Master of the Tower


Chapter One





	A black robed figure sat huddled in the shadowy corner of the Black Dragon Inn, hiding from the flickering firelight, looking on as her companions ate, drank, and laughed at a nearby table.  They had all but forgotten the silent figure in their merriment. To them, thought the mage, she was an apparition, strange and dark; if they ignore it, it will go away. They had no guesses as to what she was thinking, neither did they care. Which was exactly the way Karanthasa Elisei liked it.


	And so it has been all my life, she thought.  But what do I care for them? They are fools, imbeciles... if they tried to think deep thoughts, their brains would explode.


	At her companions' table, the halfling tried to snatch a roll from one young man's plate.  He nearly succeeded, but at the last moment, the knight rapped him sharply on the knuckles with a spoon, coaxing an indignant cry from the halfling and a laugh from the others.


	"Ouch!" the halfling exclaimed, an injured look on his face. "That hurt, Roscoe!"  Roscoe assumed his usual stern expression. "That should teach you to leave other people's plates alone, Beanwick," he remarked.  "Little thief," the dwarf snorted. Beanwick's eyes widened.


	"I have been deeply insulted, sir." Beanwick put his nose in the air and with mocking dignity, drew his dagger and held it out, hilt first, to Roscoe.  "I may never live down this horrendous accusation!  Take this dagger, and with it end my misery.." He dissolved in a fit of giggles, joined by his friends: two human men, a human woman, an elven cleric and her brother, and the dwarf.


	"Idiots." Kara cursed them under the breath for the half drunken buffoons they were. They obviously must think the war had ended with the death of the sorceror Arkanitus, and the world was safe.  What then, was this eerie feeling that had grown stronger even after the war, ominous and foreboding? Her eyes flashed with rage as she looked upon these she had travelled with.  They have peace, she thought, or they think they do. Should I envy them.. or pity? They know not what comes.


	Unconsciously, she caressed the staff at her side.  Carved of smooth black wood, it branched off near the top, where it held an amethyst crystal and some unusual shaped ivory beads.  Upon seeing this staff, people often assumed it to be almost a part of her, as it even resembled the mage's black hair and deep violet eyes.  Kara herself did not know what its power was, but something deep inside her, the same that now filled her with dread, told her she had known once and merely forgotten.  


	The younger human man, Hatatoshi, glanced at her worriedly, as he often did.  The young man felt as if he were her guardian, even though Kara was older in years than he was.  Still, her elven blood slowed her maturity, so that she appeared to be the youngest of the party.  Aware of his watchful eyes on her, she relaxed, her gaze falling to the fire across the room. Satisfied, Hatatoshi turned his attention back to the antics at the table, leaving Kara similarly satisfied.


	Her satisfaction did not last though, as the foreboding filled her mind sharply, ringing in her ears, nearly forming words.  She knew if she listened hard enough, she could discover what it was that she was to be told. Trance-like, her mouth moved, forming the words that her conscious thoughts could not make sense of.  Almost had it...


	Then the ringing ceased, and she was left looking up into Hatatoshi's worried face.  Kara brushed past him, unconcerned, and hurried out into the streets that would take her back to her home here in the small town of Marnon. But as she walked, she looked up into the sky at the two moons, Marana and Lurana.  Red and blue, body and mind. And she considered.


	Back in the Black Dragon, the dwarven Crag growled. "She has a problem, that mad mage."  Hatatoshi frowned, but did not comment.  Roscoe turned to him. "What's wrong with her, anyway?" he asked.  "She's been acting strangely since the battle with Arkanitus."  He shivered slightly, remembering the insane wizard's ambition and power. Roscoe DeGere hated magic, especially black magic. As an aspiring knight of the royal order of Rogasa, magic was forbidden to him unless it was a necessity, and that was fine with him.  He greatly preferred steel and bronze to bat wings and mouse tails, or whatever it was magicians used to cast their spells; he'd never actually bothered to find out.


	Hatatoshi quickly drank the remainder of his ale as he gazed into the fire, his eyes haunted as they always were whenever they discussed Kara.  "I... don't know," he said finally.  "She says she's been having headaches since the battle at Guardia.  She also says they're nothing, but whenever it happens, she acts like - like she's seeing another world.  I suppose it could just be that she's tense, I mean, Arkanitus taught her all she knew about magic, and then she learns of his evil - not to mention he was thought to be dead!  But somehow he came back, and tried to take her mind and body for his own... Anyone else would go insane, but she seems almost perfectly normal.  It's incredible..."


	Roscoe frowned, unintentionally.  His friend noticed.  "Why can't you trust her, Roscoe?  She's saved our lives several times, even killed her own master fighting at our side, and she's never done a thing to hurt us... Not intentionally anyways."


	"There's just something about her," Roscoe scowled.  "A sort of aura she has around her.  Did you ever notice sunlight never seems to fall on her?  It's almost as if she has a permanent shadow over her.  And that staff she carries wherever she goes - She told us that Arkanitus was using it to track her, so why didn't she just get rid of it when she found out?  And why does she carry it now, when-"  He stopped speaking suddenly, as he glowered at Beanwick and the elven boy, Arin, who were engrossed in throwing food at each other and in the process had hit Roscoe in the head with a chunk of roast venison.


	Alana, the human woman, had been listening to the two men's conversation with interest.  "Don't worry about Kara," she put in.  "She's a child.  She's mysterious, yes, but harmless-"


	"She's a magic-user, she's crazed," Roscoe interrupted.


	"She's more intelligent than any of us," Hatatoshi admitted.  "Which means if she wanted to destroy us, she could have done it long before this. Think about it Roscoe: do you fear her because of her magic, or because you have reason to fear her?"


	Roscoe fell silent, then stabbed his meat viciously with a fork.  He didn't have an answer to that question yet.





	Kara sat silently in her new home, glaring at the stars and moons as if they were the cause of her troubles.  The red moon, Marana, signified the life's blood and was said to strengthen the body.  Kara saw it as just another light in the sky.  What had it ever done for her anyway?  It was the blue moon, Lurana, that granted her wishes.  The blue hue was said to signify thoughts, fluid as the oceans, and supposedly enhanced one's mental powers.  This night, Lurana was a mere sliver, and Marana was nearly full.


	Around the moons danced the constellations, revolving through the night sky.  Kara picked out the constellations known to the elves with little effort. There was the Ox, representing physical strength; the Leopard, representing swiftness; the Stag, representing grace; the Fox, representing cunning; the Songbird, representing music; Kara's beloved, the Dragon, representing magic. There were so many...


	Another ominous feeling came over Kara, but a very different one than before.  It felt to her that she must be the only one in the land who looked up at the sky, and an emptiness filled her with despair.  Having never known loneliness before, she failed to recognize it for what it was right away, and when she did, she stood and kicked at a chair in her fury.  It splintered under the unusual force of her boot.


	"I have never felt this!" she cried.  "I cannot feel this pain! It is a child's wish, a foolish child!  Friends - hah!"  She clenched her fists.  "My magic is my friend, and I need nothing else.  Besides, there are no others like me," she continued bitterly.  "The others mock me, they mock the magic and its power.  The only one who ever came close was..."  Her voice dropped to a whisper and her eyes closed in remembrance.  "Sivaris..."


			*   *   *   *   *   *


	Hatatoshi paced back and forth in the small room.  "I just don't see why," he said sullenly to Kara, who emptied a chest of drawers into a trunk quickly and efficiently as he watched.  She barely glanced up as he sighed irritably, coming to a sudden halt.  "It's so sudden!"


	"I've told you why several times already," Kara said, just as irritably, "but I'll explain it to you once more: it is time for me to move on with my life, and this town is not the place I have chosen.  Here there are no other magic-users, no one to become an apprentice.  Jistraka, on the other hand, has many hopefuls I can teach."  Hatatoshi was confused at this - Kara was normally very solitary.  "And there, a wizard is not made a public spectacle as one would be here.  It becomes tiresome."


	"What about - Where will you live?" Hatatoshi faltered, growing worried. She turned from the trunk angrily.  "I know of an abandoned tower on the island.. Or at least it was told to me that it had been abandoned.  Nevertheless if it is not, I have had dealings in the past with the Master of the tower." She slammed the lid of the trunk down with a bang - on halfling fingers!


	"Yow!"


	"Beanwick," Hatatoshi growled, with unusual impatience.  He had not seen the halfling come in.  Kara stared at Beanwick sternly.  "And what exactly do you think you're doing here?" she asked coldly.


	Beanwick winced.  "Um, right now I think I'm getting my fingers smashed, but I think I'm not particularly enjoying it."  Kara lifted the lid off his fingers, which were turning white from the pressure.  He rubbed them together carefully.  "Ah, that's much better.  Now where was I?  Oh yes, I came to tell you goodbye, Kara."  The mage stopped his hand as it was about to slip into a formerly secret pocket inside the trunk.  He stared at it as if he had no idea what it was.


	"I know what you must be thinking, but I really was just looking, and you know that touch is a much more accurate sense than sight-"


	Hatatoshi braced himself for the usual outraged insults that characterized Kara's dealings with Beanwick Lightfoot, but to his surprise, she merely patted the halfling on the head as she would a naughty puppy.  "Yes, yes," she murmured.  Hatatoshi started at the unusual gentleness.  Beanwick looked dubious as well.  "Um, okay.  Well anyways, goodbye."  His usual cheerful mannerisms returned as he shook Kara's hand.  "Leaving Marnon sure does put you in a good mood.  You should try it more often."  Kara nearly smiled as Beanwick skipped happily out the door, but frowned almost instantly.


	"Beanwick! Get your halfling hind end back here!"


	Beanwick turned and crept sheepishly back into the house.  "I was just borrowing it," he said dejectedly as he placed a strange-looking rod in Kara's outstreched hand.


	"I will leave tomorrow morning.  You may say your farewells then."  Kara returned to her packing as Beanwick left.  Hatatoshi stayed, silently thinking about Kara and her changed moods.  Finally, Kara turned to him.  "You may go too," she said flatly.


	Hatatoshi did as she asked, smiling to himself.  Not everything about Kara had changed.


			*   *   *   *   *   *


	Five months later, Roscoe Degere once again was seated in the tavern at the Black Dragon Inn, at his friends' favorite table.  This time, however, there was one less present.  Neither he or any of the others had mentioned Kara except in passing.  The exception, of course, was Hatatoshi, who had brought her into the conversations a few times.  The reaction was always the same.


	"That crazy mage," the expressive Crag would grumble.  "Hmmph! Better off without her, I say.  Since she's left town, that's one less magic-user to fake their way through battle and trick impressionable people.  Mages - huh!  Charlatan's more the word for it..."  The others would steer the conversation in a different direction.


	Roscoe wasn't particularly worried about Kara - the girl had been on her own  for a long time, if the past she had told them was not a lie - but he was a bit worried about Hatatoshi.  Since Kara had left, he had seemed perpetually occupied for hours on end.  The only thing keeping him at peace was the lovely Angonian woman Alana Carnoth, much preferred by everyone over the distant and bitter elfmaid.  Roscoe had long ago fallen in love with Alana.  However, Alana had not felt the same towards him, and Roscoe recognized this.  Her true love was Hatatoshi Asira, Roscoe's best friend, but Roscoe bore no jealousy.  He reasoned there was plenty of time for him to find a wife, and his two friends were extremely happy together.  Roscoe was happy for them.  Besides, his goals had nothing to do with women.  He yearned to become a Knight of the Sun and stand on the royal court of Rogasa, as his late guardian, Andric the Conqueror, and his father, Sir Gerald of the Silver Blade, had before him.


	On this particular night, Hatatoshi was as cheerful as anyone had ever seen him.  He sat close to Alana and laughed genuinely  at Beanwick's pranks, especially when Beanwick's trick knife appeared to go directly into Arin.  The retractable blade was a trick that the halfling never tired of, but the halfling had a real dagger which looked surprisingly similar, so no one ever knew for sure which one he was holding.


	Roscoe leaned close to Hatatoshi.  "You're in a good mood today," he commented.  His friend grinned.  "I got a letter this morning."


	"From whom?"


	"From Kara."  Roscoe's eyebrows raised as his friend continued.  "She arrived safely in Jistraka in the Mid-Winter month, and now she has five apprentices, two male, three female.  Three of them are older than she is... that is, if you put her elven lifespan in proportion to the humans."  Hatatoshi leaned in a little closer to Roscoe.  "I'm going to go visit her next week," he said in a low tone.  "Don't tell Beanwick, he'll want to go, and you know how Kara feels about him," he said in an even lower tone.


	"How Kara feels about who?" inquired a shrill halfling voice.


	"Uh, Sarek."  Roscoe nodded towards the large, friendly barkeep.


	"And how does Kara feel about him?"


	"She dislikes him," Roscoe said without thinking.


	"So what?" asked Beanwick.  "Kara dislikes everyone.  Can I go with you, Hatatoshi?"


	Hatatoshi thought quickly.  "Go where?"


	"I don't know - Wherever you're going," exclaimed the cheerful halfling.  Hatatoshi groaned under his breath.  Roscoe found himself wondering exactly how much Beanwick had heard.


	"What made you think-" started the young knight, but Hatatoshi held up his hand.  "Never mind, Roscoe.  He can come with me if he wishes to.  I don't think Kara will mind too much.  After all, it's only for a short time."


	Roscoe was dubious about the whole idea, and he said so.  "Besides," he added, "were you invited?"


	Hatatoshi frowned.  "Well, she did mention something about how visitors to the tower would be welcomed.."


	"You're starting to sound like Beanwick, always making excuses," Roscoe said with a slight grin, the reverse of Beanwick's small frown.  "Was that an insult?" he asked.  Both men ignored him, along with the fact that everyone at the table was now listening.


	"I'm going too, Hatatoshi," Alana said, warmly laying a slender hand across his broader hand.  He smiled thankfully at her.  "I'll go too," Roscoe added.  "Someone has to keep Beanwick in line."  Beanwick glared at him, but again was ignored.  "Where exactly will we be travelling to?"


	"She writes of a tower on the far outskirts of the city of Jistraka," Hatatoshi answered.  "The city folk refer to it as the tower of Sivaris Geric."


	"Sivaris Geric!"  Across the table, Physus could not control a surprised outburst.  Her eyes widened, as did those of her brother.  For just a moment, the two looked shockingly similar.  Crag eyed Hatatoshi as if he had turned to a troll.


	"What, what is it?" Roscoe asked, more than a little surprised.  "You've heard of this Sivaris Geric?" asked Hatatoshi in wonder.


	Crag snorted and shook his head.  "No wonder Kara stays there - he's a dark elf wizard, just like her!"


	"You have no proof Kara's a dark elf," Hatatoshi began hotly, looking to his friend to back him up.  Roscoe just shook his head.  He detested magic as it was, and the dark, forbidden arts disgusted him nearly as much as it did the elves, who would execute, or at the very least exile any of their people practicing the arts, and their families with them.  Kara had said she left her home to seek adventure, but no one knew for sure...


	"Wouldn't be surprised," Crag scowled.  Physus and Arin exchanged glances.  


	"Sivaris was a half-elf, actually, from Toranolor.  He was a friend of our cousin Jenor," said Arin. 


	"At least, until Sivaris was found practicing  the forbidden magics," added Physus.  "He was exiled immediately and supposedly went to Jistraka over fifty years ago, where he took over one of the council's towers by force, and cursed it so that no one could enter unless he permitted them, which he never did."


	"So why is Kara living in this tower?" asked Beanwick.  "Elves live just about forever."


	Physus paused.  "There were rumors... they were never confirmed, but... stories are told that one day a lovely blonde human woman came to his tower and seduced Sivaris.  She cared nothing for him, but coveted some item of power which was in his possession.  The story claims that after he gave the woman this item as a token of his love for her, she left him and disappeared into the enchanted forest of Jistraka.  Soon after, Sivaris committed suicide, for he had truly loved the woman, but through some bizarre twist of fate was transformed into a lich, and will spend eternity guarding the gates of his empty tower."


	Everyone was silent for a moment, thinking the story over.  Finally Beanwick let out a nervous laugh.  "Well, that's an interesting story.  But obviously it can't be true if Kara's there, can it?"


	"I wouldn't put anything past that madwoman!" growled Crag, finishing off his tankard of ale.


	"That decides it," Physus said firmly.  "I must go with you, to find out what I can about Sivaris Geric."  Arin grinned.  "Then I will go with you," he told his sister.  The two of them looked at Crag, who had been their keeper for so many years.  The dwarf shook his head violently.  "No, no," he stuttered.  "I'm not about to go off and fool with magic forests and undead, not by my own choice, not in this life!"


	"That's too bad," Physus said, with an unusually sly wink at Arin.  "You'll be here in Marnon all alone,with no one to keep you company for so long..."


	"And our parents will be so disappointed," continued Arin.  "You promised you'd watch the two of us and keep us out of trouble.  Well, we're old enough to travel on our own now, I'm sure.  We'll just have to explain to Mom and Dad that you retired because you were getting too old to travel-"


	"Too old!"  Crag's bushy eyebrows shot up with indignance.  "I am not too old to travel, or anything else for that matter!  The day I'm too old to travel is the day my beard falls out!  It's the day orcs grow wings!  It's the day-"


	"So you are going with us then?" Roscoe interrupted, hiding his smile.


	"You bet your blood and brains I'm going!" the dwarf blustered.  "But I'm not fooling with any dead magic-users or walking trees or-"


	As Crag listed everything he was not going to do on the trip, he didn't notice everyone else at the table snickering.





Chapter Two


	"Some believe that the Foreseers receive their information through a tear in the fabric of time.  Others believe that everyone has a collective plane through which their thoughts travel, and the Foreseers can navigate this plane that most mortals cannot even comprehend.  Still others believe that such information is whispered into the ears of the Foreseers by the dead."  Kara turned to face her apprentices, pressing the tips of her fingers together.  Whoever thought of that last theory was either drunk or stupid, she thought privately.  "But to answer your question, Erik, no one knows for sure how the Foreseers predict events."


	Kara's apprentices were seated on woven pillows in a semi-circle around the master, being unusually attentive.  Kara had found a subject that interested them all - the so-called dark elves known as the Rylor, practitioners of the dark arts.  She smiled to herself.  She enjoyed holding an audience captive.  She could have held anyone captive with the power of a simple spell, but she greatly preferred holding people captive with their own curiosity.


	To her left were the human girl, Lucina, and the elven girl, Shaelis.  The two had become friends immediately upon reaching the tower, undoubtedly because of their similar personalities.  Both were easy-going and possessed an above average intelligence.  Of course, that was a prerequisite for the apprentices Kara had chosen.  Due to their young age (though Shaelis was slightly older than Kara) they were still slightly giggly, and Kara had noticed Lucina's eyes on the boy seated in the middle, whose name was Erik.  Erik was also highly intelligent, but his skin did not have the pallor of one who spent much time indoors studying.  He was well-muscled and a born leader, unconsciously the spokesman for the apprentices.  Next to Erik was his elven friend Javernel.  The two were unlikely friends, Javernel being a prankster where Erik was more reserved.  However, Javernel's happy-go-lucky nature and perpetually boyish messy hair won him over to everyone.


	Well, almost everyone, Kara amended silently, as her eyes fell on the girl seated off to her right, nearly hidden in the shadows.  Corana was human as far as she had told anyone, but a trace of elven heritage was easily apparent to Kara.  The girl did not speak of her race or origins, or much else, for that matter.  She was always silent and attentive, but something in the girl's eyes suggested to Kara that the girl's silence was not necessarily because of shyness.


	Behind Corana there was a flutter of wings as her familiar arrived, a hawk named Valera.  Kara briefly wondered where Valera had been.  Obviously, someone else had noticed the hawk's arrival; a grumbling tomcat, Kara's familiar, pressed against her side and stared up at her, licking his lips in hunger, pleading.  Kara absently rubbed the black and white fur between Zithen's ears.  He lowered his head, sulking, but was somewhat comforted by the soothing circles traced on his forehead by Kara's gentle fingers.


	"Perhaps, my pet," Kara told Zithen wordlessly.  "Someday, you may or may not devour the bird, the same day I devour the student.  Not the flesh, mind you, but the mind, the innermost secret thoughts.  Corana puzzles me," she admitted to her familiar.  Zithen purred in agreement, and began licking his paws.  Like most cats, Zithen was vain, and spent much of his time grooming his fur.  The hawk, on the other hand, was eternally humble and noble, from what Kara had seen of him.  Because of that, he rather reminded Kara of someone she had left behind in Marnon.  With the watchful dark eyes, seeing every detail, the perpetual frown, and the sharp beak, he even resembled Roscoe.


	Looking up from the brief silent conversation between herself and Zithen, Kara caught a glimpse of Javernel's hands clenching and unclenching.  The boy was restless.  Kara had won her students over with promises of more free time than most masters allowed their students, and she had long ago perfected an act of youthful charm which made these promises easy to believe.  Somehow Kara had found a point where old met young, and therefore both a superior and an equal to her pupils.  Or at least four of them, she amended again.  She had no idea what drew Corana to come to the tower.


	She shut her book, sounding a loud clap throughout the small room.  "But enough studies," she said.  "I know you are all eager to get out of these heavy robes and into something more comfortable, as am I.  You are dismissed."  Her students smiled and whispered among each other contentedly.  Then Kara remembered something.  "Javernel?"  The young man turned at her voice, his grin lessening none.  She smiled back at him.


	"I hear you are planning to replace my spellcasting herbs with bread crumbs.  If you attempt this, I assure you that you will never touch my advanced magical texts."  Her apprentices snickered.


	"All right," Javernel laughed.  "I'll be sure to get as many bread crumbs as possible, in that case."  He jogged out the door, then called behind him, "See you in the breadbox, Kara!"  	Erik gathered Javernel's books as well as his own, and hurried out after his friend.  "He'd better be joking," he muttered.  Lucina clasped her own books to her chest and caught up to Erik.  "Oh, you know Jav," she said lightly.  "Joking is what he does best."


	"That's what I'm afraid of," Erik groaned.  Lucina and Shaelis giggled and followed him down to the third floor of the tower, where their quarters were.  The tower had eight levels, the entrance and dining halls and guest rooms, the entertainment room, the apprentices' rooms, the training room and library, Kara's personal quarters, a storage room for magical items and components, Kara's own library of advanced texts, and her private study and observatory.  Only the first four floors were open to the apprentices.


	Finally, Kara was alone in the training room with Corana and Valera, Zithen having wandered off somewhere, probably for a lover's meeting with Erik's pet, a golden and white female cat named Fern.  These meetings had been happening since the apprentices had come to the tower, and served as an excuse to get into the apprentices' quarters and listen to their conversation, much of which revolved around their silent classmate.  Corana spent no time in the entertainment room with the others.


	The master addressed the student in a cool fashion.  "Why do you still study?  I have granted you leave."


	Corana's gaze barely flickered from the open book in her lap.  "Why should I leave?" she asked carelessly.


	Kara bit her lip.  Corana didn't seem to have anything to hide, but she knew better.  "You're young," she replied.  "You should not spend your youth studying, with no time to enjoy yourself."


	Again, her apprentice did not look up.  "You are as young as some of them," she pointed out, "though why you pretend to be one of them is beyond me, Master."


	Kara stood slowly, quivering with rage.  Corana had used the word pointedly, disapproving of the casual way in which Javernel had addressed his teacher.  Javernel had called her by her first name, a practice considered disrespectful by most professional teachers of magic arts.  Kara took a few moments to compose herself.  "How can you tell?"


	Corana turned a page and continued reading as she answered.  "I can tell," she said tonelessly.


	Kara sensed scorn, though nothing in Corana's appearance or voice conveyed any emotion.  In a way, the girl frightened her.  Corana was the youngest of her students, and the most advanced.  She reminded Kara too much of another silent young girl, at a school far from her elven homeland, years ago.  However, this girl obeyed her master, and the traditions commonly associated with schools of magic, such as wearing the robes of a magic-user always.  Corana wore her robes, which were black, the same as those of her Master.


	Kara turned away from Corana, staring out a window at the Baron Mountains in the north, beyond the enchanted forest.  Indeed, she thought to herself, Corana is much like myself.  She plays the same game I have played for years.  But two can play this game, and I have played far longer than her.


	Kara smiled knowingly at her student.  "So... you can tell, can you?" she asked sarcastically.  "You can tell - impressive.  Perhaps you should reveal more of what you can tell..."


	Corana finally looked up, with an expressionless mirror of Kara's own look.  "No, Master," she said softly, almost with regret.


	"No, of course not," Kara continued, as if it had been a ridiculous concept.  "Perhaps a Foreseer cannot reveal knowledge of the future?  But no... you are human, correct?  No, not entirely.  I see that there is elven blood in you, but it is overshadowed by that of humans.  I've never liked humans, personally..."


	"Or elves," muttered Corana.  Kara's eyes narrowed dangerously.  "How did you know that?" she asked, staring into the dark blue eyes of her apprentice, which seemed almost fearful.  Corana fidgeted.  "I cannot tell you," she mumbled.  


	Kara looked away, sneered at her reflection in the looking glass above the fire, and left the room.  Corana watched after her for a few seconds, then resumed her studying.


	Kara left the guise of the young girl off for a time, as she made her way to her chamber.  Her room was not furnished as a girl's, but as a mage's.  Her door was locked magically, and was dispelled with a word.  Inside were a bed, a desk and chair with bookshelves nearby, a fireplace, and a wire cage.  It was to this blanket-shrouded cage that Kara went first.  Thumping noises came from inside as she slipped a slice of apple out of one of the many pockets in her robes.  Her face softened when she pulled back the blanket.


	Inside was a tiny rabbit, only about nine months old, which was jumping about wildly, squealing softly in anticipation.  When Kara gave him the apple, he gleefully took it in his mouth and jumped back and forth across the cage before settling down on his small pillow to eat it.  When he had finished, he looked pleadingly at Kara.  The mage only patted him on the head and smiled.


	She had found Eari on the roadside near Jistraka, watching passers-by helplessly.  His mother had been killed by human hunters, leaving himself and his three siblings without a parent.  Kara had taken them as her children, and raised them until they were old enough to be on their own, at eight weeks.  Eari was the runt, and needed Kara's nurturing for almost another month, and by that time was fully domesticated.  He would never run away, the cage was for his protection against Zithen.  Eari had been wary ever since he had seen the cat eye him hungrily.


	Kara left Eari's cage and went to a trunk, which was hidden by her bed.  Opening it, she took out a fur-lined tunic and tight deerskin leggings, her costume for the night.  She'd lied when she told the apprentices she wanted to get into something more comfortable; her robes were her status symbol, and also the most comfortable thing she'd ever worn.  Even so, her apprentices wanted to see an equal, and at this age, clothes were an equalizer.


	As she was pulling the tunic over her head, a low wail came from below her east window, followed quickly by a shout, then a small feline voice.


	"Master!"


	Kara turned to find Zithen standing behind her in the doorway, staring at her with glowing eyes.


	"The guardian is distraught.  There are visitors at the gate, and they wish to pass."


	Kara looked down over the eastern side of the Tower's property.  She sighed.  She might have known.  With a few swift words of magic, she disappeared from the room.





	Roscoe glowered at the tall tower, rising above the mountains in the distance.  A mage's tower, that's what this is, a voice hissed in his ear.  Stabbing upward like a thin finger against the red-pink of the sunset, it looked immensely ominous.  You hate magic, it is not virtuous.  What are you doing here?  Your fellow knights would not have come! the voice continued.


	"I had to come," he muttered, his hand on his sword.  "For Hatatoshi's sake.  And Beanwick and Alana and Physus.  They're not as strong."


	"Did you say something?" asked Beanwick, trotting along beside him.  "No," Roscoe told him firmly.


	"No, I heard you say something," Beanwick insisted.


	"Then why did you ask me if I said something?"  Roscoe asked.


	Beanwick's mouth opened, then shut in bewilderment.  He stared into the distance, seemingly thinking it over.


	With Beanwick out of the way, Roscoe's thoughts turned to Hatatoshi.  He turned his head slightly to the right, where his friend was walking hand in hand with Alana and smiling.  But Roscoe couldn't help noticing that Hatatoshi's free hand also stayed near his sword.


	Crag, Arin, and Physus hung back a bit from the others.  Physus and Arin were unusually silent, and Crag trailed behind them, grumbling about "crazy mages" and "living dead".  The dwarf carried his battleaxe openly in his hands.


	Beanwick was enjoying the trip thoroughly.  Several times they had come across travellers in the two weeks they had been journeying, and each time, Beanwick had "found" something of theirs a few days after parting company.  Roscoe, Hatatoshi, Physus, and Crag had all tried scolding him, but there was really nothing they could do.


	As the tower in the distance grew nearer, Roscoe found himself growing more and more apprehensive.  The story Physus had related haunted him, but he kept his feelings hidden.  Elven legends, any modern day legend for that day, were merely rumors, after all...


	Finally the party reached the gates, which were old and rusty and just slightly ajar.  Even though the wind had died down, the gate's momentum kept it swinging back and forth, creaking eerily in the silence.  Inside were twisted, rotting trees, devoid of all leaves, but still somehow growing - the trees of the magical forest.


	Roscoe and Hatatoshi shared a similar glance; both were apprehensive now.  Their worry was mirrored by the rest of the travellers.  Alana unconsciously moved closer to Hatatoshi, Crag hefted his axe in his large, rough hands, and Beanwick shifted uncomfortably.  "Well," he said half-heartedly, "here we are..."  No one made a sound.


	Hatatoshi gazed at the tower, his thoughts a secret, echoing words in his head.  First it was Roscoe's words, the first night they met Kara, during the most recent of the wars, dubbed War of the Wraiths.  "Why do you bother with her?" his friend had asked.  Hatatoshi had answered that he did not know, but that was the same night he vowed to take care of the elven girl.  Then he heard Alana, after Kara had stalked out of the Black Dragon for the thousandth time, disgusted with Arin's and Beanwick's pranks.  She asked him, "How can you stand to spend time with someone who has so little sense of humor?  Has she enchanted you?"  Once again, he had not known.  In the logical part of his mind, he knew that Kara needed no one, and was not given to friendship, possibly incapable of caring for anyone unless it suited her purpose.  All his friends saw this, why couldn't he?  Still, some part of him, deep down inside his heart, believed that what the others saw as a feelingless, arrogant dark elf was truly just a shy and independant young elfmaiden.


	Then he remembered what Kara had said the day she left.  He had asked her, just once more, if she was sure that she wanted to leave.  Kara had turned to him harshly and asked him, "Why do you want me to stay?"  Hatatoshi had not answered.  "You're no different from the rest of them," she continued.  "You do not know me.  Cut yourself free, Hatatoshi Asira.  I do not need you in my life, and we all know you would be far better off without me in yours."


	As he stared at her, shocked, she seemed to soften a bit.  "I know what the others say about me," she said, in an odd tone for her, one that sounded almost regretful.  "They say you should give up, stop trying to make me feel accepted in this town.  And they're right."


	Hatatoshi had watched as she left Marnon and entered the deep forest beyond the city walls.  He couldn't help himself.  It was a bad habit, watching out for a girl who needed no watching out for.


	Without a warning, Physus strode forward, a determined look on her face, and pushed open the rusty gates of the tower, sounding an unearthly shriek through the courtyards beyond, making everyone jump.


	It occured to each of them, a few seconds too late, that the shriek was not the gate.


	Rising up in front of the tower was a shape, glowing bones and flame.  A pallid white light formed the figure of a half-elf, or it would have, if it had lived.  This creature was clearly dead.  A howl from the creature shook the foundation of the tower, or so it seemed to the adventurers.  The sound made them all cringe.


	The fighters, Hatatoshi, Roscoe, and Alana, drew their weapons: the two men swords, the woman a spear.  Beanwick stared, bug-eyed, at the apparition.  Physus's lips parted slightly and her face lost all color as she stumbled backwards, away from the gates.  Her brother instantly notched an arrow, but dropped arrow and bow to catch his horrified sister.  Crag stood firm in what Beanwick thought was determination, but he soon discovered was sheer terror.  The dwarf stood stock still with his eyes shut, quivering.


	Beanwick had always known he wasn't the smartest of the group (and when he forgot, the others never neglected to remind him) but he could tell easily that he would have to do something quickly.  Hatatoshi sounded a battle cry and rushed at the thing.  His katana served only to mildly annoy it, as did Roscoe's inherited longsword.


	The thing howled again.  "No one may enter these gates without the permission of the Master!" it shrieked.  A great wind blew from the northwest, knocking them all over.


	Beanwick pulled a dagger from his belt, and not knowing what else to do, flung it at the thing, even though he knew it couldn't possibly do much.  In disbelief, he watched as the blade hit the creature and retracted into the handle of the fake knife.  "Oh..." he cast about in his head for a word appropriate for the occasion.  "...Dung!" he finished, and began looking through his pouches in desperation.


	Roscoe stabbed, slashed, and bashed the thing, but it did little good.  The creature slapped him away with walls of magic as if he were a mosquito.  Frantically he tried to reason with it and fight at the same time.


	"We do not want this fight!" he shouted at it.  The creature stared at him, cold and calm and disbelieving.  "Who is the Master of this tower?" he asked, trying to dodge around its right side into the gates.  A large phantom hand plucked him off the ground and flung him into an ancient oak.  "I am the master of the tower," the thing thundered, "but she is my Master, even in death. You shall not pass."


	Roscoe tried to catch his breath, which had been knocked out of him by the impact.  "Who is?"


	As he watched, a shape appeared in front of the gates, beside the thing.  The wind died and the howling ceased as the image grew sharper.  It was a female elf, clothed in a green tunic lined with white fur, and tight, fawn-colored leggings, enhancing it's slender figure.  "Now, Sivaris," she said.  "Calm yourself.  You shouldn't frighten our guests."


	The pale lips were drawn into a familiar, infuriating smile that was not reflected in her eyes.  The eyes... Roscoe might not have recognized her if it had not been for the eyes, deep and expressionless.  The black robes were gone, the dark unruly hair was secured by a leather headband.  Everything was as normal as it would be on any other elven girl her age but the flat, bottomless eyes and the equally familiar staff of black wood and violet crystal she carried.


	Behind him, Roscoe heard a small sigh and a thud as Physus fainted against Arin.





Chapter Three


	"So... that was Sivaris Geric?" Arin asked, settling himself further back in one of the upholstered chairs in the tower's entertainment hall.  His sister sat in the nearest chair, shakily holding a glass of wine, not yet fully recovered from the shock of her encounter with the dead elf.  Crag, on the other hand, had been freed from his paralysis as soon as Kara had sent Sivaris to the other side of the tower, but the dwarf had immediately gone into a sulking fit, scowling at everything he saw.


	Kara, looking as calm as anyone had ever seen her, nonchalantly sipped her own wine.  "Yes.  You are most certainly correct.  That was Sivaris Geric."  Hatatoshi shivered.  Beanwick, who hadn't said a word since the encounter, worriedly chewed a leather bracelet around his wrist.


	"And you were the woman that.... that... betrayed his love?" Physus stammered.  Kara smiled, with something not unlike pride.  "Yes," she answered.  "I came to Jistraka seeking powerful magic.  Geric was the most powerful wizard on the island.  I was surprised, with all the Magin living here."  Her eyes glittered.  "He was equally surprised when I collapsed on his doorstep, the one magic-user on this plane who could brave his enchanted wood and survive.


	"At the time, I was a child, a mere seventy-three elven years, which impressed him further.  At first it made him angry, a little girl escaping all his conjured traps and horrors, but his typically elvish good nature urged him to take me inside and tend to my wounds...


	"He nursed me back to health cautiously, confining me to only two rooms, with no windows.  He thought to keep me from telling others the secrets of his grove upon returning to the outside world, but in the month it took me to recover, he had taken in the compliments I whispered in his ear.  He believed every imagined tale I told him, and before he knew it, I was not his captive, but he had become mine."


	"Physus said he was betrayed by a blonde human woman," Beanwick interrupted.  Kara's smile dissolved.  The story was enhanced by the time it reached Lantamor," she remarked, "and that is the part of the story which was enhanced.  Many believed an elf could not be so cunning as to captivate this wizard, and many also believed that such a woman would have to be very beautiful.  Many also believe that the most beautiful women are blondes, I would assume."  She glanced bitterly at Alana's silvery-gold curls, then around at the others, who were uneasy under the mage's dark stare.  Under his breath, Crag muttered to Arin, "Kara's the furthest thing from blonde or beautiful that I've ever seen."


	Actually, Kara looked much improved from her days in Marnon.  Always thin, she had gained much needed weight since her departure, and did not appear sickly.  Arin had never seen her look like much more than a little girl in heavy clothing, but in the more age-appropriate clothing she was now wearing, she looked less like an adolescent and more like a woman.


	In the uncomfortable silence, Arin suddenly realized he was staring at her.  He coughed, then spoke.  "What were you after?  Why would you not ask for apprenticeship, instead of tricking him?"


	Kara smirked, staring out a window.  "He had not asked for apprentices in all his years.  He was a solitary fellow; half-elves are strange that way, feeling unwelcome by all the races.  But for that same reason, he was also very lonely."


	She sighed softly, like an elder relating stories of the past.  "I stayed with Sivaris for two years.  It was that hard for even his beloved to gain his trust, but he finally showed me his treasure in the top of the tower: the Keystone Gem." She smiled, with triumph in her eyes.  Roscoe glanced at Hatatoshi, but his friend was looking blankly at an equally blank wall.  Kara went on.  "It gave me power, power Sivaris could not wield."


	"Why?  What does it do?" Beanwick asked suddenly.  Kara looked at him in surprise.  "Nothing.  Nothing yet.  When the time is right, however, the power will show itself."  She leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes.  "But now it is the time for rest."  She stood and opened the door, calling up the spiral staircase that was the backbone of the tower, "Lucina, would you-"  Her call was stifled when the grinning face of an elven boy poked through the upper door.  "I might, Kara," Javernel said.


	"Take the guests to where they might sleep, in the guest rooms on the first level."  Jav descended the stairs.  "Yes, Kara," he answered with a solemn bow, which seemed ridiculous what with his fun-filled smile.  He beckoned to the visitors, who followed grudgingly, especially Crag, whose fingers lingered on the handle of his axe.


	Kara watched her old allies go, then went upstairs.  She noted that the doors to Javernel's and Lucina's rooms were open, and also noted that the rooms were empty.  She stepped across the hall, smiling in a pleasant fashion, and knocked on Erik's door.  After a brief pause, Erik opened it, peering around it cautiously first.  When he saw who it was, relief showed on his face.  "Come on in, Kara."  She did as invited.  Shaelis and Lucina were sitting by Erik's bed.


	Erik and his friends had been talking together for almost an hour after they had heard the fearsome howl from below.  In the entertainment room at the time, they rushed to a window and looked out across the forest to see an undead guardian threatening a motley group of adventurers.  They were about to rush down the stairs to get Kara when their Master materialized below them and escorted the adventurers inside.  Erik went downstairs to make sure everything was all right (and to get a closer look).  Kara had told him to clear out the entertainment room, and when Erik saw the glint of malice in her eyes, he did not hesitate to do so.  Everyone went upstairs as the Master ordered and immediately went into Erik's room for a discussion.


	They all agreed that the odd mixture of humans, elves, halflings, and dwarves must be old friends of Kara's, but they were certainly strange friends for a magic-user.  The largest man was wearing the armor of a Knight of Rogasa, and the knights were notorious for distrusting magic-users.  Halflings were considered by Kara a thieving race - she kept no secret of her feelings about them.  Dwarves were also typically superstitious and wary of magic.  Most of the party didn't seem very happy to see Kara when she appeared, except for the dark-haired man, who wore odd weapons but greeted Kara warmly.


	Perhaps the strangest thing of all was that Kara did not seem at all happy to see them either.  When the dark-haired man threw his arms around her, she pulled away sharply and shouted something at him that did not deserve repeating.  Even the halfling's face turned visibly redder.


	And then there was Corana.  She had been in her room at the time, talking to someone, perhaps herself.  The others would not have been too surprised, Corana was as strange as the words of her spells.  When the adventurers had confronted the guardian, everyone in the entertainment room had heard loud laughter from above.


	Erik, the most logical of Kara's apprentices, concluded that Kara must owe the strangers some money, and they had come to collect.  Jav, the most imaginative, joked that the newcomers were bouty hunters, coming after Corana for a charge of espionage or assassination attempt.  Shaelis, looking starry-eyed, imagined a magnificent tale of romance and betrayal between Kara and the mysterious young dark-haired man, who had returned to her arms to beg forgiveness.  Erik and Javernel scoffed at this.  Not much later, Jav went downstairs to eavesdrop.


	For now, the musings had come to a halt.  None of the apprentices was sure what they could or could not ask Kara, who leaned against the wall, smiling slightly.


	"The strangers downstairs," she began, "are old friends of mine.  We fought together in the battle at Guardia, and all throughout the last months of the War of the Wraiths."


	"Old war buddies, hmm?" Jav joked from the doorway.  Without an invitation, he stepped over Lucina and stretched out on Erik's bed.  Settling himself in, placing his hands beneath his head, he sighed in contentment and grinned.  "Your friends are settled in the western rooms, with bread, cheese, and a variety of beverages..  I would have offered them fine wines and brandy, but I can't seem to recall where I put the key  that I took from that secret pocket in your robes, so I couldn't open the liquor cabinet.  Perhaps if I had a small dagger or knife... Anyway, where were we?"  He raised his eyebrows brightly.


	Kara laughed, even as she cursed Jav - her liquor cabinet key had been missing.  "If I were to give you a dagger or knife, Javernel, it would be through the heart.  As I was saying, they are old friends of mine.  I haven't seen them for... a long time.  If you can, please interfere with them as little as possible.  And do as I tell you, when I tell you.  Tempers will be short with them around.


	"Of course," said Lucina.  Everyone nodded their agreement.  Kara smiled to herself, as if pleased.  "Good," she said.  "Now, it is late.  Get some rest, all of you."  She started for the door.


	"Good night, Kara!" Jav called from the bed.  Kara nodded as she passed through the doorway.


	Erik waited at the door for her to reach the fourth floor landing, then hastily closed it.  "What did you hear, Jav?"


	The elf grinned, his green eyes dancing as he lounged on the bed.  Gossip was one of his hobbies.  "I watched through the keyhole, and you won't believe this, but the dark-haired fellow is one of the Shadow!  Funny, because they usually stick to themselves."


	"Are you sure?" asked Shaelis.  


	"Well, the blue skin is a little hard to mistake - oh, and he's got something going with the human woman.  So much for your romantic fantasy, Shaelis."  The girl frowned, looking disappointed.  "But Kara did have an interesting relationship with someone in this tower.  Or rather, near the tower."  He paused dramatically.  "It seems our beloved Master was once involved with the guardian, who used to be a half-elven wizard."


	Jaws dropped all over the room, including Jav's own.  He stared back at his friends with wide, mirroring eyes, greatly amused.  "That's right!  That... thing-" he gestured toward the east side of the tower "-was once Sivaris Geric!"


	"Then the legends are true!" exclaimed Lucina.  "Are you sure?" Erik asked skeptically.


	"My friend, my friend," Jav moaned with sudden sadness, "even you doubt my words.  I heard her say it myself," he answered cheerfully, then switched back to his moan.  "Oh, what will it take to gain your trust?"  He rose to his feet and struck a dramatic pose.


	Even with Jav's joking, the apprentices were uneasy.  "It sounds like there's a story here," Erik said.


	"Of course there is," Jav told her. waving his hands in the air like a mystic.  "A long time ago, Kara came to this tower and narrowly missed losing her life in the grove."  His fingers measured how narrowly.  "Sivaris, being a kind and gentle evil wizard, plucked her off his doorstep and took her inside."  He picked up Erik's pillow and slung it unceremoniously over his shoulder.  "During the time it took her to heal, Sivaris fell in love."  Jav sighed, clasped the pillow to his heart, and fluttered his eyelashes at his friends.  "Apparently she was after some power item, the Gem of something or other.  Once he showed it to her, she stole it and ran off to Zardonia, where she met those strangers down there.  But when she left, Sivaris was devastated, and threw himself out a window, directly above where we stand now."  Lucina, Erik, and Shaelis glanced warily at the ceiling.  Jav took no notice and continued.  "He died, of course.  He was transformed to a lich somehow, but his bones are still lying in a crumpled heap in the courtyard directly below where we stand now."  Lucina, Erik, and Shaelis glanced warily at the floor.


	Erik swallowed hard.  The story Jav related was just too strange.  Besides, if it were true at all, it meant that there was another side to their beloved master, a scheming, selfish side.


	Jav was subdued when he caught the look in his friend's eyes.  "You don't believe it, do you?" he asked.


	Erik shook his head with a sigh.  He wouldn't be getting much sleep that night.





Chapter Four


	As it turned out, no one got much sleep that night.  When Javernel left Erik's room, he took the pillow from his earlier illustration, and Erik had an uncomfortable night.  The other apprentices were kept awake by bits of conversation seeping through the walls from Corana's room.  No one could make out any of it except a few vague phrases, and could make no sense of it.


	Downstairs, Physus fell asleep almost immediately, worn out by the tension of the day, but it was a fitful sleep and she awoke as tired as she had been.  Arin, Crag's roommate, was kept awake by the dwarf's snoring.  Beanwick disappeared from that room early in the morning, but no one was alert enough to notice.  Roscoe paced most of the night, worried about the lich, and Hatatoshi, his roommate, was irritable and told him to stop.  Hatatoshi was worried about two things: Kara's sudden change in attitude, and Alana's sleeping in the room furthest from his.  Little did he know Alana was as well kept awake, worrying about the sudden distance Hatatoshi seemed to have placed between himself and the others.  


	Beanwick was bored by the long night, and disgusted by Crag's snoring, so when Arin wasn't watching, he opened the door and left.  There had to be something interesting in a wizard's tower, he reasoned - something interesting and valuable.


	The door to the entertainment room was locked, probably magically, which the halfling thought was unfair.  The doors on the next floor had keyholes, but when Beanwick looked through them, he saw that there was nothing interesting inside, just a bunch of tired apprentices.  Then he found one interesting room.  Two voices came from the room, a thin female voice and a kind male voice.  Looking through the keyhole, he saw a young woman he didn't recognize, a human, with some elven blood, he thought.  She was average looking, except for her hair, which was shiny and gold and seemed to come alive in the waxing light of the red moon shining through the window.  The girl was talking gently to someone outside Beanwick's range of vision, which was quite small, considering the size of the keyhole.


	"She would be so angry, if you were to tell her," the girl said to the unseen person.  Her voice was muffled, so Beanwick put his ear to the keyhole instead.  That seemed to work, because when the man spoke, he could hear a faint elven accent.  "I know," the man said (and maybe it was Beanwick's imagination, but he could swear the voice sounded familiar) "that is why I do not tell her.  I know she seems strong, but-" he sighed.  "I know her.  I could not do that to her."


	Beanwick squinted, puzzled.  Who were they talking about?  Kara?  One of the apprentices?  Beanwick hoped so.  Kara had never been very nice to him, always threatening to turn him into something, but she never actually had, and was actually fun sometimes.  Never mind that those times had been when her evil master was trying to brainwash her.


	"I could," the girl said with scorn.  "I don't know what false charm she used on you, but she revealed her true self to me, though she acts as if she didn't.  The other apprentices still believe her."


	Kara.  Beanwick nodded to himself.


	"No, you will not, Corana," the male voice said sternly.  "She thinks... I can't tell you what she thinks.  But you will understand someday, when you find someone.  Now I must go, I am expected at my watch at sunrise.  Good-bye."


	The conversation lapsed, and Beanwick took the opportunity to peek through the keyhole again.  As he put his eye to the slit, a flash of green light nearly blinded him.  He stumbled backwards, clutching his injured eye, but caught himself just as he was about to make a rather loud noise, and cushioned his fall with his left hand.  His wrist hurt badly, but when his eye felt better and he could see other things than a bright starburst, he took another look through the keyhole.  The girl - what was her name, Corana? - was now lying on the bed, peaceful.


	A few minutes passed, and the girl said nothing more.  Was her visitor still there?  Beanwick remembered now a spell Kara had told him of: teleport.  It was a powerful spell, and only powerful mages could cast it.  The other person that had been in the room was certainly no apprentice.


	Whoever it was, the action was over for the night, Beanwick decided.  He went back to his room; it was almost time to get up.


	The day passed uneventfully.  Their food was fine and their time spent reading or sword-fighting.  Kara was hardly seen; she told her companions that she was busy with her apprentices.  But the evening turned out to be quite enjoyable.


	


	Evening found Physus, Arin, Erik, and Shaelis were nested in a huge pile of pillows in the entertainment room, next to a cleared off area to be used as a makeshift stage.  Lucina sat on another pillow in that area, holding a lute.  She was the most artistic of the apprentices, and could sing beautifully.  Javernel was in his room, sulking.  He had insisted that he could sing, but he was off-key on every other note, and the songs he knew were embarrassingly bawdy for an elf.


	Roscoe leaned against a wall; he just couldn't allow himself to be comfortable in a mage's tower.  Alana had piled up several of the pillows in a dim corner for herself and Hatatoshi, but he was seated in a chair talking to Kara, heedless of Alana's disappointment.  Crag detested the fluffy, squishy pillows, and sat instead on the floor.  Beanwick had gone off somewhere, "exploring".  Slowly the room hushed, and Lucina asked if anyone had a request.


	"Trails of Sunshine!" shouted a halfling voice.  Beanwick had crept in unnoticed and buried himself in the pile of pillows.  Lucina giggled self-consciously and began to strum the instrument.


	"Cordial is the air of the valley


	The white-capped peaks aglow


	The dying rays of the sun are gold


	Reflected off melting snow


	I'm walking on trails of sunshine still


	Winding through town and wood and hill


	I'll travel these paths through sleet and through gale-"


	"Just trying to buy a tankard of ale!" rang out a merry but off-key voice from behind the door.  Lucina's fingers faltered on the strings as she and Shaelis began to laugh, but she kept on playing and went into Javernel's favorite song.


	Kara recognized the chords and dropped her head into her hands in mock exasperation.  "Oh no," she mumbled, trying to keep from laughing.  Hatatoshi looked at her in amazement.


	The door swung open with a bang and an oddly dressed figure entered.  It was Javernel, in puffy turquoise pants gathered at the knees, pointed purple boots which shimmered with multicolored rhinestones, a lime green waistcoat (unbuttoned, naturally), a red and orange striped shirt, edged with yellow lace, and a purple hat the size and shape of one of the pillows the audience was sitting on, topped off with a tremendously long yellow feather.  Opening wide his mouth, he began to sing, stretching his arms out dramatically.


	"My darling has gone and left me,


	And run through the mountain pass.


	But I don't miss her all that much,


	She was quite an-"


	Erik threw a pillow at his friend's head, knocking off the hat.  The onlookers laughed, watching Jav scuffle around in his ridiculous ensemble, looking for the ridiculous accent which he used to top it off.  Alana looked at him with amusement and curiosity, Physus and Roscoe with disgust.  And through it all, Lucina continued to play.


	"Ah!" Jav exclaimed, finding his hat under a purple pillow.  He plopped it back on his head with a bow, which caused the enormous hat to slide over his eyes.  Even so, he kept singing as loudly as he could.


	"She was toying with my best friend,


	Oh, what a fool I am!


	But wow! she had a great rear end-"


	Erik tossed another pillow at Javernel, cutting off his last line, and thankfully, the disgusting chorus as well.  Javernel sidestepped the pillow skillfully.  The hat, seeming to have a life of its own, fell off again.  Lucina, hearing the others laugh, was herself overcome and fell off her pillow, dropping the forgotten lute to the floor.  "Of course you have to ruin my premiere, Jav," she giggled.  Another pillow flew from the hands of Shaelis, hitting Javernel full in the face.


	Jav's mouth fell open in mock indignation.  "Your premiere - Your premiere?  No, my premiere!"


	"You ARE a fool, Jav!" shouted Arin, who had taken to the slightly younger elf immediately upon their introduction.  He threw another pillow at Jav, who held up his hands trying to ward off the soft projectiles.  Beanwick joined in, and soon the absurdly dressed elf was buried beneath a mound of cushions.


	"Whew!" Jav said, picking his way up through the pillows.  He looked at the pile in annoyed astonishment and cursed.  "Now I'll never find my hat!" he complained.


	Next to Hatatoshi, Kara collapsed, laughing.  "I-I think we've had enough fun for now," she announced.  Hatatoshi shook his head in amazement.  Kara was suddenly acting very cheerful - normal, almost.  Physus was also watching her curiously, and Roscoe was frowning.


	Arin jumped Javernel, who was bowing, even as everyone laughed at him.  The two fell to the floor, almost landing on a black and white cat in their folly.  The cat glared at them, as much as a cat could glare,and stepped delicately around them to stand in front of Kara.  Kara stopped laughing and stared into the cat's blue eyes, which stared back in silence.  Finally Kara blinked and the stare was broken.


	"I must go," she muttered to no one in particular.  "Make sure this mess gets cleaned up."  She picked up the cat with a gentle hand and walked with him out of the room.  The door was left open, but Hatatoshi could not even hear her footsteps as she ascended the stairs.


	Kara closed the door to her chamber swiftly upon arriving.  She dropped Zithen onto her bed and sat down beside him.  "So you were watching Corana, as I asked?"


	The cat set to grooming his paws.  "Yes, Master."


	Kara smiled grimly.  "And what did you discover?"


	Zithen turned and began licking his tail - in shame, Kara thought.  "Her visitor was not in her room tonight."


	Kara flung a candle she was about to light against the wall in a rage.  Zithen cringed as the porcelain candlestick shattered.  His Master's luminous eyes glowed in malevolence, but she forced herself to calm down, especially when she caught sight of Eari, frightened and cowering in a corner of his cage.  Her eyes softened immediately.


	She sank down by his cage and opened it, saying in elven, "It's all right, Eari.  I'm not angry at you, my precious."  She picked him up and held him close for a moment.  Then she turned to Zithen, who was regarding her coldly, unafraid.  "Nor am I angry at you, Zithen.  I just can not believe that each time I send you to observe, Corana seems to know.  She must send Valera to watch me."  She set Eari back in his cage and began pacing angrily.  "How else could she know?  I swear to you, Zithen: that bird will be your dinner someday!"  Zithen wished she hadn't mentioned it - he was hungry, and the rabbit, although small, was out of his cage.  Only the knowledge that Kara would be very angry with him kept him from leaping on the pitiful little plant-eater.  Instead he occupied himself with scratching his ears and watching Kara pace and insult humans and half-humans in elven.  Finally, he asked, "Do you wish me to watch the girl's room tonight?"


	Kara looked up.  "Oh no - that will not be necessary, you have served me well, Zithen."  The cat let out a small feline sigh of relief; tonight was his night off.


	As Zithen padded out the door, which closed behind him, he again heard the sound of shattering porcelain.





	Kara yanked the dark cloth over Eari's cage, trying to calm down.  Why did Corana's visitor upset her so much?  Whoever he was, all she knew of him was a deep voice occasionally floating up from below.  It certainly wasn't enough to get upset about.  Maybe it was because the visitor was Corana's dark secret.  Everyone had one, she knew.  She enjoyed bringing her acquaintances' secrets out, for future reference and insights, and occasionally for blackmail.  Corana kept her secret well hidden, and it infuriated Kara to think that there might be one person she would meet over whom she could not have at least some small measure of control.


	Below her, she heard two voices laughing together as she sank beneath the bedsheets.  One voice high and pleasant, one voice deep but reserved...





	The keyhole was Beanwick's usual way of watching people.  When he wasn't allowed in a room, he looked in through the keyhole to see why not.  If someone caught him looking through keyholes and locked him in a room, he would look out through the keyhole to discover what his punishment would be, and how long he might have to sneak out a window beforehand.


	He had heard voices coming from Corana's room while descending the stairs (for the twelfth time, since he had walked up and down the stairs for several minutes hoping to hear voices) and gone to look out of pure curiosity.


	"Why didn't you come earlier?" Corana was asking anxiously as Beanwick crouched down by his private window.  She was sitting on her bed, and again, Beanwick couldn't see her companion.


	"She had Zithen watching again," came the deep voice.  Corana frowned.  "She is being cautious, the voice continued, "as anyone would be if they had heard rumors of an intruder.  So how are you, my daughter?"


	Daughter!  Beanwick sucked in his breath.  He strained to see through the narrow opening, with no success.


	"I'm fine.  How are you feeling tonight?"  Corana sighed suddenly.  "I'm sorry.  That was a thoughtless question."  Beanwick's forehead wrinkled as he tried to understand that last remark.


	"Don't apologize, my dear.  I do still feel emotions, and tonight I am feeling quite well," the voice responded, as Corana stared at the floor.  "Huh?" Beanwick mumbled, then clapped his hand over his mouth.


	"How is that possible, after what she did to you?" Corana exclaimed.  The halfling was startled at the sudden burst of bitterness and anger.  


	"I understand her, Corana," came the voice.  "I was so like her, not so long ago, and it was my folly which became my obsession.  It was my choice which determined my fate, and I accept it.  For now I see, I understand thateach step we take, for good or for evil, is added to one side of the scales.  If the balance tips, it is our own fault."  The voice trembled, whether with sadness or joy, Beanwick could not tell.  A teardrop glistened on Corana's cheek.  The second figure, arms outstretched, came into the range of Beanwick's vision to comfort his daughter.  Beanwick was so shocked he fell backwards away from the door, gasping for breath.  Even so, he could clearly hear the visitor's next words.


	"It was unfortunate that my steps took me off the windowledge.  But it was my choice, and now I pay the price."


	Beanwick scrambled for the staircase, thinking only to get away.





Chapter Five


	Two steel blades flashed before Roscoe's eyes, clinking together with a satisfying clang.  Arin was older than Hatatoshi in a matter of years, but Hatatoshi, being human, was more mature and better learned in the art of swordplay.


	The two locked hilts, glaring into each other's eyes, struggling to overpower each other.  It was more than a few seconds until Hatatoshi swung his sword in an arc around Arin's.  The manuever caught the elf off guard and his grip slipped, but he regained it skillfully and parried with a swing aimed for the head.  Hatatoshi blocked the swing with his own sword, which bit a small chunk out of Arin's blade.  


	It looked as though the battle would be a draw, but Roscoe knew what his long time friend was planning.  Sure enough, Hatatoshi gritted his teeth and appeared to be driven back.  At the last moment, just as Arin forced the sword to the point where it almost touched the Shadow man's nose, Hatatoshi shifted the katana into a horizontal position and in the same motion thrust upward with both hands.  The unexpected force knocked Arin backwards onto the green grass of the tower's courtyard.  Arin's grip slipped again, and this time he lost hold of his sword.  In less time than it took to tell, the katana was at his neck.  Roscoe lifted his left hand.


	"That's the final point.  Hatatoshi Asira has won the match."  Alana, Physus, Shaelis, and Lucina who were watching, cheered loudly.  Crag and Erik grumbled goodnaturedly.  Above it all was Jav's rising laughter.  Kara watched with a hint of amusement in her dark eyes.


	Roscoe nudged Beanwick, who was standing beside him, unusually preoccupied.  "Don't worry," he told the halfling, wondering when before he had defended Kara.  "She won't really turn you into a hammer and let Crag use your head to break rocks."


	"I know!" Beanwick snapped, momentarily ceasing to chew on his leather bracelet (which was beginning to look as though a starving dog had gotten hold of it).  Nervous, he glanced at the black-robed mage.  Roscoe caught the glance and sighed.  It had been two weeks now since they had arrived at the tower, and even as he himself had been growing more comfortable around Kara, Beanwick had been growing more and more nervous.  He vaguely wondered if it was for the same reason - Kara's cheerfulness.  Or maybe it was the reason Roscoe could never feel completely at ease.  His eyes went to another pair of eyes, glowing in the edge of the forest.


	The forest was another thing.  The trees were twisted and rotting, and no animals played among their roots or in their branches, at least not normal ones.  He could see trails of slime left by some of the forest's inhabitants, and sometimes he could see something as black and gnarled as the trees themselves go scuttling from one twisted limb to another.  The ground was bare except for a few patches of dead grass here and there.  But the worst part by far was the dead half-elf guardian which guarded it always.  Roscoe had never studied the undead, not around the rather unmagical town of Marnon where he had grown up.  He knew nothing about their powers.  He wondered sometimes if Sivaris came into the tower, unseen to human eyes, and wandered the halls, eavesdropping.


	Roscoe sometimes saw Beanwick glance at Sivaris the same way he had looked at Kara a moment ago.  Roscoe wondered about a lot of things.


	Just then, Kara looked up from the jewel-like pendant she was fingering.  She didn't say a word, or even move, but stared at Beanwick intently.  Beanwick paled so violently, Roscoe grabbed hold of him, fearing the halfling might faint.  Instead, Beanwick managed to make his way inside the tower, where he would be out of Kara's eyesight.


	Roscoe watched him go, then turned to Kara.  She was half-smiling in a curious way and watching Arin and Jav pretend to be in a vicious battle.  Roscoe sighed.  The two elves were so childish sometimes, he almost wanted to knock their heads together.


	His own head felt fuzzy all of a sudden.  Where was Beanwick, he thought.  Oh yes, he went inside, he remembered as the strange feeling left his head.  Beanwick went inside, because of... something to do with... somebody...


	Roscoe just couldn't remember, so he hurried through the doors of the tower after his friend.  Behind him, Kara's smile twisted slightly.


	The knight found the halfling sitting in the room he shared with Crag and Arin, shaking like a scared animal.


	"What's with you, Beanwick?  You've been acting strangely ever since we got here," he said, sitting down on the bed beside his friend.  


	"Nothing!  Nothing.  Really.  I'm fine," Beanwick stammered.  Roscoe's eyes were doubtful.  Beanwick sighed, surprisingly serious.  "Did-did you see how Kara l-looked at me?" he stuttered.  Roscoe frowned.


	"She looked at me, and - and it wasn't really an unfriendly stare or anything like that, but when she looked, I very clearly heard her say 'He knows something!'  It scared me, Roscoe, it really did!"


	"He knows something?"  Half-joking, Roscoe replied, "That's a compliment coming from her, Beanwick.  Up until now, she's said you don't know anything."


	Beanwick turned away, drawing his knees up to his chest miserably.  "I'm sorry," Roscoe apologized quickly.  "It's just that - what would you know that she doesn't want you to know about?"  A practical but upsetting thought occured to Roscoe.  "Beanwick, you haven't-"


	"No, I haven't been sneaking around, sticking my nose in other people's business and my hands in their pockets!" Beanwick shouted, frustrated.  "Really, we've had the discussion before."


	"It never did any good before, either," Roscoe muttered.  "So, what do you know?"


	"I don't know."


	Roscoe groaned.  "Then why are you so worried?"


	"I don't know."


	"Do you know anything about this?" Roscoe asked, annoyed.


	"No."


	"Then don't worry!"  Roscoe's head sunk into his hands.  "I'm sorry, Beanwick.  My head feels odd.  I think I should lie down."  He stood up to leave.


	"Thanks anyway," Beanwick said in a small voice.  Roscoe turned around.  He hated to leave when his friend was so upset, but he couldn't be of any help when his head was feeling two feet thick.


	"I'll see you later."





	Kara's apprentices were excited when she announced a lesson on summoning spells for that night.  She had not conducted a class for all the time her visitors had been staying at the tower, and most of her students missed them - the exception, of course, being Javernel.


	Erik had no clues as to why his friend had taken up magic.  Jav was not particularly intelligent, and he had none of the discipline needed to excel in the art.  Of course, Erik reasoned, the same qualities ruled out a career as a mercenary, and he'd have no chance as a bard considering his singing voice.  Now that he thought about it, a jester's life would have been ideal for the elven boy.


	Javernel, upon hearing about the night's lesson, had moped around the tower in a pretense of such gloom that Kara gave in and irritably told him Arin could sit in on the lesson.  Erik didn't like the idea of a non-magic-user watching and learning the secret subtleties of magic, but there was nothing he could do about it.


	When Erik, Javernel, Arin, Shaelis, and Lucina came up for the lesson, Kara was standing in the center of the training room like a black monument, her hands folded in the sleeves of the black robes she wore.  Erik and Jav exchanged glances.  This lesson was going to be a serious one, they could tell.


	As they settled in their usual places on the floor (Arin sat against the wall near the fireplace), Corana swept by everyone into the room.  "My apologies for being late, Master," she mumbled, somewhat flustered.  Kara waved her hand, dismissing the matter as unimportant, but all the apprentices noticed the annoyed expression on her face.


	About to speak, Kara put her hand in one of her pouches absently and an odd look crept over her face.  Her irritated gaze fell on Javernel as her hand pulled out a handful of bread crumbs.  Javernel's cheeks were red and puffed out from supressed laughter, while behind him, Arin's shoulders were shaking.


	Erik, Lucina, and Shaelis watched worriedly, afraid of what their Master might do.  She strode over to where Jav sat, squeezing the bread crumbs as though she were strangling them.  Arin stopped laughing and looked up at her, as did Jav.  Her hand raised, her frown turned to a playful smile, and she flung the ball of bread crumbs into Javernel's face.  All in the room burst out laughing except Jav, even Corana.


	Jav sat, bewildered, with crumbs clinging to his dark hair, with his mouth hanging open.  "You see, Jav," his master said, "I will not be made a fool.  You, on the other hand, have been made by nature into a perfect example of a fool."  Erik glanced briefly at Corana, who was gasping for breath.  Somehow, her laughter disturbed him more than her silence.


	The laughter had not yet died when a knock came at the door.  "Kara," called a cautious voice, "I - I think I should talk to you, and I... I..."


	"Enter, Beanwick," Kara told him, turning at the strange edge in his voice.


	The door opened, and Beanwick came in silently.  "I wanted to tell you that I found out something... strange, and I - oh!"  Sharp as his halfling eyes were, he had been so preoccupied that he hadn't noticed until that moment that they were not alone.  "Um, maybe we should go somewhere else."


	Kara's eyes narrowed.  "Why?"


	Beanwick shuddered.  "Well, the person I wanted to talk about is-uh... is, ah..."  Beanwick's voice trailed off under Kara's intense stare.  "Is, um, in this room," he whispered.


	Kara raised an eyebrow and let her eyes examine each of the youths sitting on the floor.  The apprentices followed her gaze to Shaelis, to Lucina, to Erik, to Jav, to Arin, and finally to Corana.  Her eyes lingered.


	Corana shook her head vigorously, turning white.  "N-no."  Kara took a step forward.  Alarmed, Corana stood and shrank back.  "No!"


	Never taking her eyes off her apprentice, Kara asked Beanwick in a patronizing voice, "So tell me, is this private business or does it pertain to all of us?"


	"Uh, I think it's private, but I think it pertains to you too," Beanwick gulped.


	Kara smiled.  "And I have chosen the correct person for this particular bit of information, have I not?"


	"Yes..."  The other apprentices looked on uncomfortably.  "Uh, maybe we should leave," Erik began.  He and his friends started to stand, but Kara held up her hand.  "No.  I believe I know what all this is about.  Continue, Beanwick."  The halfling froze.  "Is this about Corana's late night visitor?" she prompted him.


	"Y-yes."  Corana's face turned paler.


	Kara turned on Beanwick.  "You know who it is?  Tell me!" she demanded.


	"No, please!" Corana pleaded behind her.  Her fingers trembled as she rubbed a ring on her left hand.


	Beanwick trembled, but didn't speak.  "Tell me," Kara repeated.


	"Her visitor is her father..." he said in halting words.


	"Yes?" Kara said slowly.  "Go on..."  A pair of glowing red eyes, the color of the fire in the hearth, appeared beside Corana.  The apprentices froze, and so did Beanwick.


	Kara, her back to the eyes, focused on Beanwick.  "Who is her father?"


	Beanwick pointed a shaky finger.  "Him."  Kara whirled around and found herself looking at the glowing eyes of her undead guardian.  A strange expression in her own eyes frightened Erik, who stood, about to comfort her.  Instead, he backed off.


	Kara laughed shakily.  "Who?  Sivaris?" she asked.  "That's impossible.  He told me that I was the only woman he loved, that he would ever love.  Corana is 20, and only distantly an elf.  Twenty years ago, I was here.  I am not her mother."  She laughed again, getting a wild look in  her eyes.  She took a step towards Sivaris and Corana.  "Sivaris, who is her mother?"


	The lich seemed unable to speak, but stood with his nonexistant head bowed, his immaterial hands folded.  Corana held out her hand to her master with her dark eyes overflowing with tears and sympathy.  "Master, I am sorry..."


	Kara pushed her aside to face Sivaris alone.  "Tell me, Sivaris.  Tell me," Kara said in an unsteady voice, "tell me who her mother is."


	Sivaris sighed, and when he spoke, it was with the weary voice only the undead could possibly speak with.  He took a step towards her.  "My dear..." His voice failed.


	With a visible struggle, Kara regained her composure.  She looked at her apprentices, who shrank back.  Always before, her eyes had been expressive towards them, but cold as glass.  Now there was nothing in her eyes, Erik realized.  Nothing at all.


	Beanwick and Arin didn't need to look.  They had seen the void before.


	"I need to be alone, to think," Kara told her apprentices.  "Don't bother me, for any reason, short of another war.  Just leave me-"  The darkness in her eyes suddenly seemed to shatter, and the mage collapsed.


	Arin leapt forward to catch her, and lowered her gently to the floor as her apprentices clustered around.  "Back up, don't smother her," he commanded.  "Erik, go get my sister."  The young man did so, without arguing, as Arin lay Kara's head on his lap, stroking her dark hair back from her face.


	Shaelis, always a romantic, aimed a murderous look at Sivaris.  "How could you do that?" she exclaimed.  "How could you betray Kara's love like that?"


	The lich looked up in shame.  "I - I didn't - not really -"


	Corana burst forward and stepped between the two.  "My father is a fair man," she said hotly.  "The Master betrayed his love.  My father is the victim, he is innocent!"


	"Kara probably suspected it and left him because of it!"


	Corana's face grew darker.  "Your precious Kara admits to planning the whole ordeal," she said bitterly.  "Didn't she, Arin?"


	Arin ignored her.  Javernel looked on helplessly.  Suddenly Lucina was startled.  "Where did Sivaris go?" she wondered out loud.  In the instant that Shaelis looked away, Corana fled from the room.


	The room was silent until Erik returned with Physus, along with Roscoe, Hatatoshi, and Alana.  Hatatoshi, obviously concerned, held Kara close while Physus checked her over.  Alana watched, jealous.  Kara's apprentices, Arin, and Beanwick filled the others in on what had come to pass in the last few moments.  Physus did not listen, but examined the girl closely while everyone waited for her evaluation.  Finally, she lifted her head.  


	"Will she be all right?" Javernel whispered, his eyes looking strangely watery.


	Physus smiled.  "Yes.  She will be fine.  It looks as if she just fainted.  It's nothing serious, she just needs to sleep."  Her expression changed to one of mystification.  "What happened to her, anyway?"


	Beanwick recounted the story (without embellishment, for once).  Physus looked down at the unconscious girl with pity.  "Oh, dear... That's too bad.  But we all have to put up with a betrayal at some point in our lives."


	"Yes," Hatatoshi said, speaking for the first time since his arrival.  "I just hoped it would be different for her.  Ever since I met her, she's been like a daughter to me."  Hurt, he looked up at Alana.  "I hoped I could protect her from this."


	"Kara set herself up for this," Roscoe reminded him coldly.  "She was proud of her own betraying, and it came back on her own head."


	Arin kicked at the stone hearth moodily.  "Maybe, but why did her betrayer have to be an old dead dark elf?"


	No one could answer him, but sat thinking.


	Hatatoshi finally picked Kara up in his arms.  "I'll take her to her room," he mumbled.


	Her apprentices were aghast.  "You can't do that!" Lucina told him.  "Only Kara is allowed in the Master's room."


	Hatatoshi raised an eyebrow.  "Since when, and why?"


	"It's a traditional rule of apprenticeship," explained Erik.  "So that the apprentice remembers their lower place, the Master has a separate room, library, and study."


	Roscoe looked back and forth at the apprentices, exasperated.  "Fine then.  Take her to a guest room downstairs.  There's plenty of them."


	Hatatoshi left with Kara in his arms, Physus by his side, and Alana trailing them.  One by one, the others left for their rooms.


	Arin, on the other hand, sat there by the hearth for a very long time.





Chapter Six


	Light bored holes in Kara's eyelids.  She was mildly surprised, she made a practice of closing the drapes before she slumbered.  She must have forgotten.  Her eyes still closed, she reached up to pull the cord... and found it was not there.


	Her eyes flared open.  Light was streaming in the doorway.  She had to be in a different room, her own doorway faced north.  When her eyes had adjusted, she recognized one of her guest rooms.  Hmm.  That's strange, she thought.  Also strange, the short, stocky figure of Crag was silhouetted in the doorframe.


	The gruff dwarf turned, seeming to be embarrassed.  "Oh, ha, you're up."  He cleared his throat, then continued.  "I was looking for my tinder box, I just know that idiot Beanwick's been looting again..."


	Crag couldn't fool Kara.  There was pity in his eyes.  Kara knew that it was she he pitied, but couldn't seem to remember why.  She sat up.


	Crag looked at the floor, then at the ceiling, then at everything in the room besides Kara herself.  "Say, oh, how are you feeling?"


	"Fine.  Why am I in my guest room?"


	The dwarf groaned.  "You don't remember?"


	"What should I remember?"


	He sighed heavily.  "Ah, last night, Sivaris..."  His voice lowered to a grumble, with only occasional recognizable words.  "...Stupid dead elf... cheater... got what.... deserved.... then you fainted..."


	"Oh."  Kara sat back.  "I thought it was a dream."  She felt a stab of pain, like a knife in the heart.  With a bit of effort, she pushed the pain to the back of her mind, where she could further analyze it later.  She kept her eyes purposely blank when she next spoke, but she couldn't keep all the pain out her voice, much to her annoyance.  "So why am I in the guest room?"


	"Erik said something about how no one but you could get to your room, a stupid tradition or some idiot thing, and Hatatoshi brought you down here."  The way Crag was now looking at Kara, she had seen only a few times before.  He was looking at her in the same manner in which he looked at his "children", Physus and Arin, when one of them was discouraged or vulnerable.  Kara hated that look.


	"I am tired.  Please leave me," she muttered, sounding more tired than she'd meant to.


	Crag eyed her suspiciously.  "Eh, are you sure you're all right?"


	"Yes! I'm fine!" she snapped, feeling every nerve in her body drawn tight.  "Just let me be!"


	Crag scowled.  "Fine - have it your way!"  He stomped ot of the room, his metal-soled boots making a muted clanging sound on the carpet over stone.  "Crazy mage," he grumbled.  Kara, quite satisfied, smiled.  That was much better.  Now, she had some thinking to do.


	Sivaris had been at his tower for close to half a century.  His tower kept out everyone, of every race, except the most skilled in magic or those he invited.  Or perhaps the very lucky, Kara thought.  No one had entered the gates until she herself did twenty-two years earlier.  He had been thrilled to see her, even though she was only an adolescent.  But was he excited to see her because she was another person, or because of her talents in magic?


	In the two years she had stayed with Sivaris, she had never seen another living creature in the tower, much less another female.  Corana's mother must have been with Sivaris soon after she left.  Corana was far too human to be readily recognized as elven, so her mother must have been human, Kara reasoned.  And Sivaris had promised that she was the only one he would ever love...


	It irritated her that this should bother her.  "After all, she muttered to herself, "it's not as if I loved Sivaris.  Why should I feel upset that he did not love me?"


	Kara was exhausted, so she allowed herself to close her eyes.  The sun rose higher in the sky, and it's light was not hurting her eyes.  Unknowingly, unconciousness crept up on her.


	"I just wonder if he jumped because of me," she continued drowsily, "or because of her.  When I returned, he did not mention her either.  Even if he cared nothing for me, I never cared for him.  If I wanted men, I could have had men.  True love is when you would sacrifice for another.  I never would have sacrificed anything for a man, except once..." she stopped to yawn, "long ago...


	"And where did that get me?"


	Before she dreamed, she reminisced.





	During Kara's youth, she had always been different, always the outcast.  From her birth, there were the rumors of an omen, a visit from a drove of silver dragons, the way the villagers told it.  As she grew, she gained none of the other children's love for games, but instead found her private world inside a dimly lit cottage in the elven town of Shomaelor.  It was not often that she came into the all too glaring sunlight, and when she did, it was only to go to her classes and then to retreat to her own room and her own thoughts.


	The other children resented her.  She was too smart, and too isolated, and too beautiful to touch.  She was attractive, and she knew she had always been attractive, but she took no pleasure in it, nor was she conceited.  It didn't matter; as long as she could use her mind, she was pleased with herself.


	She isolated herself from everyone, even her family.  Her mother, not overly intelligent, decided it was because she was shy.  Her father always worried about her, but once when he left to hunt with several of the villagers, he came back on the cart intended for the slaughtered deer and boar, a slash from a troll's dagger in his chest.  There would have been an uproar among the elves if anyone knowledgeable had seen the body before his grieving widow washed the unnaturally dark red blood from it.  Kara's father was not a simple elf, but... something else.


	Kara had inherited his intelligence and his gift, but her sister Vaanmerisa had inherited only the intelligence, and her mother's social grace.  However, the two shared their mother's looks for the most part; somewhat short and slender, with long black hair, like many of the Shomaeloran elves.  The difference was in the eyes.  Vaanmerisa's were bright, and the usual elven shade of hazel, while Kara's were the strange violet of royalty or other races, and perpetually darkened.


	The sisters were not close, except in age, but whenever Kara went somewhere, it was usually with Vaanmerisa.  Boys sometimes mistook one for the other, but Kara would straighten them out right away.  After they saw her eyes, they knew to back away.


	Boys were an enigma to Kara.  Many of them ignored her, some flirted with her, and the rest, the bullies, regarded her as an easy target.  In her adolescence, each of their responses intensified.  At least once a month, she came home from her studies of magic and was confronted by bullies, though they usually failed to harm her.  In a way, that was the problem.  She did not keep it hidden that she studied magic, and the elves, though they tolerated magic-users, did not trust them.  The children adored play-fighting and bravado, and had not yet realized the advantage of carrying one's weapon inside one's head.  Kara could have ended the bullying with a few cryptic words, but she didn't.  It satisfied her to keep her power to herself, to let them wonder and worry.


	Kara made it a habit to keep her feelings inward as well, and it was in her youth that she developed her vacuum-like eyes, from which she could draw in all that was around her and at the same time distribute one emotion: fear.  She used it so often that became second nature, and soon it was a reflex, and then it stayed.


	Another inward attribute she discovered later was the secret place in her mind.  One day, lying on her back in her room, pondering her lessons of the day, she sensed a gap.  A part of her brain that she was not using.  Something about herself she had not recognized.


	Angry at her ignorance, Kara delved deep into her thought process, trying to find the place again.  She found it, but it slipped from her grasp.  She tried again, and this time she could hold it in her hands, it was so real.  Without hesitation, she examined it, opening it like a wrapped birthday present.


	It was then that she heard the voice.


	It may have been many voices, she was never certain afterwards.  She could not remember the words either, but at times in her life, they had grown clearer.  When she was near death during the War of the Wraiths, ambushed by the Hunters, she heard it as if it were a person kneeling beside her.  Lately, it had gone away, replaced by her more normal concerns about her students, but it was there, in the back of her mind.  It was the voice of a dream, dimly recalled upon waking.  But that day it was soothing, comforting.  And it would take away her fear and her anger, if she wished it to.


	This place became her private reference library, where she stored any information she did not wish to think about.  Here Kara stored her memories of the bullies' attacks, her father's death, as well as anything she might want to think about at a later time.


	While Kara was still young, only about 32 elven years, her mother sent Kara away to school, seeing her daughter's obvious skills in magic and also knowing that she was unhappy in Shomaelor.  Though it broke her heart, she sent Kara far away to Jor-Shoma, to study magic with one of the best, Arkanitus.


	Although Kara was happier at her Master's tower than she had been at home, she could not help but feel betrayed.  Her mother had sent her far away, most likely so that she could be alone with her favorite, her precious Vaanmerisa, who was content to live an elven woman's life and learn the simplest healing properties of grass and bark from the Druids.  Her mother and sister sent easily ignored letters asking, urging, and finally pleading  that she come back to Shomaelor for at least a short time, between studies.  Kara refused to acknowledge their arrival, her heart bitter.  But after a time, the feelings in her heart changed.


	There was a boy near her age in the tower, also an apprentice.  His name was Roderae, and he was a full elf, the nephew of a cousin of the Toranolor elven princess Shanna.  Kara learned this during the many times he approached her.  At first, she pushed him away, as was her habit, but when he continued, she gave in.


	Kara learned early in life that talent was not solitary, and one who is skilled in one art may be skilled in another.  So it was with Roderae; he was amply skillful as a magic-user, but easily the best painter Kara had ever known.  It was the excuse he gave for approaching her: he claimed he wanted to paint her portrait.


	Seasons passed at the tower of Arkanitus, from fall to winter to spring and back again, over and over, and the couple grew close.  Kara helped Roderae learn his spells, and Roderae not only painted her portrait, but taught her to paint as well.  They sat together in the seeing room, Kara commanding the globe to bring them pictures of far off lands and people, Roderae explaining the subtleties of light and shadow.  He kept Kara's earliest attempts, as crude as they were, though she wanted to burn them.


	The shy elven boy was a poet as well.  Many a morning, Kara found a sheet of parchment pushed beneath her door, with Roderae's love upon it, proclaimed in verse.  Other apprentices envied the couple, though Kara unnerved them.  She hardly spoke at all, except to her Master and Roderae.


	Her master... that was a problem.  Kara respected the power of the great mage but refused to obey his rules of protocol.  She stole into his library in the darkest part of the night, her favorite time of the day, and read his spellbooks, always returning them to their exact positions on the shelves.  This infuriated Arkanitus, who caught her several times as she was no thief; she had not the talent for creeping around, though she could see in the dark as well as any cat.  Still, his punishment was mild.  He could sense the power in the young girl, and it worried him, though he might be able to use it to his own satisfaction.


	Time was fluid over the next year for Kara, keeping occupied with worrying her Master and his apprentices, and learning to paint.  She did not like to admit it, but she was enchanted by Roderae, and Roderae was enchanted by Kara.  Summer passed, and fall, winter and spring, then another summer and another fall, and with the snows came a visitor - Vaanmerisa.


	She had come to beg Kara to come back to Shomaelor, if not permanently, then at least for a visit.  Kara did not admit it to anyone but herself, but she missed her old home, fraught with natural things.  The elven side of her loved nature in all it's brilliance, and so she grudgingly agreed to go back...


	Kara's thoughts dissolved into dreams and she dozed, until she felt a strong presence leaning over her, and she woke.





	Hatatoshi could see the surprise in Kara's eyes when she awoke, starting at the shadow he cast over her.  Seeing her surprised made him smile in relief; He had been very concerned, and she so rarely showed her emotions so readily.


	"Kara," he started, relieved, "Kara, we were all so worried!  How are you?"


	She paused to look around before she answered.  She was still in the guest room.  Physus sat in a chair against one wall, awaiting her reply.  Crag and Arin were sitting on the floor next to Physus.  Shaelis was in one corner, fidgeting restlessly with the embroidered hem of her blouse.  Kara frowned.


	Hatatoshi leaned forward.  "Kara?"


	Kara's frown turned to a glare.  "I'm fine.  Do you always get upset when someone catches up on their rest?"


	Physus rose to stand beside the bed.  "You were unconscious for more than a day," she stated.  "We tried to rouse you, but... you would not wake."  She glanced at Hatatoshi, who had been unnerved by this last.  He knew Kara to be a very light sleeper.


	"Would you like anything to eat or drink, Master?" Shaelis asked anxiously.  "I could bring some breakfast-"


	"I can care for myself, thank you," Kara said, pleasantly enough so that they all wondered if they were imagining the hint of exasperation.  Arin looked up at her from the corner, then turned his eyes to the ceiling sullenly.


	Kara stood and stumbled in dizziness.  Hatatoshi reached out to steady her, but she glared at him and snatched her arm away, finding her staff leaning against the wall above Arin.  "I have to go to my room.  Zithen and Eari are there, and they need to be fed."  With that, she turned, flourishing her robes, and slammed the door as she left.


	Hatatoshi and the others exchanged puzzled glances.  None of them had brought the staff down from where she had dropped it, in the learning room.





	Kara puzzled over this as well, once she had stepped into the hall.  Still she was slightly dizzy, but the solidity of the staff was comforting, as though it was pouring it's steadfastness into her body.  The amethyst crystal seemed to glow faintly, as usual, but now more visibly.  


	Now you must do something for me.


	Startled, Kara almost dropped the staff.  She had nearly forgotten that it had spoken to her in the past, and oddly enough, it had the same voice that manifested itself in her mind in her dreams.  Gazing at the crystal, she saw the reflection of an answering sparkle in the pendant she wore.


	"What is it you want?" she asked wearily.  "You always ask, and I never can make out what you say."


	There is a journey you will undertake for my sake, and I believe it must be soon.


	"But where?" she asked.  "Can't you tell me?  Am I supposed to guess?"


	The crystal twinkled playfully, or threateningly.  Watch yourself, little Karanthasa.  


	With a jerk, Kara was pulled up above her body, from where she stood to above the tower, looking down at the cursed trees of the forest.  A wind caught her from behind, and she went flying towards the mountains to the north, only to tumble towards the ground at blinding speed.  She instinctively raised her arms against the impact, but when she hit the ground, she continued to go down below the mountains, through layers of soil and clay until she hit air pockets.  Her mind barely registered them as tunnels before she was pushed through the floor once again and into another realm.


	She came up into a bright world, much too bright.  Her vision cleared, and Hatatoshi had grasped her by the shoulders to shake her.  Frantically she looked around, and found herself in the hallway, next to an open door through Physus and Arin were watching with alarm.


	"Are you all right?  Kara, by the moons, what happened?"  To Kara's surprise, not only was Hatatoshi holding her, but she was clutching at his shirt every bit as tightly as he held her arms.  Suddenly she let go, as did he.


	"I-I'm fine," she stammered.  "I thought... I saw..."  Visions of what she had been shown came involuntarily to her mind, and she burst past the Shadow and ran to the staircase that would lead to her own room.


	Hatatoshi, by this time completely baffled, watched her go.  "Physus, what was she saying?  I don't know much elven."


	"I have no idea," Physus admitted.  "She was incoherent.  Brother, you have a better ear.  What did she say?  Something like 'barhan'?"


	With a growing look of horror on his face, Arin dashed after Kara.  "Arin!  Arin?" Physus called after him.  


	She got no response but a worried look from Hatatoshi.  "What does 'barhan' mean?" he asked.


	"It means dragon," Physus explained.  "I don't know what's wrong with either of them," she added apologetically.


	"I do," growled Crag, poking his head out the door.  "As for Kara, she's crazier than a whole pack of wild dogs!  And Arin, well..."  The dwarf's voice softened.  "I believe the lad's found himself smitten."


	Physus and Hatatoshi stared at him in disbelief.  "Surely you are mistaken!" exclaimed Physus.


	Hatatoshi bit his lip in thought.  "Why would Arin take a liking to Kara?  He must know that she has very little chance of falling for him."


	"It could be that," Crag pondered, stroking his beard as if reliving a fond memory.  "A lad always finds what he can't get is most attractive.  And Arin's always been a little wild, for as long as I've known the boy.  Some might even say crazy.  Like attracts like."


	"My brother's not crazy-" began Physus, hurt.


	The dwarf chuckled.  "Of course he's not a madman.  He's just odd enough that he thinks he understands Kara.  Which is more than I can say for myself," he muttered.  "But I doubt she's anywhere near as simple as he thinks she is."





Chapter Seven


	"Kara!  Kara, wait!" Arin called.  Ahead of him, Kara was running blindly, as fast as she could, but Arin was much faster.  He caught up with her on the landing of the staircase on the third level, near the apprentices' rooms.  Before she could get any further, he caught hold of a handful of her robes.


	"No, Arin!" she screamed at him.  "Stop!  Stop it now!"


	The click of a turning doorknob stopped both of them.  Javernel's door, which had been closed a moment ago, now was open just a crack.  While Arin turned to look, Kara snatched back her robes imperiously, putting a countenance of stone securely over her emotions.


	"Curse you to the deepest caverns of Darmok," she hissed at Arin.  Before he could react, she was gone.


	"Darmok?" he said lamely to himself.


	Jav poked his head out of the door.  "By Goblin Wood, but you do have a way with the ladies!  What did you do, bring her flowers?"


	"I don't know," mumbled Arin, "but I'm not feeling like being the butt of your jokes today, Jav, so leave me as I am, will you?"


	"What a gentleman!  How about that - his heart has been broken!" Jav continued merrily, ignoring Arin's objections.  He took his friend by the shoulders and leaned in confidentially, as if he were telling a secret.  "If it helps, friend, I've never gotten even that far with her.  The best I've gotten is a slap across the face."


	In spite of himself, Arin smiled back.  "I've gotten some of those too.  And once I scored a scream."


	"Ooh!"  Jav's eyes widened.  "You're so lucky!  In fact, this might be your lucky day.  I have just the thing to mend a broken heart - and many other things - right here in my room."


	Arin eyed the door.  "You want me to go in first, right?  So the bucket of water hits me?"


	Javernel laughed.  "It's not water I have hidden today."  He led the way into his quarters.  Arin followed, but not too close.


	Once inside, (uneventfully, much to Arin's relief) Jav gestured to a box hidden under his bed.  "I've had this for awhile," he whispered.  "I wanted to wait until a day when we definitely were not having a lesson - Kara would fry me if she found out, but... she didn't look to be in a teaching mood today, so..."  With a flourish, he opened the box, revealing a pristine bottle of red wine.


	Arin stared blankly at the bottle, remembering his vow to Physus and Crag that he wouldn't drink anymore.  "I... I..." he started helplessly.  I what? he thought to himself.  I'm a drunk?  It's been over a year now, and I've been perfectly fine.  And I need something to distract me, make me feel better...


	Jav watched him, disappointed.  "What - It's Toranolor wine, the finest  anywhere.  Good vintage, unopened, it's perfect!"


	"Yes, but... where did you get it?" Arin asked, stalling.


	"Kara's liquor chest, in the kitchen," Jav replied.  "You wouldn't believe some of the things she has in there!  I have the key, so she can't get in it to see what's missing.  Good idea?  Worthy of a toast, maybe?"  Jav grinned impishly.


	"Well, yes,"  Arin finally agreed.  "But that's a little expensive... if Kara found out..."


	"How would she find out?"  An alarming thought occurred to Jav.  "You're not going to tell her, are you?"


	Arin smiled.  "Now Jav, why would I do a thing like that?"


	"Alright, alright," Jav conceded with a wave of his hands.  "No wine.  You drive a hard bargain - in fact, you haven't offered me anything in return!"


	"How about something else from the chest?"  Arin suggested.  "Something not so rare?"


	"Cheap liquor?" Jav asked incredulously.  Then his face brightened.  "What better for two such drunkards as we, eh?"  He poked Arin in the shoulder with the key, produced out of a pouch at his waist.  "Well then, let's go to it!"


	Arin clutched the neck of the wine bottle almost convulsively as they descended the stairs.  "Ok, Jav.  I'll drink on one condition," he decided, thinking of his promises to Physus and Crag again.  "You have to tell me if I'm drinking too much."


	"Naturally, friend," Jav replied merrily.  "And you do the same."  His eyes twinkled.  "Not that I would necessarily stop."


	When they reached the kitchen, they paused in front of the liquor chest while Jav fumbled with the key.  "Have you ever been drunk before?" Arin asked, noticing how excited his friend appeared.


	"What do you take me for?" Jav exclaimed, pretending to be deeply offended.  "I mean, no, not as such."  The chest's door swung open before him, revealing an interior filled with bottles and jugs of all shapes and sizes.  Three racks were set deep into the heavy door, holding wine bottles.  One space in a rack was empty, and it was there Jav gestured.  "If you're not going to drink that wine, return it to it's home," he suggested.  Arin did so and turned away.


	"Look here," Jav grinned.  "Gnomish whiskey!  And dwarven ale!"


	While they weren't watching, the wine bottle that had just been replaced vanished.





	Upstairs, Kara opened the bottle with shaking fingers.  She was too upset to go downstairs to get anything at the moment, so she brought the wine to her room the easy way, with magic.


	"I just need a little something... to help me relax," she whispered, almost spilling the wine in her lap as she poured it.  Trying to be helpful, Eari jumped onto the bed beside her.  Kara smiled weakly and stroked him with one finger from his nose to his tail.  Eari half closed his eyes in bliss as his mistress gulped one glass of wine and reached for the bottle again.


	Hours passed, and the bottle became emptier and emptier until there was nothing left, but still Kara could not relax.  Sprawled on her back on the bed, she summoned another bottle, and was about to open it when a spectral hand touched hers.


	"I wouldn't do that if I were you."


	"Imagine that, Sivaris - you're not me," Kara said, her voice blurred.  "Leave me be."


	"Perform for yourself a small service," the lich pleaded.  "You'll be feeling bad enough tomorrow as it is.  And contrary to popular belief, I do still care how you feel."


	Kara sat up, weaving, and stared at him dully.  "Why?"


	Sivaris didn't answer right away.  His eyes went to the staff that leaned against the wall, with the amethyst crystal topping it off.  "I don't remember you having that when we first met."  Kara ignored him, and he continued on.  "Peculiar color, that crystal.  The violet is so like your eyes..." His eyes flickered back over Kara.  "And so like a certain gemstone I once had..."


	"Don't bring that up again!"  Kara's anger flared sharply.  "It wasn't yours, it was mine before either of us were born."


	"Did I say it was not?"  The lich drifted over to stand beside Kara's bed, and gazed out the window.  "I knew it belonged to you when we first met.  If you had only asked me, instead of stealing it, we could be-"


	Kara stood angrily and almost fell.  "What?  What could have possibly happened, Sivaris?"


	"Karanthasa, child-"


	"Is that what I am to you?  I'm not a child!  I haven't been for as long as I can remember!" she raged.  "I'm as mature as you are, possibly more!  I don't go jumping out of windows if something goes wrong, I conduct myself as an adult!"


	Sivaris waved an arm at the empty wine bottle at her feet.  "Is this conducting yourself as an adult?  No - don't shout at me, I know you are correct.  I have known you for a time, and you have shown maturity beyond your years quite often.  Taking apprentices so young... One would have to be advanced.  But you are, in age, still a child, and you have been through one traumatic experience after another.  I understand why you are doing this to yourself.  That is why I care - I understand."


	Kara watched him with eyes that were beginning to glaze over.  "You can't understand me," she mumbled.  "Never understand... I've never been me... around you."


	"I think you have," the lich said gravely.


	"Fine then," said Kara, not caring anymore.  "If you understand me so well, what do I want you to do right now?"


	"I can't leave you," said Sivaris.  "I have to watch you.  You've had too much drink already.  You're much too young to be throwing your life away on this."


	"I'm... older than I look."  Kara stumbled and fell back onto the bed.


	"You are not wearing the ceremonial charm given to all full elves when they reach the age of one century."


	"I'm one hundred and five years old!" Kara exploded.  "I haven't been to my hometown in seventeen years... All gone now, burned to the ground..."


	The lich was astonished.  "Shomaelor?  You lived in Shomaelor?"  Kara nodded unsteadily.  "And you were there?  The year it burned?  The burning of Shomaelor is the greatest mystery of the last one hundred years!"  Sivaris turned, pacing the room in thought.  "It's no wonder you isolate yourself, everyone in Shomaelor died.  Did you have family?"  Kara nodded.  "Did you see how the fire started?"  Kara nodded again, but just barely.  Sivaris stared at her.  "Would you be willing to tell-"


	"No, Sivaris,"  Kara interrupted.  "I'm not that drunk, that I'd confide in you... but if you'd leave, and let me keep this bottle to myself... could arrange something."


	Sivaris could see that Kara was reaching the end of her strength, and so he allowed her to simply stare him down in a contest of will.  Finally, Kara was the one to turn away.  Without warning, she burst into drunken laughter.  "Look... look at me, Sivaris," she gasped.  "My will, weaker than a halfling's, I'm in charge of... of the same youths I've always hated, I'm everything..."  Her voice broke off into sobs.  "I'm everything I swore I would never be..."


	Sivaris took her in his transparent arms gently, and held her like a child, as he had so often longed to do.  Kara shuddered violently at his touch.  "Don't touch me, ever!" she whispered.  "Even as much as I've changed... doesn't mean I love you."


	Sivaris could have seen that coming before he even came to her room, if he'd thought about it, but even now that she'd said it, he couldn't believe it.  She's out of her mind with drink, he told himself.  She doesn't know what she's saying.  But, as she asked, he let go of her.  Her eyes went to the window, and her feet followed them up onto the ledge.  She uncorked the new wine she had brought up, but Sivaris angrily snatched it from her hands and poured it out the window.


	Kara glared at him.  "You haven't changed, have you?  Same reserved facade over a hot temper... protector of those who do not need your protection... makes the job easy, doesn't it?  Makes you feel like you're the best?"


	The lich paused, trying to brng his anger under control.  "Kara-" he began, but was cut off by her mumbling something in elven.  "What?"


	Kara pointed at the Barony mountains.  "That's where I must go."


	"What?" Sivaris repeated.  Kara pointed again.  "There.  I have to go there.  I have to, Father."


	Sivaris paused again.  "Why?  And why did you call me-"


	"You said they only say important things.  They told me to go, Father, I have to."  Kara knelt on the ledge of the open window and almost fell.  Sivaris tried to pull her back inside, but she began the motions of a spell.  Knowing what a deadly combination drunkenness and magic were, Sivaris shook her instead, then dragged her inside.


	"Father, can we go tomorrow?" she mumbled.  "I'm not feeling so well today..."  Sivaris laid her on the bed, then pulled up a chair beside the bed and sat down.  


	A flickering sense of deja vu struck him, and he remembered the night she had first come to him.  She had been beautiful, and he had been handsome.  He had taken her from where she had fallen on his step, put her in a guest room, and kept watch over her all night.  Just like now, he thought.  But then, I thought we must both be immortal, and now - his flame-like eyes came to rest on Kara's semi-conscious form - I know we're much mortal than anyone could have imagined.  His eyes, unbidden, wandered to the window, the same window Kara had almost fallen out of.  His head bowed, and the lich shook with the tears he would not cry then, and he could not cry now.





	Outside, Beanwick had found something to keep himself busy, to keep his mind off of the misery he had brought upon his friend Kara.  Well, maybe not friend, he reasoned, but they knew each other and they'd fought together and she had invited him and his friends to stay with her.  Close enough.


	But since he had long ago chewed his way through the leather bracelet, he had to find something to do.  So whenever he was feeling small and guilty and miserable, he'd work on digging a moat for the tower.  So far he'd been working on it for almost two whole days, alone, and it had reached the depth of about a foot for as far as he'd dug.  It was dull, but it was something Kara wanted, and all he wanted now was to make up with Kara for his mistake, and at the same time make certain he didn't make any more.


	Actually, he wasn't absolutely sure that Kara wanted a moat.  He did remember her saying, on the short tour she gave them, that the tower should have had a moat so that Sivaris could have practiced his diving technique, but Kara never seemed to say what she meant.


	And she never brought them this far around the side of the tower.


	Beanwick paused in his digging to get a closer look at the long smooth rocks jutting up from the ground.  They were the same colors as the dirt around them, but strangely shaped.  He was sure he would have remembered them.


	He rubbed one absently and the dirt color came off on his hand.  Underneath, the rocks were the color of white wood, and most of them were still nearly buried.  "Maybe they're valuable!" he thought out loud.  He began to brush the dirt off from one.  The ground was actually hard baked mud, and it took some time to break it up.  Finally he had one free, and he pulled it up, exposing the rest of the stone.


	He should have known better.  It wasn't a stone at all, but an arm bone, with the bones of a hand still attached.  Now, free from the dirt and stones that had been covering it, a skull grinned up at him.


	"Sivaris Geric!" he exclaimed, dropping the arm as if it were poison to the touch.  Then he looked around to see if anyone had seen him.  He was quite sure evil wizards didn't want their remains mucked about with, especially evil wizards that were still moving around and could cast spells on him.


	As if that weren't enough, at that moment red liquid was suddenly trickling down the side of the tower.  From Beanwick's vantage point, it looked very much like blood dripping from the window directly above - the one on the fifth floor.


	Beanwick let out a shriek like a frightened cat and dashed around to the front of the tower, heading for the door.





	Arin took a long drink from the bottle of whiskey and handed it back to Jav, wiping his mouth.  "Yeah, I held her once," he murmured unhappily.  "It was during the war, and her old Master was trying to take control of her mind... She was friendly when that happened, you see, because Arkanitus figured we were all good friends... and influenced her to be nicer to us... cause he thought that's what she was normally like... yes, thank you," he added as Jav took a swallow and offered the bottle back to him.  After another drink, he continued.  "So one night, she was fighting his influence really hard... none of us knew it at the time... and I guess the only way she knew how to act for herself anymore was to do something that Arkanitus wouldn't have done while he was in control... she... she came over to me in the night, while I was keeping watch... and she just curled up next to me... I put my arms around her, I was sort of drunk..."


	Jav burst into giggles.  "Like now?"


	"No... not drunk yet," Arin replied miserably.  "Just sad..."


	"I'll tell you something to cheer you up," Jav offered, still giggling convulsively.  "Once we were all eating dinner in the dining hall, and I was sitting by Erik... and you know how Shaelis and Lucina usually sit by themselves across the room from our table, well, this day they sat down at our table, Shaelis across from Erik, Lucina next to me, and Lucina said -"


	"Jav, how's this supposed to cheer me up?"


	"I haven't gotten to that part yet, now shut up and listen.  So Lucina whispers to me that Shaelis has a crush on someone, and I assumed it was me, right?  I mean, I'm an elf, she's an elf, okay?  But she was staring at Erik, obviously trying very hard to avoid my eyes, so I couldn't say anything to her, not out in the open like that, so that night I snuck into her room after the lights were out.  You know, romantic-like?"


	Arin grumbled and took another long drink from the bottle.  "I really don't think I like where this is headed, Jav."


	"No, really, it'sh okay," Jav insisted after he took another turn at the bottle too.  "Sho I snuck into her room, and she was half-ashleep, sat up real fasht when she saw shomeone else in th' room with her.  I took the ini... inish... initiative... and kissed her, real hard on the lipsh..."


	"Stop righ' there," Arin interrupted.  "I don't wanna hear thish."


	"Yesh you do," Jav insisted.  "She slapped me."  His laughter caused him to fall over on his side, tipping over the two bottles that they had finished off and the bottle that he was still holding.  "But... but she told me later that it was the best kish she ever had..."


	Arin shot his friend a disbelieving, if unsteady look.  "You're lying."


	"And you're drunk," Jav giggled, trying to wipe up the whiskey he had spilled and missing.  "Shorry I forgot to remind you earlier."


	"So what, you are too."  Arin belched.  "And you're shtill a liar."  


	Jav's laughter at this only annoyed him.  "You can go ashk her if you don' believe me."


	"Why bother?"  Arin opened another bottle, trying to ignore that between the alcohol and his unhappy state of mind, he was beginning to feel sick at heart and sick to his stomach.  "You're a liar."


	Jav kept on giggling and reached for the bottle again.  "Ish it normal to feel sho dizzy?"


	"Yea, I think sho."


	"What are we going to do when it'sh suppertime?"  Jav asked suddenly.


	Arin groaned.  "Don' t talk about supper," he mumbled.


	"I think Shaelis is supposed to cook tonight," Jav mused.


	"Then you can kish her again," Arin replied, trying unsuccessfully to stand up.  It felt like someone kept pushing him over again each time he tried.  Finally he made it to his feet.


	"Hey, where you goin'?" Jav called out as Arin stumbled out of the kitchen area to an adjacent storage room filled with barrels and buckets and whatever else no one had a better place for.  His head reeled, and clinging to the side of one of the barrels, he was overtaken by the misery he had been fighting back over his position with Kara and his broken vows to his sister and Crag.  A lump in his throat nearly choked him, and he began to sob.


	Jav came in a few seconds later, unusually subdued.  "Are you alrigh'?  You don't look sho good, what'sh wrong?"


	"'M'ok," Arin mumbled.  "Go 'way."


	"No you're not," Jav said.  "You wan' talk about it?"


	Arin sank to the floor weakly.  "I love her, Jav... I love her.  Wha' can I do to make her love me?"


	Jav half sat, half fell down at his side.  "I... I dunno..."


	"I'd do anything," Arin said desperately.  "I dunno wha' she wantsh..."


	"You could always ashk her?" Jav suggested. "She can't be made of stone... or elsh you're in for a rough honeymoon," he laughed in sudden inspiration.


	The pain in Arin's heart clenched horribly, and exploded into rage.  "Go away, Jav," he growled, drawing his dagger from his belt.  "Jus' leave me alone."


	Jav stood uneasily, and backed away.  "Mmm.. 're you sure?"


	Arin glared at him unsteadily, but the look of malice in his bloodshot eyes was still enough to get the point across to Jav, who left hurriedly.  Left alone at last, Arin didn't know what to do with the turmoil of his emotions, and smashed a crate against a wall in frustration.  Still not satisfied, he threw a bucket after it, and knocked over a shelf full of empty glass jars.  Through the red haze in his mind, he faintly realized it was a good thing that Jav had left.  "I'd kill him if he had stayed," he growled, smashing whatever it was he had been leaning on.  He couldn't really remember.





Chapter Eight


	When the friends had first come to the tower, Hatatoshi had needed a place for himself.  Kara seemed to understand, and had given him use of another guest room, away from the others, that he could use as he wished.  The first thing he had done was to empty the room of everything breakable or expensive, and to push the furniture against the walls.  Now he had a quiet, private practice room which he used to complete his daily exercises.


	As he did every morning, he awakened before the sun was above the horizon and made his way to this room.  His exercises went faster than usual, perhaps because he had so much on his mind that he would rather it was occupied with the exertion.  After practicing, he sat cross-legged on the floor, meditating in the silent, warm, half-light before dawn.  His body was hot and covered with sweat, but it hardly mattered to him as he wrestled with his mind, striving to reach a higher level of consciousness.  Breathing heavily and caught up in his private struggle, he didn't notice the door behind him opening.  The room was flooded with the golden light of the rising sun as he heard someone speaking to him in his own language.  "Valiant warrior," a gentle voice called.


	Hatatoshi turned to look and caught his breath, though he knew already who it was.  Alana stood framed in the doorway, a shapely silohuette against the sky.  For a moment, he was blinded.  Then she moved out of the light, and he could see her clearly.


	"My heart's possessor," he responded in his native tongue, rising slowly to his feet.


	Alana smiled coyly.  "I thought I might find you here."  She was wearing a white silken dress that fell to her ankles.  Her hair was pinned up loosely, unlike the tight style she wore into battle.  Hatatoshi was aware of her sparkling green eyes appreciating his bare chest, his powerful arms, and the lines of the muscles of his legs under the loose pants he wore during practice.


	The green eyes met his black ones.  "I'm not interrupting, am I?"


	"No," he answered sincerely.  "Your presence calms me more than the meditation, and I can't think of anyone of anything I'd rather be with than you."  He drew her close to him and kissed her deeply, but was aware she was not kissing him back.  He let go of her gently.  "Is something wrong?"


	Alana met his eyes with the near defiance that was much more familiar to him than this shyness.  "You'd rather be with me than anyone?" she asked.  "What about Kara?"


	Hatatoshi bit back the first words that came to mind - a query about the mage's whereabouts - but Alana noticed the pause.  "I'm sorry, my love," Hatatoshi apologized.  "I'm just worried about her."


	"I think the real question here isn't what about Kara," Alana said softly, "but rather, what about us?  We haven't spent a moment alone together since we came here.  All your time has been spent with Kara, or watching over her, or waiting for her.  I've missed you, Hatatoshi Asira, and what I want to know is... have you missed me?"


	Hatatoshi was nearly insulted by the question.  "Of course I've missed you," he replied.  "But Kara needs my help.  Nobody besides me seems to see that all she needs is a friend.  I'd like to be that friend, Alana.  But my love is with you, my darling, and you alone.  It always will be."


	Alana slipped her arms over his shoulders in a graceful embrace.  "It had better be," she said with a smile, "or Kara will need a healer, rather than a friend."


	Hatatoshi smiled back, feeling her love slip back into the easygoing manner that was typical of the couple.  That reminded him of something else.  "Why the dress?"


	"Oh, that."  Alana shot him a sly grin.  "An impulse buy, I admit.  Not so much for me as for you."


	"You don't have to dress up for me," he laughed incredulously.


	"Neither do you."


	He regarded her with a curious eye.  "And just when have I dressed up?"


	"Well... you insist on wearing a shirt so often, when what you have on right now is perfectly acceptable."  Her eyes twinkled playfully.


	"It's not for you that I wear a shirt," he teased her.  "For me, you dress up, but for you, I dress down." 


	"And just how far would you dress down?" she challenged him.


	He smiled.  "Don't push it."





	"Ohh..."


	Beanwick awoke with a start, certain that an undead was about to kill him where he lay.  The moaning had come from just outside the door.  Beanwick squeezed his eyes shut, shaking with fear.  The door creaked open, and unsteady footsteps made their way across the room.  Nearby, Beanwick heard Crag sit up, yawning.  "Arin?" the dwarf said, surprised.  Beanwick dared to open his eyes.


	"Oooh..." moaned Arin, holding his head.  The elf staggered to his bed and flopped down on it.


	"Arin!" Crag growled.  He got up from his bed and strode over to Arin angrily.  "Boy, you were drinking, weren't you?" the dwarf bellowed.


	Arin's face went a shade paler.  "Quiet... please?" he whispered.


	"I will not!"  Crag was indignant.  "You deserve a headache!  Going off and getting drunk, after promising not to!  You know you have a problem, or I thought you knew, anyway.  And this is just starting it all over again!"


	"Just don't tell my sister, all right?" Arin groaned.


	"Hah!" the dwarf snorted.  "Physus is the only one I'm going to tell!  Ain't nobody else's business, after all, but your sister and I are going to have to watch you every second, if you're not going to watch out for yourself!  And as far as telling people goes, I told you I wouldn't tell anybody else, but he-" Crag pointed at Beanwick "-might tell everyone!"


	Beanwick was quite taken aback.  "Who, me?" he squeaked.  The two ignored him.


	Crag folded his arms.  "As soon as I get my clothes on, I'm going directly to Physus with this.  And you'll be on your honor not to do yourself any more damage."  Crag stomped over to the wardrobe and began to dress.


	"Don't worry, Crag!" Beanwick said, jumping up from his bed.  "I'll be watching him.  If he-"


	"Shut up!" Arin said hoarsely.  "You know, I never thought I'd see the day when I'd be chastised by a dwarf for drinking too much."


	Crag stopped dressing with only half his trousers on, his face turning beet red until the halfling thought the dwarf might explode.  Beanwick and Arin both knew what was coming now.  Dwarves were a loyal race naturally, and Crag particularly.


	Seeing Arin's pale, guilty face, Beanwick thought fast.  "Arin's obviously not feeling well, Crag," he said in a rush, "and maybe some fresh air would help him feel better.  I'll be with him, so don't worry.  Just go see Physus, and we'll see you in a while."  He backed towards the door, half carrying Arin.  Crag didn't say anything, but stood there, glaring at them, his face getting redder by the second.


	Once they got to the hall, Beanwick closed the door behind them, and none too soon.  A loud roar came from the room, accompanied by the sound of splintering wood.  Beanwick couldn't help giggling.  Arin moaned again.  "Why couldn't my parents have nice quiet friends?" he complained.  "Anyhow, thank you."


	"No problem," said Beanwick.  "From the looks of you, fresh air might do you some good anyway.  You should take a walk around the tower."  Remembering what he had seen the day before, Beanwick froze.  "Well, n-not all the way around the tower," he stammered.  "Just a little way.  I could go with you, so you won't get lost, but maybe you need to be alone?  Just don't go too far."


	Arin didn't know what Beanwick was talking about, and actually he didn't care.  All he wanted was to get outside.  And a jug of dwarven ale, but he supressed that urge.


	When Beanwick pushed open the front door, they both saw a black-robed figure sitting on the ground next to the forest.  "Oh, that's nice, Kara's here," Beanwick babbled.  "Maybe you two can take a walk together, I'm going to go see if Crag's calmed down."  Before Arin could say a word, the halfling had vanished inside.


	With a shrug, Arin sat down as well, leaning against the wall of the tower.  Kara had her hood up and her back turned.  She did nothing to acknowledge his arrival.


	"Good morning, Kara," he called softly.  The mage didn't twitch.  Arin sighed.  "If you're upset about yesterday, I'm sorry, but I..."  Seeing that she wasn't listening, he didn't bother to finish.  Instead, he tilted his head back and watched the clouds sweeping across the sky above the tower, which only made him feel dizzier.


	"Oh, Arin, not again," came a disgusted voice.


	Arin looked back at Kara.  She had turned her face away from the haunted forest to look at him, but he still couldn't see her face in the bright light.  "Not again, what?" he muttered.


	"You've been off on one of your drinking jaunts again, haven't you?" she said, sounding more listless than he ever remembered her sounding before.  "I can smell spirits on you, and it makes me ill."


	Even with the dull tone of her voice, Arin heard a tremble.  "Are you well?" he asked.  "Yesterday, you didn't seen well at all."


	"I'm fine!" Kara snapped.  "I was fine yesterday.  However, I can imagine just how 'well' you were last night, judging from your state this morning."


	"What is it to you?" Arin snapped back, ignoring his headache and the pain in his heart.  "What does it matter to you if I had a bad night?  Should I have come to you for comfort instead?  Do you even care?"


	"Not in the least!"  Kara rose to her feet.  "I just despise weaklings like you!  People who can't face problems, if in fact you have any real problems besides what to wear to dinner!"  Knowing Kara's temper, Arin stood as well, hoping to intimidate her.  Barely noticing, Kara continued to rage at him.  "All of you are so ignorant -"  Her voice trailed off as she staggered and clutched at a crooked tree branch to keep from falling.


	Forgetting his anger, Arin reached out instinctively to steady her.  Kara's response frightened him.  For just a moment, she let him hold her steady, before she pulled away.  Just long enough for him to catch the scent of wine.


	"Kara," he gasped, stunned, "you've been drinking too?"


	She squeezed her eyes shut, still holding tight to the branch of the tree.  "Perhaps I have," she said breathlessly, "but never as much as you do, on one of your so-called bad nights."  She raised her head to look at him with pure hatred in her eyes.  Or something that passed for pure hatred, Arin thought.  But that something also bore a resemblance to mad terror.


	"I'm telling you this now, elf, and you had best listen, because I'm not likely to talk the next time I'm this angry.  Don't touch me.  Ever."  Kara paused to take a deep breath.  "In fact, don't come near me.  I don't care what your problems are, or how you feel about me.  I will not throw my life away on some insignificant pawn."


	"But-" Arin began to protest.  He would have said more, but a flash of light alerted the two of them to the sudden arrival of the lich.


	"Your sister is a charlatan!" Sivaris stated grimly, with a desparate look of rage in his eyes, directed at Arin.


	Kara stepped forward.  "What are you-"


	"My baby.  My darling little Corana.  Dead!  Dead, like me!  Because the healer has not great power, as she boasts!"  His form wavered and trembled as he raged.


	"Sivaris, my sister is young, and her studies are not complete!" Arin said, shocked.  "I don't know what's wrong with your daughter, but Physus can't fix everything!"


	Kara seemed to turn inward for a moment.  "Corana!" she whispered.  "No!"  Her body became transparent, and she disappeared in less than an instant.  Sivaris followed her lead and disappeared in another burst of light.  Arin looked around for some clue as to where they had gone, then, with a sigh of frustration, hurried inside and ran up the staircase.





	Kara's arrival in the apprentice's room went largely unnoticed.  Physus was holding the pale hand of Corana, who was lying on the bed completely still.  Seeing how drained his friend was, Roscoe hugged Physus gently.  Crag as well reached out and patted her on the shoulder.  In the corner were Lucina and Shaelis, sobbing quietly.  Erik stood nearby, unsure of what to do, and finally sat down in the corner to comfort the girls.  Crag alone looked up when Kara appeared, and he scowled at her slightly.  He stopped when Sivaris appeared behind her.


	"I would see my student," Kara said coldly, giving Physus and Crag a look that clearly told them to step aside, which they did gladly.  She bent over Corana's body, studying the color, the pulse, and the feel.  She muttered a few words and sprinkled dust over the body, causing Roscoe to nearly draw his sword in anger and a faint glow to light up Corana's body for a moment.  After this, she nodded and stood up.


	"Darkwater poisoning," Kara concluded.  "She's been dead for nearly a day."  Understanding registered on the stricken faces of the apprentices.  Seeing that the others were bewildered, Kara turned to them.  "Darkwater is a spell component," she explained, smirking slightly.  "Mildly poisonous.  It is drawn from a dark well on the Isle of the Undead.  Very expensive, considering that no mortal has survived the island for more than half a day and lived to tell about it.  Fortunately, I have a non-living servant, so I get it cheaper than most."  She smiled almost fondly at Sivaris.  "My servant must soon make another trip.  From the looks of it, Corana has consumed much of my supply."


	"So... she was murdered?" asked the grief-stricken lich.


	Kara shook her head.  "Darkwater has no special taste or odor to distinguish it from regular water, and its poison so mild that she would have had to drink a great deal to die from it.  It's possible she could have been given the poison by another, but why would she drink gallons of it, which is what would have been needed to be effective?"


	"A dishonorable death," stated Roscoe.  "To throw away your life for a friend, an innocent, or even a battalion is a noble deed, but this..."  He frowned down at the girl.


	"Dishonorable deaths must run in the family," Kara said pointedly.  "But regardless of the circumstances, she deserves a chance to tell us her story."  She took Corana's hand.


	"It's too late, Kara, I already tried," started Physus.  Seeing Kara's dark look, and feeling the power building up in the room, she thought it wise not to continue.


	Kara closed her eyes, gripping the girl's hand.  To the others, it felt as though smoke had filled the room.  Their minds were clouded, and they could not see or breathe without effort.  Voices came from the darkness, rising and falling like dead leaves in an autumn wind.


	Some of the ones present fought through the smoke to watch Kara.  The mage fell to her knees, convulsing and writhing, but refusing to let go of Corana's hand.  If anyone had bothered to look at Sivaris, they would have seen him grasp at the walls, which seemingly had no more substance to him than he did to them.  Sivaris was feeling the backlash, too.  In his mind, he was back in the misshapen world he had briefly inhabited - the world of death.


	Arin burst in then, and his jaw dropped.  Everyone in the room seemed to be paralyzed and staring, all except Kara and Sivaris.  Kara was twitching on the floor in agony.  Sivaris was terror-stricken, groping for a solid surface, but his hands passed through the walls, a chair, and even Kara herself.  Everything was silent.


	The room seemed to darken slightly.  Arin moved toward Kara and the darkness intensified.  Suddenly Kara screamed, terribly, and everyone felt the power and the darkness dissipate.


	Arin went immediately to his sister, who was still frozen in terror, and touched her softly.  Physus jumped, then looked at him.  "Arin, she..."


	Regaining his composure, Sivaris rushed to his daughter's side.  A gleam of hope seemed to form in his eyes.


	"Healer," he said in amazement.  "Am I insane, or does she live?"  Physus felt at Corana's throat, then looked up in wonder.


	"She is with us," she exclaimed.  "She lives!  Her pulse is weak, and she is still not breathing, but I'm sure I can heal her now."


	The people who heard gasped and whispered, but the noise died down when Kara pulled herself into a sitting position.  "Then do your duty, healer," she whispered, coughing.  Her eyes were dull and glassy, but the anger that radiated from her made the others unwilling to help her to her feet.


	Sivaris was the one who finally gave her his hand.  Unable to stand without his arm supporting her, Kara coughed again.  "I did this so that she might be healed," she said hoarsely.  "Physus, heal her."


	Physus looked uncertain.  "Do you need my help now?"


	"If I can bring this girl back from the world of the dead, do you think I need help from you?  I'm just very tired," she sighed, slipping out of consciousness.


	Sivaris caught her and cradled her in his arms.  "I'll take her upstairs," he said, turning towards the door.  "And Physus, I'm sorry if I angered you earlier," he added.  "I just wanted to believe someone could help."  He half-turned in the doorway.  "If you can... if you have the strength left in you... please, help my daughter."


	Physus nodded, taking Corana's hand.  The lich seemed to smile faintly, then he flickered and was gone.


	Fidgeting with his beard, Crag turned to Roscoe.  "Did I see what I thought I saw?" he growled.  "Darkness, floating images?"


	Roscoe frowned thoughtfully.  "I saw something."


	On the bed, Corana stirred, and her eyes flew open with a start.  she opened her mouth to speak, but instead choked and began to cough.  Physus held her steady as the spasm deepened, the poison once more active in her blood.  Soon, the healing powers were flowing through her, taking away the impurities.


	"The world of death!" Corana gasped.  "She brought me back!  The darkness and floating images were in the world of death!"


	The others looked at one another dubiously.  "Is this true?" asked Physus.


	A flash of light signalled the return of Sivaris.  "Quite true," remarked a solemn voice.  "But my child, at last, is back."  Sivaris embraced his daughter and held her tight.  After a moment, he drew back and took her by the shoulders, his eyes glowing with a fierce light.


	"Corana, how could you do this to yourself - to me!  To all of us!" the lich intoned.  "I thought you had learned from my mistake!"


	Corana looked at him blankly.  "Father, what are you talking about?"


	The flame-like eyes hardened.  "Child, you know what I speak of.  You saw what happened to me after..."  


	Sivaris stopped abruptly, remembering they were not alone.  Erik and Lucina seemed embarrassed, as did Arin and Crag.  "Maybe we should, ah, go now, maybe?" Erik asked.  Sivaris shook his head.


	Surprise dawned on Corana's face.  "But I - you can't think I..." she sputtered.  "I did not commit suicide."


	The lich's visage brightened.  "You didn't?"


	"No, Father."  Corana frowned.  "At least, I don't think I did."


	Sivaris threw his arms around the girl, thoroughly relieved.  Lucina shuddered.  "How can she stand touching him like that?" she whispered to Erik, who nudged her to keep quiet.


	Stepping forward, Roscoe laid a stern hand on the lich's shoulder.  "As happy as this is, Sivaris, if your daughter tells the truth, there may be a murderer in the tower, possibly plotting further against any of us."


	"Not that he'd need to be concerned," Crag muttered, careful to keep his voice low enough so Sivaris couldn't hear.


	


