of the World."

| have to get out of here, Koltak thought. | have to get away from this city. | have to warn...
someone.

Harland looked past Kaltak. "1 think it'stime Wizard Koltak was initiated into the council.”
"No," Koltak said. "No, I—"

Feet kicked the crutches out from under him. Hands grabbed his arms before hefell.

He could cdl the lightning. He could fight, get away. He could—

Kill your ambition, Koltak? voices whigpered in hismind. If you fight us now, you will never have
what you most desire. Isn't that why you struggled to stay in this landscape? Because hereisthe
only place where your ambitions could bloom?

Hedidn't fight, didn't struggle. Hetried to keep hisinjured foot off the floor as members of the
council—barely recognizable as the men they'd once pretended to be—opened a panel inthewall and
dragged him down flights of stairs and through secret corridors.

Finally they stopped in front of a heavy wooden door.

Harland pulled back the bolts and opened the door, closing it behind them once the Dark Guides
dragged Koltak to the edge of abarred gdlery that looked down into adimly lit pit.

Holding on to the barsto stay upright, Koltak stared into the pit. Was there something moving down
there?Y es. Something moving out of the shadows.

The femae—since the creature was naked, there was no doubt it was femae—stared up at them. Then
she screamed—a sound that lifted the hairs on the back of Koltak's neck.

"That isthe reason you will never be part of the council, Koltak," Harland said.



"l... 1 don't understand."”

Harland smiled as he watched the female, who was now stroking her breasts and moaning. "These are
our breeders. They were never able to dter their gppearance to pass as humans, so they had to be
hidden, protected. They have aferd intelligence, and they're quite vicious. When they comeinto season
and are desperate to be mounted and mated, they have to be restrained to keep them from savaging the
males." Heturned his head and looked at Koltak. "The council is made up of purebloods. Has dways
been made up of the pure-bloods. Y our ambition made you a useful tool, but you're too human to be one
of us"

"Why... why areyou tdling methis?'
"So that you understand.”

"But..." Koltak's head wasreding as dl the things held believed shifted into adifferent pattern. "But if this
iswhat you are, why were you so opposed to Sebastian?'

"Wewerent," Harland replied. "There was no way of knowing the boy's potentid, but by our exploiting
your shame in having sired a child with a succubus, you became auseful tool. And the boy..." He sighed.
"Theincubi and succubi are two branchesthat came from the sameroot asthe Dark Guides. Like us,
they have the power to dip into other minds through the twilight of waking dreams. Asone of us,
Sebastian would have been a more powerful wizard than you could dream of being. But as an enemy and
Bdladonnasaly..." He smiled. "But once again, you proved yoursdf useful by helping us diminate him.”

Sebastian. Tears stung Koltak's eyes. All of these years, he could have had a son, could have taught the
boy to use the power that lived insde him. They might have worked together... as Justice Makers.

Harland studied the femal es gathering to stare at the males who were out of reach. "They cannot go out
among the humans, so they need toysto play with. It makesthem easier to handle when it'stime for usto
mate with them."

"Toys?' Koltak ssammered, pulled back to the danger present al around him. What kind of toys... It
suddenly clicked. "The people who disappear, who are thought to have gotten lost in another landscape.”

Harland nodded. "It's convenient that some people do cross over to another landscape and aren't able to
return. So no one suspects that anything else might have happened to them.” He paused. "Except Peter.
A true Justice M aker, he wandered where he shouldn't have while helping a shepherd boy round up
some sheep. He discovered one of the barred openingsthat let light and air into this chamber. When we
realized he had seen our secret, he had to disappear.”

Koltak just clung to the bars and stared at Harland.

"Y our brother was astrong man," Harland said. "He lasted for weeks before the femal es broke him,
body and spirit. | wonder if you'll last even haf aslong.” He lashed out, kicking Koltak's injured foot.

Koltak screamed as the pain tore through him. He couldn't fight, could barely struggle as two members of
the council dragged him down the stairs and through atunnel carved out of the pit'sstonewalls. Then
they opened adoor and shoved him into the pit, swiftly locking the door behind them.

Gasping from the pain and unable to stand, he cowered by the door, watching the femal es as they moved
toward them.

"Harland!" he shouted. "Harland! | can ill hep you!™



But Harland and the other males were gone.

As hefdt something brush againgt the edges of hismind, as heredlized hewas going to diein this pit and
the violation these creatures did to his heart would eclipse anything they did to his body, he accepted a
painful truth.

Sebadtian had been right. Belladonnawas Ephemera’s only hope.

*

Swallowing down the sick churning in his somach, Dalton raised his head and opened his eyes.
Dark.

Guardians of the Light and Guides of the Heart, where were they?

Hewas 4iill in thewagon, sill holding hiswifésarm. "Aldys?’

"D-Ddton?"

"Ldly? Dde?' Hetouched his children. "Anyone hurt?!

"Hey-a" avoice caled.

A lantern, bobbing to the rhythm of afast walk, came down the road toward them.

Releasing hisfamily, Daton's |eft hand closed around the sheeth of his sword. Hisright hand curled
around the hilt.

"Youfolksdl right?' the man asked.

"Werefine," Ddton replied warily. He relaxed allittle when the man got closer and raised the lantern high
enough so they could see hisface. A good face. Older. Strong body and armsthat came from solid
work.

"Where did you folks come from?"

"Wizard City." Seeing the man'sfriendly expresson fade, he added, "Heart's Justice sent us here.”
Wherever "here" was. "Isthis one of Belladonnas landscapes?!

"Do you want it to be?'

"Yes"

The man relaxed. "Well, Gloriannaiis never wrong about a heart.”
"Sothisis one of Belladonnas landscapes?”

"Wedll, itisand it isn't. Glorianna's mother, Nadia, looks after thislandscape. Village of Auroraisjust
down the road aways, but the houseis closer.” The man looked up at the sky. "It'll be dawn in another
hour or s0. Easier to find your way to the village once the sun comes up. Y ou follow me up to the house.
| reckon the youngsters could use some warm milk, and you folks could use abite to eat.”

"Wedon't want to intrude,” Aldys said nervoudly.



"Never you mind that,” the man said with asmile. "Things are plenty stirred up tonight, so Nadias aready
inthe kitchen." He started to turn away, then turned back. "I'm Jeb, by theway."

Relief that they had found a safe place made Daton light-headed, but as he untied the reins and rel eased
the brake, something occurred to him.

"Jeb? Why are you out on the road thistime of night?"
"Was keeping watch for someone werre expecting. They haven't shown up yet, but they will. They will."
A good man, Daton thought asthey followed Jeb back to the Landscaper's house. Caring people.

He hoped whoever they were watching for made it back to them.

*

The Eater of the World screamed in rage and fear. The True Enemy had taken the Dark Guides and their
city out of theworld, so far out of reach It couldn't fed any resonance. Even when It had been caged, It
had been able to fed the resonance of the Dark Guides. How could she control aplacethat held so
much of their Dark power? How?

And how could she defest the Dark Guides? There were so many of them in that city! If shewas
powerful enoughto cagedl of them...

It had to hide. It had to find a place far from these landscapes, a place where she wouldn't ook for It.

Aslt fled back to the schoal, It considered dl the landscapes It could reach through the gardens. But she
would know about those places.

The sea. It could hidein the sea. Hunt in the sea. Until It figured out away to destroy the True Enemy.

It moved through the gardens, flowing benesath the paths that were now cracked and growing noxious
weeds until It came to the garden where it had | eft the stones it had taken from a stream that was, and
wasnt, in the four-footed demons landscape.

It had recognized the resonance of awizard, and the dark fedlingsin that heart had |eft the land around a
bridge vulnerable to Itsinfluence. So It had taken the stones to make an access point.

Now It flowed over those stones, into those stones... and out into the stream. For amoment It lay at the
bottom of the stream, blacker than the darkest shadow. Then It flowed up the bank and under the land,
sensing the currents of Light and Dark—and a power, a strength of will and heart that resonated with
those currents. But it wasn't her.

Rising to the surface, It changed shape.
A wéll-dressed, middle-aged man walked down the road toward the village of Dunberry.

*

"Daylight," Teaser said, pushing back hischair.
"What isit?" Y oshani asked, looking around.



"Vidgtors. And not the kind we welcome around here."
IITW_II

But he was dready out of Philo's courtyard and stepping into the street to block the two men riding
toward him.

"Evening," the older man said, reining in before his horse reached Teaser.

Teaser studied the two men. No badges, but he knew a guard's jacket when he saw one. "Go back to
where you came from."

"Can't. And wouldn't want to if we could." He looked around and gave Teaser a smile that was sad and
hopeful. "Looks like anice place.”

"Thisisthe Den of Iniquity.”
"The..." Both men looked startled. The older one whistled softly. "One of Belladonna's landscapes.”

Teaser bristled. The last thing anyone here needed was guards who were interested in Belladonna.
"Y ou're not wel—"

A strong hand on his shoulder stopped him. He looked at Y oshani, who was studying the guards.
"Heart's Justice?' Y oshani asked softly.
The older man nodded. "I'm Addison. ThisisHenley."

"Teaser," Yoshani said, "if thisiswhere they ended up, thisiswhere they belong. At least a this stage of
their journey."

"They could belying."
"No heart can lieto Glorianna Belladonna."
Hefet stubborn. He felt scared. The hours since he'd brought Y oshani to the Den had been endless.

"All right," he said. "Well find aplace for you to stay until the Justice Maker gets back. When he does,
hell decideif you stay or go.”

The guardslooked uneasy. "Y ou have awizard here?'
"A Justice Maker."
"Gentleman,” Y oshani said. "Why don't you take a seet in the courtyard and have something to eat?’

While the guardstied up their horses and found seats in the courtyard, Teaser stared at the street, at the
people going in and out of the taverns and gambling houses.

"Hell come back," he said, softly but fiercely. " Sebastian will come back.”

"And that, my friend, iswhy Belladonna wanted you here. Needed you here," Y oshani said gently.
"Because you believe helll come back. You believeit with al your heart.”

Teaser fet the truth of those words settleinsgde him. "Yeah. | guess| do."



*

Gloriannawoke up groaning. "1'm too old to deep on the ground.”
"Y ou're not ancient; you'rethirty," Leereplied. "And you're not on the ground; you're on a blanket.”

"Doesn't make the ground any softer.” She pushed hersdf up. Her eyesfdt gritty, her mouth tasted foul,
and she was pretty sure she was the smell that made her nose wrinkle. But the other smell...

Her eyes opened dl the way. "Koffee?"

"And somefood.” Leetipped one hand toward the basket beside him. The other hand held amug of
koffee.

"Why didn't you wake me so we could deep in the guesthouse?' she grumbled, pushing her tangled hair
off her face.

"I banged a stone againgt an empty pot long enough and loud enough to wake up everyone in the
guesthouse. Y ou didn't even twitch. Had to roll you onto the blanket." He set down his mug, got another
from the basket, and filled it with koffee from ajug. " So stop whining."

"I'm not whining."

"Aretoo."

"Am... not." Shegared a him. "Areyou going to give me that koffee?"
"Areyou going to keep whining?"

"I'm—Jugt give methat."

Grinning, he handed her the mug, took asip of his own, then dug into the basket and put out a plate of
bread, cheese, and grapes.

They atein companionable silence, listening to birdsong and the trickle of the fountain.

"S0," Leesaid, dividing the rest of the koffee equaly between them. "The Dark Guides are locked out of
reach of theworld."

"There are otherswho weren't in the city," Gloriannasaid.
"But their true faces are reveded. They can no longer pretend to be humanswith magic.”

"No, they can't. But there are also wizards who have enough human blood that their appearance won't
change”

"Then they have achoice, don't they? With the others exposed as Dark Guides, they can chooseto
continue following the Dark currents nurtured by the Wizards Council or they can become Justice
Makersin thetrue sense.”

She nodded. " The Landscapers who survived the attack on the schoal, if there are any, will have to make
choices, too. | can help them, if they'll let me. I'm not sure they will."

"Canthey hdpyou?



She shook her head. That's something she aready knew with certainty. "They don't have insde them
what is needed to fight the Eater of the World."

"You cant fight It done, Glorianna."
| don't think that's going to he a choice. "Well see”
He hesitated, then asked softly, "What about Sebastian?*

"I know whereto find Sebastian.” Then she added just as softly, "If hefollowed his heart.”

Chapter Twenty-seven

The sound of wavesralling into shore. A steady sound. Familiar. Comforting.
Sebagtian rolled onto his back and opened his eyes.

Dark. He hadn't expected anything else. Not redlly. And yet, some smal part of him, right before Hearts
Justice had swept him away, had hoped—

Lynned!

His body jolted into asitting position. He twisted to his left when he heard a soft groan. Patting the
ground, he found her hand, her arm.

Shifting to hisknees, he gently explored, his hands roaming over her body. No jagged pieces of bone.
No wet spots that would indicate she was bleeding.

She groaned again, then said hesitantly, " Sebagtian?”

"Liedtll, sweetheart." His hands went to her shouldersto hold her down. "Areyou hurt? Isthere any
pain?' Her neck. What if she hurt her neck? " Can you move?”

"I could if you weren't holding me down. Let me up. Therésastone digging into my butt.”

He helped her sit up, then pulled her into hisarms and hung on, choking on the sobsthat were going to
explode out of him a any moment.

"Y ou foolish woman," he said, hisvoice breaking. "Why did you do that? | asked Gloriannato let you
have your heartsdesire. | asked her, heart-to-heart. And she would have given it to you, because |
asked. Hearts Justice or not, she would have doneit.”

"And shedid," Lynneasaid, reaching up to rest ahand againgt hisface. "She did give me my heart's
desire. | wanted to be with you."

He cried. He couldn't stop it, couldn't hold the tears back. "I love you, Lynnea | loveyou.”
"And | love you, Sebagtian. With al my heart.”

He sniffed, brushed away the tears. Tried to regain some control. "Well make agood life. Somehow
well makeagood life"



"Y es, wewill. Together. But..."

He felt her head move as she looked around. No, he saw her head move.
It wasn't quite as dark asit had been afew minutes ago.

"Wherearewe?' Lynnea asked.

Helooked around—and felt ajolt deep in hisgut. It couldn't be. Could it?

Thelake. Theline of tall bushesthat had been planted as awindbreak. The trees. And there. Thelong
breek in the treesthat gave him aclear view of thelake. .. and the moonlight.

"I think I know wherewe are," he said, pulling Lynneato her feet. "Come on." Taking her hand, heled
her through the trees until they reached adirt lane.

"It'syour cottage," Lynneawhispered.
"Our cottage."

He approached it dowly, studying it in the strange gray light. It was definitely his cottage, but it wasn't the
same landscape. There was something very odd about this moonlight.

Hefrowned at the cottage. The shutters needed painting.
"Sebadtian?"

The moonlight had never made that apparent before.
"Sebastian.”

Heturned, felt afizz of panic when herealized Lynnea had wandered alittle way away and was staring at
the break in the trees. When she started heading toward the cliff and the lake, he hurried after her.

"Lynnea, wait. We don't know anything about this landscape. We don't—" He stopped. Stared.

"Oh," Lynneasaid, laughing and crying. "Oh, Sebadtian.” She flung her amsaround him. "lan't it
beautiful?"

He couldn't speak. He just stared, blinking back tears. He hadn't seen one in fifteen years. He wanted to
see every moment of thisone.

With hisarmswrapped around Lynnea, he watched the sunrise.
Thank you, Glorianna Belladonna.
In sunlight, they walked back to the cottage and heard someone cdling, "Hey-a, the house!"

Hurrying around the cottage, they saw Jeb standing near the trees, holding a basket. Relief swept over
the other man's face when he saw them.

"How... 7' Sebadtian said.

"Glorianna came by yesterday and told us about your being taken to Wizard City. Shesad if you
followed your heart, thisiswhere wed find you come morning.” Jeb grinned at Lynnea. "And here you
are." Then he sobered. Looking at Sebastian, he added, "I think she's been waiting these past few years



for you to be ready to walk in the Light again. Guess you findly found areason to try."

"Guess| have," Sebastian said, hisvoicethick with too many fedings. The heart had no secretsfrom
Glorianna Belladonna

"But... wherearewe?'

Jeb scratched the back of hisneck. "Waell, I'm not aLandscapes so | can't tell you for certain, but from
what | gathered, the Den is gill down the lane that way. And if you follow the lane the other way, you'l
come to the main road that leads into Aurora."

"Then the cottage must belong to somebody.” Sebastian felt apang of regret. While the cottage had been
lost in adark landscape, whoever owned it wouldn't want it, even if the person could have found it.
Now...

"Y our auntie ownsthe cottage and the land around it. She and Glorianna... Wdll, you'll have to ask them
how they worked things out between them." Jeb studied the back of the cottage. " Shutters could use a
coat of paint. | can give you ahand with thet, if you like."

"Thank you."

"It'sakindness. Oh. Y our auntie sent this basket." Jeb put the basket down beside Lynnea. "Figured you
wouldn't have anything to eat here. She said you're welcome to come by for dinner tonight.”

"I need to check on the Den tonight. | want to make sure everyoneisal right.”

"Well, tomorrow then. Gloriannaand Lee will be coming for dinner. Reckon you'll need to talk to Lee
about what bridges might be needed now that the landscape has dtered.”

"Oh!" Lynneasaid. "Isthe bridge to Nadias house till in the woods?'

Jeb chuckled. "No need for abridge anymore. Y ou're in the same landscape. Just follow the path. That's
whereit'sawaysled." He shifted hisfeet. Studied the cottage's roof.

"Was there something else?" Sebastian asked.

"Couplathings, actudly. First..." Jeb dug into his pocket. "Y our auntie wasn't sure either of you would
have akey on you, so she sent this one aong. Second..." Now he looked uncomfortable. "I know folks
in the Den might see things differently than in other landscapes, and | know you're both straddling aline
here, but you're going to be spending time in Aurora, too, shopping and whatnot. Thething is, if you don't
want some folks saying things they've got no business saying, you should marry the girl."

Sebadtian tipped hishead. "I could say the sameto you.”
Jeb |ooked sheepish. "I did ask her."
"And?' He drawled the word.

Jeb squared his shoulders. "Y our auntie said sheld marry me aweek to the day after you become a
hushand.”

Sebadtian gave Jeb awolfish smile. "Tdl Aunt Nadia her wedding istwo weeksfrom today." Then he
realized hed missed a step when Lynneajust cocked her head and looked at him. *If you wouldn't mind
getting married aweek from today. And... if yourewilling to marry me."



"Isthat aproposal?' Lynneaasked, sounding puzzled enough to make him swest.
"A fumbled one," Jeb said sourly, "but it sounded like a proposal to me."
Lynneathrew her arms around Sebastian's neck. "No, | don't mind, and yes, I'll marry you!"

Wrapping hisarms around her, he swung her in acircle. When he set her down, he lowered his head to
give her akissthat would makethe air Szzle. Before hislips touched hers, Jeb cleared histhroat.

Sebadtian rested hisforehead againgt Lynneds. "Areyou gtill here?!

"One other thing your auntie wanted me to mention.”

His auntie was a bundle of messages.

"A mated pair of keets hatched three babies afew weeks ago. Nadiathought maybe you'd—"

"A baby Sparky?' Lynnea's eyes shone with excitement.

Seeing that look in her eyes, Sebagtian stifled agroan. He could learn to live with alittle featherhead.

"Y ou can take alook at them when you cometo dinner.” Lifting two fingersin asdute, Jeb findly turned
and walked back into the woods.

"Thisiswhat | wanted,” Lynneasaid, looking at the sunlit grass behind the cottage. "'For you. For me.
For us"

And you're everything | wanted, even during the years when | didn't know what | was looking for,
waiting for.

Sebastian brushed hislips over hers. Then he unlocked the door and pushed it open. "Welcome home,
Lynnea"

She amiled. "Wedcome home, Sebagtian.”

Picking up the basket, he followed her into the cottage.



