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Chapter One
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Her world was dark, a pool of black despair that she could not pull herself out of. Loralil knew she should do something, but the dark was almost soothing to her battered spirit. Here no one could hurt her and she would not have to feel. She would not have to remember what had gone on before. Here all was quiet, or mostly so. There was a buzzing sound that refused to allow her to drift.

Slowly, but not as slowly as before, she started to pay attention to the buzzing; she came to understand words and sensations once again. Warmth was the first thing that came to her, then softness. A part of her fought the desire for more that came with those feelings. She did not deserve to feel, but the world would not stop and the softness continued to rub back and forth against her skin.

At times the buzzing would go away, but a soft rumbling would replace it. That rumbling was relaxing, as if it was trying to calm her. There were images that wanted to break the darkness, to make her feel and remember, but the softness and rumbling pushed them back over and over again.

Finally, one morning, her mind unwrapped the darkness about her and she awoke. There was no outward sign of the change, but she acknowledged it was there. She lay a bit less limp and let herself feel. She felt the crispness of clean linen under her back, the softness of a pillow resting under her head and the warmth of a blanket pulled up underneath her chin. There was even a quiet rumbling against her belly.

She lay savoring those sensations for a timeless moment before her ears sent sounds to her mind. There was the gentle brush of wind in the trees, the chattering of some small rodent in the eaves above her head and then the song of a bird. It was almost as if the bird was trying to coax her awake. The song was lovely and it settled into her soul, gifting her something that she was not yet ready to acknowledge.

Across from that bird she heard the brush of cloth against cloth. She continued to breathe slowly, debating about opening her eyes. Lying here was soothing, but soon she knew that her body would demand she move somehow. Softly, she sighed, letting her guardian know that she was coming awake. The quick inhalation at her side almost made her smile, but the urge was quickly buried. She turned her head away from that breath and opened her eyes slightly.

The light of day made her eyes water. She ignored the tears as they slid silently down her cheek and let her eyes focus on the wall. The grain of the wood slowly came into focus. “Loralil?”

The voice was soft and masculine and something about it was vaguely familiar. She once more debated ignoring it, but decided to respond. A simple dip of her chin was enough to let the man know she heard him. There was a rustling and then sounds of him moving away from her. Loralil breathed out another sigh, this time of relief. She needed more time to access just why she was awake and where she was.

***
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“KARLEEN! SHE’S AWAKE.” Jason rushed into the next room, his enthusiasm somehow contained in his tone, but his body was almost quaking with excitement.

Karleen darted a glance to her companion before getting up. “I see, Jason. Can you please go get my bag?” The young half-Elf nodded and dashed off like a puppy after a stick.

His father rolled his eyes. “I’ll leave you to your patient, Karleen. Good luck.”

Karleen sighed and nodded. The next few days would be tricky. That the Elf woman in the other room had awoken was a good thing, but just what state she would be in was the question. The healer had done all she could for her body’s well being. Feeding and bathing her slumbering form was simple enough. Gently insinuating her healing craft into the mind of a grieving Elf was another matter. She had only been able to bring back a few of those who had suffered as much loss as the young woman in the other room. Taking a steadying breath, she headed in.

She silently stepped through the doorway and paused. The afternoon sun was streaming through the window as a breeze gently lifted the curtains. The light seemed to cling to the silver hair that lay tangled on the pillow. The woman on the bed seemed so small. The soft blanket that covered her body showed the rise and fall of her breasts as she breathed. She did not turn to look and Karleen sighed. While it was true that she had moved her head, she had not moved her body. Karleen stepped to the side of the bed, sat on the edge and reached to brush a strand away from Loralil’s face.

Using that touch, she reached out with her inner senses. Yes, her patient was awake and yes, she was no longer lost in darkness. Now would come the hard part, getting her to talk. “The chest at the end of the bed has clean clothing and there is a pot of tea ready in the other room.”

Karleen stood up, gesturing toward the chest of drawers against the opposite wall. “There is a basin to wash in, warm water and a comb. If you like I can help you comb out.”

Karleen knew she was mostly babbling, but in cases like this a soothing flow of words had been very helpful in the past. While Elves were more difficult, Karleen had found that even the basic acts of washing and dressing would bring a bit of normalcy to her patients. She debated just what tack to take. 

With a Human, she would have acted like an annoyed mother, ordering her patient, but Elves reacted very differently. She looked back at her patient and then nodded. “I will step out and give you a moment to change.”

She kept a light touch on Loralil, that special healing gift that she had spent years developing. When she was outside the room she waited, praying that Loralil would move. When she did, Karleen sighed in relief.

***
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LORALIL LAY STILL FOR a long moment after the healer left her alone again. Being in the darkness had been soothing to her empty soul. There she did not have to feel pain. There was no guilt, no shame and no loneliness, but she knew that she could no longer stay. She slowly pushed the blanket down and opened her eyes fully. The blanket was very soft against her callused fingertips. It felt like spun fur, almost silky, yet not quite. She looked down at herself and saw that she had been dressed in a simple shift. Light gray; it was not something she remembered owning, so it must belong to the healer. 

Curled up against her legs was a small tabby-stripped cat, kneading at her and purring.

She pushed herself up, her body weak but not as much as she expected. For a moment her head spun, but she expected that. Lie down for too long and the body will complain. The healer must have been caring for her while she was unaware. Why? Why did Karleen not just let her die?

Closing her eyes, she swung her legs off the bed and stood. The cat let out a chirp before curling up in the blanket. She felt empty inside, but her body kept going. She even felt her stomach rumble. Slowly she moved to the basin, staring at the water in the bowl for a long moment before dipping her hands inside. She washed by rote, the warmish water soothing on her skin.

She remembered taking some injuries during the final fight, but they were all healed, and healed well. A few more scars mattered little to her, but it told her that time had passed. She doubted magic had been used to close up her wounds. She was not worth the expenditure of that kind.

Inside the chest were more shifts and other simple garments. They were in a rainbow of colors, but Loralil pulled out another gray shift. It was large on her diminutive body, obviously meant for a Human sized woman. She searched through the chest for something to use for a belt. It was only as she held a length of cord in her hand that she realized that it could be used for more than a belt.

***
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KARLEEN QUIVERED, WAITING for the Elf to decide just what to do. She was just preparing to reach for the door when it swung open. She smiled to see her patient standing. “Ah, there you are. Ready for something to eat?” When Loralil did not respond, Karleen gestured for her to step forward and turned to see Jason returning with her bag.

The tall, young half-Elf was handsome, with long hair that was a mixture of honey and mahogany. Any healthy young woman, and quite a few older ones, would be instantly drawn to his high cheekbones and slightly up-tilted eyes. He was a clean blending of his parents. Less sharp-featured than his Elvin mother, yet not as square jawed as his Human father. 

When he spotted Loralil standing, his face lit up. He looked like he wanted to bound forward, but he wisely stopped in place. “My lady,” he spoke in a soft and gentle voice, as if trying to tame a wild thing. He darted a look to Karleen before stepping back and reaching for a chair.

Loralil silently took the seat he offered, not acknowledging him. She placed her folded hands on the table and waited. Jason took a seat next to her as Karleen prepared tea. He tried to engage Loralil, to get her to speak, but she just looked at him and then away.

She drank and ate what was placed before her, but said nothing.

Once she was done, she slid out of her chair and once more, without a word left the room. Jason and Levy turned to Karleen, who shrugged. “Give her time.”

“But...” Jason started before his father placed a hand on his arm.

“Karleen knows what she is doing, son.”
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Chapter Two
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While the Elf woman did not return to the coma-like state of the past few months, she refused to speak. She slowly joined in with the day to day chores of living. From cleaning up after meals to taking care of the horses that the others had brought back. In fact it was only while she was interacting with animals that emotion showed. 

She would occasionally play the harp that the Priestess had left her, but never where anyone could watch. The music would drift out on the air from the stable, wordless tunes of heart-breaking clarity, but as soon as anyone went near, she would stop and walk away. The six months since her uncle died had healed the wounds she received in that final battle, but not her spirit.

It seemed that animals were all she desired. Levy watched her from across the paddock as she worked. This woman was tragedy walking. From the massacre in her early life, to the death of her uncle, she was the center of too much pain. For years after losing his wife, Katlin, he’d silently blamed the girl. He knew it was wrong; after all she’d been put through so much. By the time Mika had finally found her, she suffered so much that he was surprised she had survived.

Age and experience taught him much. The headstrong young mage who set out on the quest with the others was gone now. When he had gone back to Mer’Beyrl to tell Katlin’s family of her death, they had turned him out of the city, blaming him. They refused to accept their son and it was the years of raising Jason alone that taught him that blame was a poison that he did not need. He had let go blaming the girl and turned it toward the being that it belonged to. When Jason had slipped off to hunt down Elvenbane on his own he had been angry, but swiftly realized that his son was just following in his own footsteps.

He smiled as he thought of his son. The boy was amazing blend of himself and Katlin and raising him brought home just how important family was to the elves. While the High Elves of Mer’Beyrl refused to see half-breeds as Elven, the people of Karleen’s village did. 

The women had cooed over the small boy who had lost his mother. They circled close and the boy had grown up much like himself. Magic was strong in them both, as was attraction to Elf maidens, it seemed. Jason led his own horse toward Loralil. While Levy had been ruminating on his past she had finished up with the horse he had arrived on and sent it into the paddock to graze. 

He shook his head and smiled watching as once more Jason tried to get the silent maiden to talk to him. She simply looked at him, stepping back to allow the horse to come between them. Once more his son was trying to get her to speak, using every bit of the charm that he had, yet she continued to ignore his overtures. She was probably the first female of any species to ignore him since his son had discovered the difference between the male and female form.

“It has been months, Karleen. She still refuses to interact with anyone other than the horses and that cat.” Levy turned to look at the healer as she walked up behind him.

“I know.” Karleen sighed. “I have done all I can with her, my friend.”

“Then you agree?”

Karleen nodded. “I spoke to your son this morning. He plans on heading out tomorrow. The Healers at Tal’shin should be able to bring her back fully, if anyone can.”Tears filled her eyes as she watched Loralil ignore Jason. “When I try to reach her there is such a strong wall between her and the world. This is not what Mika would have wanted. She might be here, might be reacting, but she is still lost.”

Levy reached for his friend and gently wrapped her in his arms. “I know. You have done much, much more than I thought you could, but we are not Elves. I truly believe that only another Elf will be able to reach her and help her live with the guilt that she is carrying.”

Karleen studied his face closely then. She knew that for a time he had carried a similar pain. She had spent a long time helping him deal with his wife’s death as he was healing from the physical damage that cost him mobility for a time and left him with a limp that showed up more and more. She reached with her gift and found his heart truly had healed and that he held a hope for the niece of his old friend; the hope that the right type of healer would help her find a way to come back from her own deep well of emotion.

Sighing, she turned back toward the young people. “If we leave tomorrow, we can reach the way house below Tal’shin before midsummer.”

“Should we? There is no guarantee that they will accept her.” Levy knew how the healer would answer, but it was something he needed to ask.

“They will accept her, my friend. She would be one of their more interesting cases, I believe. Mistress Phaedra asked me about her after we had found her.”

Levy looked back at his friend. “So you know the head healer?”

Karleen smiled and nodded. “She was an instructor for the short while I was teaching. We spent many an evening discussing our young friend. She knew that Loralil would need help when she finished up her quest.”

“She knew?”

“No, she did not know that Mika would die in his niece’s quest. She just knew that the child would need help to deal with her past. She does not know exactly what happened. Not that knowing in advance would have changed anything. The outcome is just one part of her issues.”

“True enough. Do you think this Mistress Phaedra will be able to bring the girl back to a semblance of normalcy?”

“As normal as any solitary Elf will ever be, yes.” She watched as Loralil once more moved away from Jason, her firm strokes with the brushes had the large horse leaning into her. Something about how the horse was reacting made her think more of a cat than an equine, but she could feel something coming from the girl. While it was obvious the woman was using the horse to hide behind, it was almost as if she was using rudimentary empathy to sooth the restive and high-strung beast.

“Interesting.” Reaching out with her highly trained inner senses she could tell that Loralil was doing whatever it was instinctively and unconsciously. Empathy was not something Karleen would have expected from a highly trained warrior. “How did she survive the pits?”

“What?” Levy turned to face his friend. “We know that she fought...you mean something else?”

Karleen sighed, debating for a few minutes before answering quietly. “I think she is a nascent empath, Levy. It would explain a lot.”

“Huh.” Levy looked back over at the Elf. “An empath? Those are rare outside of healing temples.”

Karleen nodded. “Generally they are found right around puberty and sent to the temples to learn to control it.” Karleen crossed her arms. “I was all ready a fully-trained healer when my gift came upon me. She would have been in the hands of that monster. It makes sense now, her reaction.”

“You mean when she was...”

“It is called a waking dream, Levy. The horror she experienced would have overloaded her mind and most likely burned out her empathy.”

Turning away, she started back to her comfortable home. “If she had been a Human I doubt it would have come back, but the Elven pathways are different, more resilient.”

“The nightmares?”

Karleen nodded. “I should have realized that those nightmares of hers were her mind working around the damage. I knew there was something different when she sang, but I had not even thought of empathy. While I understand it, I am not trained to deal with that type of healing.”
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