
Chapter One

Book Two, Chapter 13

The second night at the Corvyne house was the first time the 

brothers had talked alone since the inn in Canter. A good part of the 

afternoon had been spent helping Shefford board up the windows that 

had been shattered when lightning had struck mere feet from the 

house. Derick had found the cold, wet, physical labor a welcome 

relief in a house full of grieving strangers. Dinner had been served 

early, with hollow gaiety, by the woman named Bethie. Whatever they 

thought of the other residents of the house, Bethie was unanimously 

liked by the brothers.

"You can tell she likes to feed people," Jerad spoke with 
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approval, reclining against pillows that he stacked against his 

headboard and picking at his bandages. Bethie had sent him to bed 

with a plate of fruit and nuts, in case he woke up hungry in the 

night, but it had barely survived the walk up the stairs.

Derick sat on the edge of the bed, looking into the flame of the 

lamp. He lowered the wick to prolong the its life. Outside, the 

constant lightning had abated, but the rain on the roof was still a 

dull roar.

"Lord Corvyne wants to keep us here until... when?" Derick 

brooded.

Jerad shrugged, "So let's stay a while. The food's good, the 

bed's soft. There are even pretty girls."

"And you'll be beaten or worse if you so much as look at them 

the wrong way. We've only been here a day and I'm already worn out 

from trying to remember my station."

Jerad snorted. "They don't seem too worried about station, why 

are you?"

Footsteps creaked on the old boards outside their room. Derick 

growled and went to the window. The darkness outside was nearly 

opaque, but the feeble lamp light from the brothers' window reflected 
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from the water streaming off the canopy of an ancient elm tree.

"Paulanus and his men have left Fort Drake and gone to war. We 

should be riding home," Derick said, "or at least sending word to 

mother that we're safe. When do you suppose the next traveler bound 

for Tilldale will stop at this house?"

Jerad pretended not to understand the sarcasm. "It might be a 

while."

"And all the while, mother doesn't know whether we're alive, or 

when we'll come home. She might even be in danger."

"You said yourself that Paulanus and his men left," Jerad 

pointed out. "Think about it for a second. We're insignificant. 

Paulanus probably would have killed us, but only because he didn't 

have anything better to do. Now he has a war. He's forgotten all 

about us. Mother knows it, too."

Jerad was probably right, but Derick was not going to let him 

win. "You better hope the next time somebody has a sword to your 

throat, there isn't a pretty girl or a sandwich to distract me."

"If it was the right sandwich, I wouldn't hold it against you," 

Jerad said, eating a crumb from the nearly barren plate. Derick 

sighed, and went back to sit on the edge of his bed. Jerad spoke more 
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seriously. "I know we need to get back to Tilldale. We need to tell 

mother we're okay, and if there is a war..." A sudden realization 

stopped Jerad briefly. "Will you reenlist?"

The question caught Derick by surprise, also.

"I... Yes, I suppose."

"Yeah," Jerad chewed his lip and looked at his brother 

cautiously before asking, "How much do you think the Empire cares 

what happens to Tilldale?"

Jerad expected an indignant response, maybe even a lecture, but 

none came. The elm outside was silhouetted by a series of purple 

flashes, too far away to be heard. Floorboards creaked again as 

somebody passed their room.

Derick shrugged. "There may not even be a war."

"Well, we can't ride back to Tilldale in this storm anyway, so 

let's wait it out and see what changes. Besides..." Jerad trailed 

off. He was guarding excitement. Derick stubbornly refused to 

encourage him. Eventually, Jerad said, "We're in a house full of 

lords and ladies. The Princess, maybe the Empress, is here. I don't 

want to farm dust all my life."

Derick still said nothing, but he looked a little hurt. Jerad 
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yawned. "And if we decide it's time to leave, there's nothing Lord 

Corvyne can do to stop us."

Lit by the afterglow of the storm, the library looked like a 

phantasm, nearly familiar for a moment before fading into darkness 

filled with memories. Corvyne closed the door without going in, and 

locked it again with a key that he had carried for many years. He had 

thought to read, but knew he could not. Night had fallen, but he 

could not say when. If anything, the storm had gained strength 

throughout the day. Malhalen had shut himself in his room and had not 

come out since they had quarreled that morning. The young, impetuous, 

Lord Malhalen had demanded that they ride in haste to Merendir. The 

men who had nearly killed him surely marched against the Empire. 

Corvyne had insisted that the greatest service they could do for the 

Empire was to keep the Princess Celani hidden. Malhalen said that, 

with both Lord Corvyne and Celani gone, it would take no great feat 

of deduction to track them there. Malhalen was too young to remember 

how Ashir and Deiter Corvyne had parted ways forever. Nobody would 

look for Ashir Corvyne in this place.

Corvyne stood in the hallway for a while. He needed to occupy 
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his mind. He put his hand on the library door again, and then turned 

suddenly at nothing. A faint rumble filled the house, and dim light 

came into the hallway from both ends, where short hallways led to the 

balcony overlooking the sea. He had never liked this house. It was 

built to celebrate the sea, but the sea here was restless and angry. 

Even the sunlight seemed cool and distant when it trickled through 

the great oaks and in through the many windows.

Muffled voices came from the door behind him. They belonged to 

the brothers, Jerad and Derick. They were commoners who had saved 

Malhalen's life, supposedly having arrived coincidentally at the 

place where Malhalen had been thrown into the river, and risked their 

own lives to come to his aid. Corvyne could not make out what they 

were saying through the heavy wood, and felt no need to spy on them. 

Corvyne closed his eyes and opened his mind and listened instead for 

Celani. She still slept uneasily.

Corvyne let his fingers trail across the paint as he walked down 

the hall. It was a faint yellow color that he could not see in the 

darkness. It was supposed to be reminiscent of the spring, but it had 

always reminded him of decay. He came to the stairs and heard no 

human sounds above the waves and thunder. He knew he could not sleep. 
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He went back to the library and took a book at random from the 

shelves, keeping his eyes from lingering too long on the armchair 

that had been his favorite spot once when he had nearly been happy 

here.

On his way to the stairs, he could not resist turning toward the 

balcony. He walked toward the sound of the storm, illuminated at 

erratic intervals by flashes of cool blue light through the windowed 

door. The storm called to him. He imagined himself standing on the 

worn stone railing, leaning on the wind, two hundred feet over the 

rocks and the crashing waves. He could call the wind to keep him 

aloft as he let himself fall forward. He could call the rain, heavy 

and cold, to pelt him until there was no more regret or anger. He 

could call the lightning, and have it strike this house, again and 

again, until the flames took it and there was nothing left but ashes 

soaking into the prairie dirt on a cliff overlooking the angry ocean.

The book would get wet. Corvyne shook his head and took his hand 

from the door knob, alarmed at his uncharacteristic thoughts. 

Outside, the lashing rain and sea spray soaked the stone railing of 

the balcony and the urns that had never actually held flowers. He 

examined the volume in his hands, The Duchess and the Rogue. It 
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looked to be a mediocre work of poetic fiction from the last century, 

which was perfect. Corvyne yawned. A glass of brandy and a soporific 

book should put him to sleep. He knew the way to the wine cellar 

well.

He paused on the landing to the second floor on his way down the 

stairs. Candlelight shone from under the door of the master bedroom 

at the end of the hall. He had not talked to Lira since he arrived, 

except in passing. No sound came from Celani's room. She had not 

woken since they had arrived, in the hours near dawn. He went to her 

door and opened it quietly. She lay beneath the thick blankets. She 

had stopped tossing and muttering, at least for the moment. He leaned 

over and checked her breath. It was deep and even. He went out, 

gently closing the door behind him. By now, the storm would have 

obscured any trail that they had left. They were hidden, at least for 

a while.

The kitchen was spotless, as always. Bethie had been a girl when 

Ashir Corvyne had left. She had found herself caring for an entire 

household when her mother had died of a sudden illness, and she had 

excelled from the first day. The kitchen windows were nearly even 

with the cliff face, there was enough land outside them to pass 
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beneath the windows, but not without risking a fall onto the rocks. 

There were windows everywhere in this house.

Corvyne took the lamp from its hook beside the pantry door. He 

looked around carefully and listened. When he was satisfied that he 

was alone, he spoke a soft word. As the lamp leapt to life, Corvyne 

had the electric sensation of being watched. He looked around 

bewildered, certain that nobody was in the room. He leaned into the 

windowless pantry and moved the lamp around to illuminate every 

corner, even taking a step into the pantry to let the light shine 

into the stone spiral stairs that went down to the basement. Some 

consciousness had focused on his own, at the very moment that he had 

spoken Fire. He wondered suddenly whether his dark thoughts, looking 

out on the balcony a few minutes ago, had been his own. He was not 

prone to such angst. Corvyne scratched his nose, and pushed up his 

spectacles. In his mind, he examined every person in the house, one 

by one. Celani was the only one who might be able to speak Thought. 

He wondered what destruction played in her dreams. It was time to 

teach the girl what she was.

Corvyne looked down at his book, and shone the lamp on the rack 

of wines and sherries. He accutely felt the draw of a comfortable 
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chair, a simple story, and a glass of well-made liquor. In spite of 

himself, he searched the racks for a certain cap, in black wax. He 

took out the bottle and saw that it had been opened, but was more 

than half full. It was his gift for his brother's wedding. He had 

left it on the table, without a note, the day the wedding was 

announced, and ridden to Merendir. He had never come back, and so 

Dieter and Lira had never felt welcome in the capital. He took a 

glass off the shelf and wiped away a thick layer of dust with his 

shirt. Apparently, Bethie did not consider the wine racks part of her 

domain. He poured himself a good sized glass and blew out the 

lantern.

Corvyne remembered an easy instruction that he had received when 

he had first joined the Order, and decided to borrow a dainty hanging 

vine from the dining room. He crept through the house in the gloom 

and the erratic light from the storm. There was not so much as a 

crumb on the dining room table. The linens had been removed for 

washing. The naked oak table was long, with massive curved legs. It 

took four men to move it. When Corvyne took the plant beneath his 

arm, the room seemed very empty.

When he entered the drawing room, Corvyne knew he was not alone, 
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although he saw nobody and heard nothing. Most of the wall of windows 

had been boarded up hastily, though skillfully, after the storm had 

struck so near the house. It seemed the man Shefford was a carpenter, 

as well as an archer and horseman. One of the armchairs had been 

turned to face the last remaining bank of windows. Corvyne cleared 

his throat slightly to announce his presence, and heard slight 

movement in the chair.

When nobody rose to greet him, Corvyne went to stand beside the 

chair. The lanky youth was there, folded into the chair, with his 

lute on the ground at his feet, looking out at the storm. Corvyne 

wondered how he must look to the youth, walking through the dark room 

carrying a book, a dusty glass of sherry, and a potted plant.

The youth only looked up at him sadly, and asked, "Have you ever 

been in love?" Ashir Corvyne nodded, and the youth said, "I think it 

is the worst feeling I have ever known." Though his tone was subdued 

and his countenace sorrowful, his eyes held an edge.

Corvyne nodded to the boy's lute, "With your music, you are 

better equipped than most to face the trials of love." So Corvyne had 

heard, anyway. "I am Ashir Corvyne. I assume I would have heard if 

Lira and Dieter had had a son." He intended this as a joke, but there 
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must have been bitterness in his tone, because the boy looked 

alarmed.

"No, sir. I am a Mainer. Caplan Mainer."

Corvyne nodded. Caplan's parents had been at the palace, as well 

as his older brother. His grandfather, Lord Horast Mainer of Valen 

had been at the palace as well. It was possible that the young Caplan 

Mainer might be the new Lord of Valen. If the Empire was bound for 

disintegration and war, there were few holdings that held as much 

interest as the austere fortress of Valen, which straddled the 

highway through the otherwise impassable swamp between the mountains 

and the sea on the border with Silt.

"We will receive word from Merendir soon." Corvyne tried to 

reassure the boy, but he his words felt false as he spoke them. "Your 

family is a family of warriors. Do not fear for them."

Corvyne wondered why he had not heard that a Mainer had been 

sent to the Corvyne house. These trips were ostensibly made for 

education, but if there was a tutor here, Ashir Corvyne had not yet 

met him, and Valen was sure to have many fine minds at the boy's 

disposal. Such fostering arrangements were typically made to 

determine whether a marriage should be arranged. A union between the 
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Mainers and the Corvynes would be a powerful one, even if Caplan 

Mainer was low in the line of succession.

Both Corvyne and Caplan started and turned as the front door 

slammed open, and a man lurched into the antechamber.

"Lief!" The boy exclaimed, and Corvyne recognized the 

groundskeeper, sodden and cloakless and looking a bit confused, with 

the door still open behind him. At the sound of his name, Lief 

straightened and closed the door against the wind and rain. "What on 

earth were you doing out?"

"Just checking on the horses. They take fright and are like to 

hurt themselves." Lief shivered and wiped the top of his head dry 

with a hand.

"Where's your cloak?" Caplan demanded.

Lief looked down at himself briefly and muttered, "Must have 

left it in the stables," and went up stairs. Corvyne nodded goodnight 

to Caplan and went upstairs himself. Lief had left a pool of water on 

every stair, but when Corvyne got to the door to Celani's room, off 

the landing on the second flight, he thought that the pool was 

larger, as if the man had lingered for a moment before continuing up 

the stairs.
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Corvyne let himself into Celani's room. Bethie had bedded Celani 

down with such thick, soft, comforters, that the only way Corvyne 

could tell the bed was occuppied were a few shocks of black hair 

sticking out from beneath the blankets. He pulled a chair up beside 

her bed and lit the lamp, using a match this time. He shook her 

gently for some time before she stirred.

The strange house seemed no more real than strange dreams, and 

sleep was seductive. This place had a soothing presence. It was like 

her mother's tincture that Celani had tried once. The sleep was 

irresistible. It was not restful. The sickness was a sweet, black, 

trickle, waking or sleeping. The blankets were thick and warm. There 

was thunder.

A woman came to see her. The woman talked and straightened 

things and felt Celani's forehead. Galant stood before her, forced to 

stand as a statue, with pleading eyes. He could not stand like that 

forever. A hundred men, naked and twisted from torture, stared at her 

with lidless eyes while she floated on her throne high above them. 

Corvyne kissed his fingertips and the men burst into flames. They 

screamed her name and she looked angrily at Corvyne and pointed for 
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him to leave, and he was ashamed. "She is not ready for food," the 

woman said. A man came to see her. His eyes were luminous violet and 

his voice was beautiful. When he spoke to her, base emotions exploded 

through her mind like vomit. She was alone in a room that she did not 

know, with distant urgent voices and the rumble of thunder. She with 

her brother, creeping torchless through uncharted passages beneath 

the palace. She walked into a cobweb and it sucked the breath from 

her. She tore at it, scratching her face. Galant held her still and 

pulled the strands gently away from her face. He had something 

important to tell her.

"Celani."

Galant was gone. In the lightless corridor, spiders furiously 

knitted new webs ahead of her and behind her. There was nowhere to 

go.

"Celani."

This was a new voice. It was Corvyne. Rain clattered against the 

window, but there was no thunder or lightning. She shivered.

"Celani, can you sit up?" Corvyne was gently shaking her 

shoulder through the thick blankets. This was real.

"Are they really dead?" Celani asked.
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"Yes, child," Corvyne answered, putting a hand on her arm.

Celani pulled herself up and was surprised when the nausea 

abated. She looked at Corvyne, puzzled. "Why do have a plant?"

Corvyne smiled. "I thought it might make you feel better." He 

set the pot with the spindly vine on the bedside table next to the 

lamp.

"Where are we?" Celani asked. "I'm thirsty."

There was a pitcher and a cup on the table by her bed and 

Corvyne poured her a cup of water and handed it to her. She drank it 

down in a series of quick gulps. Even thought her head was clear, she 

felt as if the dizziness was probing her looking for a way back into 

her mind.

"We are at my brother's house," Corvyne said in a voice that 

Celani had never heard. He did not look at her. The weight of her 

brother's death came to her all at once. As grief flooded her mind, 

something else followed, and her vision blurred.

"Celani!" Corvyne spoke her name urgently, and clasped her hands 

in his. She sobbed weakly. She was losing control again. "Celani, 

stay awake. Listen to me." There was something in Corvyne's voice 

that held her back from the brink. She tried to keep from passing 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 16

out. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps. His hands grasped hers 

tightly.

"Celani..." Corvyne began and then stopped to clear his throat 

and adjust his spectacles. What he had in mind would be considered 

treason by some, and heresy by many. He would be risking both his own 

life, and Celani's. What worried him most is that she might hate him. 

Not for what he would do, but for everything he had not done before.

"Yes, my lord?" Celani opened her eyes, and in them he saw 

sadness and terror, so deeply instilled that she knew no other way to 

see the world, and Corvyne's doubts vanished.

"Celani... The darkness, the sickness... Like treacle bubbling 

up from your spine... I have felt it." The way he described it, she 

knew that he spoke the truth. She felt as if she was sinking in 

turbulent water, but she strained to listen. "Imagine a river, 

flowing from the back of your mind and down through your body, down 

to the balls of your feet and then back up to your shoulders, out to 

your fingertips and back to the source, forward to your eyes and back 

down again. When a river is dammed," Corvyne said, "the waters become 

stagnant and dark. Can you feel it now?"

Celani nodded as slightly as possible. Imagining it, talking 
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about it, was bringing it on. She was on the edge of the oblivion, 

with sticky darkness wrapped around her.

Corvyne squeezed her hands. "Breath, Celani. Breath fresh air, 

breath life. Take it from the earth, and from the sky. Take it from 

me."  She listened to his words, and she understood. What took most 

pupils weeks to understand, she knew in an instant. What had been 

turgid and sickening began to flow within her. Celani breathed in 

greedily, tears forming in her eyes.

"Exhale," he told her, "Breath out sickness. Send it to me. Send 

it to the earth. Send it to the sky."

She exhaled and sent the sickness through her feet to the solid 

earth, and out through her eyes to the infinite sky. Corvyne's eyes 

went wide. He swallowed hard and his hands twitched in hers, but he 

did not let go. She breathed, as if for the first time. Her whole 

body pulsed with a light pleasure as fresh energy coursed through it. 

She let out a short laugh that was a half sob. There were tears in 

Corvyne's eyes.

Celani nodded. She had many questions, but she felt a wholesome 

exhaustion unlike anything she could recall. She asked only "Why 

didn't you show me before?"
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"Your whole life," he said, removing his spectacles and wiping 

away a tear with his sleeve, "you have been protected by people who 

care for you, but do not not understand you. Now that we are alone, I 

can teach you."

Celani nodded and smiled at him, but Corvyne thought that it was 

only her breeding, and that he still saw reproach in her eyes. He set 

the house plant on the bed beside her. It was a scraggly thing, and 

awkward. Corvyne thought of the dead Emperor.

Corvyne released her hands, and Celani took short breaths, wide 

eyes staring at the bedspread. She did not shift her focus, for fear 

that she might lose the sensation that she felt, and the sickness 

might rise in her again. She trembled with hope and pleasure and 

feared that she might wake up at any time.

Corvyne cleared his throat and spoke as if he were giving a 

lecture. "Everything in the world is built from dynamic elements. 

They flow through and around each other, and their interaction causes 

everything we we know. They flow through and around people, too. Most 

people... they are inert, like stones. They do not react to the 

elements, except in a brute, physical fashion. You are different. We 

are different. Our essence is tied to the elements. When they flow 
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through us, we can change them. With time, the elements will flow 

through you as easily as you breath, but now they build inside you 

and release themselves violently."

Celani nodded. She could feel exactly what he described, as if 

pressure was building ever so slightly inside of her. It was a tense, 

dark pressure, the same as the sickness she had known since she was a 

child, but now she felt a thrill as it coursed through her body.

Corvyne took Celani's hand and guided it to the plant. He took a 

leaf between his fingers, and she did the same. "Plant," he said, "is 

the easiest element to control."

Corvyne spoke a word that Celani did not know. A pale shoot 

appeared and unfurled itself, stretching away from Corvyne's 

fingertips. Three tender leaves grew before her eyes and Celani 

laughed with joy.

"I will teach you to know the flows of the elements as you know 

your own breath," Corvyne pushed his glasses up on his nose, "but for 

now this will allow you to release any energies that build inside you 

before you become sick. Do you remember the word?"

Celani nodded. She repeated the word that he had spoken. For an 

instant, where she held the plant, it felt like her fingers were 
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being caressed. A tiny shoot came off of the plant. Celani laughed 

again, still blinking away tears.

"Touch the plant, and speak that word," Corvyne told her, "and 

any energies that have built up inside you will be released."

Celani had dozens of questions, hundreds even, but she could not 

think of a single one. Corvyne took his book and his glass and she 

made a noise to stop him, but then just shook her head and smiled. 

Corvyne patted her on the arm and stood up.

"I will answer all of your questions in time," he said, "but it 

is late, and we are both tired."

Corvyne had never had a true pupil before, nor had he had a true 

teacher. For thirty years, he had been Seer. Though the position of 

Seer had roots in prophecy and soothsaying, it was now a relic. 

Corvyne was merely a close advisor to the Emperors, who gave him no 

specific duties. It had always been important for him to maintain 

appearances, so he had distanced himself from those who might teach 

him. He had amassed a formidable library in this house, when he used 

to spend his summers here. He would be able to give Celani proper 

instruction, if they could ever find time alone together.

Corvyne had other concerns, too. He enumerated them wearily to 
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himself as he went to his room. Under this roof, he had the Empress 

and the probable rightful heirs to Valen and the Iron Keep. Outside, 

there was a plot of unknown scope to overthrow the Empire. His house 

also contained somebody who was attuned to Corvyne's abilities, three 

commoners who were likely to want to leave soon, a servant who was 

unduly interested in Celani, the corpse of his dead brother, and the 

woman who had once very nearly become his wife.

In her room, Celani was dreaming.

The rain beat the windows in a tightly woven tattoo, and the 

rhythm led the dead, dancing along the cliffs. Celani laughed happily 

at her brother, leading the pale, black-eyed, dancers in a jerky 

line. They alternated praising the sky and the earth as they danced 

at the very edge of the precipice. Celani feared that the cliff face 

would crumble, and remembered sadly that they were already dead. She 

would have to enjoy the moment for what it was.

Galant turned to the house, caught Celani's eye, and smiled at 

her. She was outside, on a deck that she had not seen before, just 

outside the kitchen window. Galant beckoned for her to follow and 

then turned and leapt from the cliff in a graceful dive. One by one, 

the dead followed him, disappearing over the edge. Celani ran toward 
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the edge of the cliff, but she slipped again and again in the wet 

grass, until her gown was heavy and cold with rain. She did not have 

time for this. She would lose Galant forever.

There was a path down to the ocean and the thin line of shore, 

but she had to feel her way along in the dark, and it was maddeningly 

slow. She heard oars in the water, and by the time she reached the 

narrow rocky beach, the ship was well out to sea. Galant waved to her 

from the deck, smiling, not understanding that he was bound for a 

place where she could never follow.

The tide was rising. The beach was disappearing rapidly, and 

Celani found herself backed up against the cliffs. The path was gone, 

but a short ways up the beach, a light shone merrily from a window. 

Celani had to brace herself each time a wave came in, so that she 

would not be tossed against the rough face of the cliff, and then 

brace herself again as the wave retreated, so that she would not be 

swept out to sea. She let herself into the warmly-lit hut as a 

thunderous wave broke across the roof.

"You're soaking wet, my dear." It was a man's voice, but Celani 

could not see the speaker. Her hair was plastered across her face. 

She felt a hot blanket wrapped around her. She pushed the hair out of 
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her eyes. The man had the look of a priest, in a grey woolen cowl, 

but he was unlike any priest she had seen before. He was barely older 

than she was, with dark hair, and rugged features. He pressed a glass 

into her hands, rough and calcified, like something from a shipwreck. 

The liquor inside the cup warmed her as she drank it.

The priest smiled at her. "I am your enemy," he told her, 

sincerely. "I will torture you to madness." The motion of his lips 

did not match the words that came from his mouth. He looked pained, 

and spoke again, "I will destroy everything beautiful in your world, 

unless you kill me first."

Celani backed away, but he grabbed her by the wrist and said, 

"Do not believe me! Please, I am not myself."

Celani wrenched herself free and flung the door open. The 

driving rain tore the skin on her face. The night was completely 

black. He grabbed her again, by both arms, and spun her around. He 

was angry.

"Listen to me!" He yelled, shaking her. Celani was suddenly 

dizzy. She felt the weight of eternity pressing against her eyes, and 

turgid energy building in her mind. The priest shook her again. She 

was on the verge on losing control. She remembered the word that 
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Corvyne had taught her. She screamed the word and lost consciousness.

The next morning, a muted dawn pushed its way through the storm, 

which had lost its intensity for at least a few hours. Bethie backed 

her way into Celani's room, carrying a tray of apples, tea, and 

freshly baked rolls.

"Good morning, my lady. I hope you slept well in spite of the 

storm."

Bethie turned into the room, and the tray fell from her hands, 

shattering the tea cup, and sending apples rolling across the floor.

The Princess slept soundly.

Craggy wooden vines, as big around as a man, snaked out from a 

shattered pot laying beside the bed. Dark, ropey vines ran up the 

walls and across the ceiling, with newer, more tender vines running 

off of them. The entire room, along the floor and the ceiling, up the 

walls, and around the bedposts, was dense with vines and foliage and 

the air shimmered with pollen, drifting down from waxy white flowers.

The princess turned and muttered in her sleep, as Bethie backed 

out of the room and closed the door.
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