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//\\  CHARIS’ Healing  //\\


“Safe journey!” they called after me, their voices carrying strangely through the mists that surrounded Clanhome.


I did not look back, for that would be bad luck, but strode forward, my new rank both weighing me down and lifting me up.  Apprehension coursed through me like a riptide, dragging my confidence to the depths of the Earth.  Yet…yet I had achieved my goal!  My dream!  My…my destiny.


Behind me and ahead of me, my bodyguards strode, their broadswords strapped to their backs, shoes slapping softly on the ground with each heavy step.  Den and Dinaus, twins and warriors in leadership ranks, were my protectors.  And my suitors, though they thought I didn’t know that.


How could I not?  Did they think the old Healer would send me off with two men who didn’t have a vested interest in my virginity?  


Overhead, the sun rose towards midday, burning away the shielding mist and making me take a better look around.  The woods were quiet on my right, with bare animal sounds issuing from it unobtrusively.  To my left, the lough, deep and gray blue, reflecting the heavens.  Ahead of me, Den raised his hand and Dinaus escorted me to his brother’s side.


“We rest now, Healer,” Den informed me, his tone brooking no question on my part.  “Din, her food.”


I looked around, but no rock had emerged in the area for us to use as a table, so I untied my cloak and smoothed it on the grass.  Sinking down on the branch-brown weave, I glanced up at Den, who was the older of the twins by – I was told – three long breaths.  “Will you be joining me?”


He exchanged some sort of signal with his brother, nodded shortly, and sat down across the cloak from me.  He broke the round loaf of black bread, parsed out cheese for Dinaus and myself, and passed me a skin of sweet ale.  Over the past ten years, I had disciplined myself to go without food and water for hours and even days at a time, so I wasn’t unduly uncomfortable from our trek.  Still, after uncorking the skin, and breathing of the sharp, sweet smell of the ale, I felt my mouth water eagerly.


“Healer,” Den said, after swallowing about half his skin of ale, “we wanted to ask you a question.”


My focus sharpened on my burly protector. His hair was a brown-black shade, falling in waves past  impossibly broad shoulders, framing a square face.  Battle scars were badges to our people, so I approved of the jagged white lines in his tanned skin.  I myself had tended to one of them, and I noted the arc that had once been a gaping flap of skin.


“What can I do for you?”  I finally asked, meeting his gray-green eyes with curiosity.  His eyes were unusual in our Clan.  Only he, his brother, and myself had light eyes.  Mine are pale gray.  I’m pale all over…


Den shifted his weight and tossed a hunk of bread from hand to hand, as if he were weighing words, not food.  “Well, Healer, we wondered what, exactly, we were doing out here.”


From his lookout post, Dinaus looked back at us, his equally muscular frame turning so that he could eye both the woods and ourselves.  Did rivalry have anything to do with that, I wondered briefly before turning my thoughts towards Den’s justifiable query.


“I thank you for accompanying me,” I began, smiling slightly at him.  “I know you are in the midst of training the youngsters, now.”


He waved off my thanks with a scowl.  “Never mind that,” he growled, his voice sounding like gravel in low tidewaters.  “Healer said to take you, Charis, so we are.”  


I thought his skin flushed a little when he said my name, and I know Dinaus coughed lightly, but I let it go.  Warriors, I’d learned, did not do well in expressing themselves without use of their swords.


“The Healer said I’d earned my staff,” I said, nodding my head at the long, burled staff made from the heart of a red oak tree.  The heart, Healer told me once, was the best part of the wood for Healer’s staves.  “But he said I could not take my place among the Clan yet.”


“Why not?”  Den took a hunk of cheese, bit off a healthy portion, and chewed while he waited for me to answer.


I sipped my ale.  “I can heal bodies, Den, as you know.”  His hand, callused and powerful, moved quickly to the scar I’d noted earlier.  “But Healer said I had yet to learn the art of healing a person.”


From his lookout point, Dinaus scoffed.  He, too, had benefited from the years of training I’d completed.  “You heal people after every battle, Charis. You have for years.  Is our Healer more feeble than we know?”


“No, no!” I protested, shifting myself so that I faced Dinaus more fully.  “He meant that I haven’t yet learned how to heal the heart of a man. His mind.  His…his soul.”  The concept was difficult for me to grasp, honestly.  Herbs and chants would have no power in the heart of a hurting human being.  “And I cannot assume the full duties of Healer until I have successfully helped aide the heart of someone.”


There was a heavy silence around me; even the woods felt it, I’m sure.  Finally, Den put down the last bit of his bread and stared at me, then at his brother, and back to me again.


“And so how is this supposed to happen? And why are we journeying?”  One heavy black brow rose into his forehead.  “Is there no one at Clanhome who can be benefited by this?  And why the urgency? I am sure that something would have happened at some point…closer to home.”  He cleared his throat and again exchanged a silent message with his twin.  I could not fathom what they might be saying, one to another, but I wished I knew!


I could only answer what I had heard, though, so I tried.  Even though we were alone, the three of us, I instinctively hushed my voice.  It was hard for me to even mention, but… “Healer is dying, Den.  He knows it.  He cannot wait for a heart-sick person to manifest themselves for my benefit.”  My tone had been sharp and I tried to fix that.  “He said to go out, you see. To go out and seek someone who needs to be made whole again.  That’s why we’re here.”


Den took a moment to digest this.  Barely audible sounds, hums, and a grunt, rumbled inside his huge chest.  I could also hear the sounds of the lough, below us on the cliff, waters lapping back and forth, back and forth, gently caressing the shore in its timeless manner.  


Finally, Den spoke.  “So, we’re looking for someone?”


I nodded.  “I just, ah, don’t know who, yet.”


“What?”  The question exploded simultaneously from both brothers.  


Dinaus abandoned his post and stalked across the deep green grass.  Pulling me to my feet without a by-your-leave, he almost glared at me.


I say almost, because I could see a regard in the pale color of his eyes, a regard that prevented him from becoming over-angry with me.  “You’re telling me that we are out here, chasing a notion of the old Healer?”


“You can go home if you wish, Dinaus. I won’t stop you. The quest is mine to complete.”


Almost, it seemed to me that he wanted to shake some sense into me, there on the grassy cliff top.  I had to bite back a smile.  Warriors are so…direct.  That’s why they are generally chosen to be a Healer’s mate.  The old Healer’s mate was a warrior-woman.  A brave and brazen fighter, who’d gone back to the Earth only three seasons past.  The combination of warrior and healer has special significance, in the blending of strength.  I was aware of this, as I had been since I’d noticed our Healer talking to Den and Dinaus privately for three years.


A random thought crossed my mind with the most unobtrusive of steps.  Perhaps this quest was as much for me to decide on a life’s partner as it was to find a heartsick soul?


The notion made heat rush to my face and I sat down, heavily, on my cloak, barely missing the ale skin and cheese.


“Charis?”  My name came out in a pair of nearly-identical voices and I made myself put the idea aside.  I had more important things to do, surely.

* * *


Evening had come upon us with a quiet peace that I appreciated after the tension of the afternoon walk.  Dinaus had taken point, and Den had paced close beside me, alert to not only the surroundings, but also to every stray motion I made.  


We still followed the coast of the lough, though we were now closer to the water’s edge than we had been at midday.  Water birds screeled to each other, finding homes for the night.  Owls emerged from their homes in the trees.  Hunting was paramount for their survival.


But not for ours. Not for this night.  


“Fire’s started, Charis,” Den informed me after I’d completed my evening’s ablutions.  “Meat’s ready for stew. Have you any dried vegetables or herbs you wish to add?”


Herbs being my purview, I nodded and hurried to the skin stewpot.  It was a warrior’s cookery device, since it took little pack room and needed little care in the field.  To the dried travel meat already bubbling in the water, I added precious dill, some fennel, and dried garlic, minced fine.  Soon, as they tended the stew, we added some roots that we’d found on our journey that day.  Water was added judiciously to prevent the pot from burning. As long as the water was high enough, the hide was safe.


Den was dishing out our stew when Dinaus approached me privately.


I was standing, watching the moonbeams dance on the small waves of the lough, when his steps crunched on the gravel behind me.  “Healer,” he said, his rumbling voice almost hesitant.  “May I talk to you a moment?”


Reluctant to lose my quiet moments, I turned slowly to face him.  “Of course, Dinaus.  What can I do for you?”  Concerned, suddenly, for the moonlight revealed a strain on the rugged plains of his face, I stepped closer.  “Are you all right?  Have you been hurt?” What there might be that would injure a warrior, I had no idea, but these woods were strange to me.


“No, I’m fine. I just wanted to talk to you.”


“If it’s the journey, you’re still allowed to go –“


He huffed out an impatient-sounding breath. “It’s not the journey, lass! Now let me have my say!  It’s hard enough as it is!”


I bit my lip against a smile and glanced briefly to the stronger waves that were making inroads into the gravel underfoot.  Something was floating not far away, a dark shape on light-spattered water.


“Charis.”


I turned back.  “Yes, Dinaus?”


His feet shifted uncomfortably, rasping against the rocky ground.  “When we get home, Den and I want you to make a decision. It will be time.”


A chill passed over my skin. It was a sensation comprised of my unease, embarrassment, concern for the twins, and something undefined that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.  “Time.”  I nodded slowly, lacing my fingers together to compose myself.  “This puts me in an awkward situation, Dinaus.”


He nodded, his bearing suddenly more confident.  “Yes, I know.  But we are also in an awkward situation, Healer.”  He cleared his throat and looked back to Den, who was sharpening his sword and keeping a low profile.  “Have you considered taking both of us?  The prestige would be suitable to your rank and it would not be…awkward…for us.”  His lips curved in a rare smile as he said this last, and I joined him in a quiet chuckle.  “There are precedents,” he continued after a moment.  “Old Healer said that his mentor had two husbands.”


The idea was strange to me, and I hesitated to agree.  Granted, it would make things easier, and the Clan would accept it.  Both men were held in high esteem, and should either be lost in battle, the other would be there to care for me and any children we’d have.


I opened my mouth to tell him I’d think about it when he suddenly pushed me out of the way, roughly enough so that I fell on the gravel and scraped my hands raw.


“Dinaus! What under the moon – ?”


“Hush, Charis. Step away!”


At the alarm in his twin’s voice, Den charged up, his sword brandished in front of him to fight whatever foe was there.  But I saw nothing for a moment.


“Careful, Din,” Den cautioned as the men waded out, calf-deep in the lough.  “We don’t know what manner of creature this is!”


I brushed myself off and hurried to follow them, my patterned gown dragging in the water.  “What is it?”  My heart beat fast within me, as if it felt an ominous destiny approaching in the muscled arms of my guardians.  My suitors.  


“It looks like a man,” Dinaus informed me, water dripping from his short tunic and soaking his leggings.  “Waterlogged.  Might be dead.”


Den grunted. He was carrying the heavier leg and chest of the man. If the man they were carrying were waterlogged, he’d be extremely heavy.  “Let me help!” I insisted, coming close to find the lifebeat in the man’s throat as it lay back over Den’s forearm.


“He’s not dead,” I all but shouted.  “Lay him down so I can get the water out!”


I’d learned, in my training, that the breathing and bleeding had first priority in any healing.  Only when the breathing had started and the bleeding stopped should a healer look for other wounds that might be below the surface.  Healer Achan had told me this when I was in my first lessons, many years ago.


So I turned the man on his side, resting his body on my knees so I could pump on his chest and gut.  It didn’t take long.


Whoosh!  A torrent of water gushed from his mouth and nose, making him gag.  Making Den and Dinaus gag, too, though I’d never mention it to them.


I laid the man on his back and breathed life into his lungs.  One breath, two.  The twins chanted the Healing Chant, beating the rhythm on their wet thighs.  It only made the beats louder and more effective.  Soon, the man gagged again, pushing old water and new breath into my mouth.


Prepared for that, I spit it out and sat back on my haunches to study him.  “All right, he’s breathing.  Do you think anything’s broken?” I asked the warriors.


“We’re not the Healer, Charis,” Dinaus said, brushing excess water from his legs.  


“Well, I can’t see very well right here, and I don’t want to move him, now that he’s breathing.  He might have something wrong inside.”


“We’ll bring you light,” Den assured her, already setting about to find hearth-rocks.  Dinaus went to choose and then to arrange kindling in the new hearth.  


Myself, well, I studied my patient.


I didn’t blush at his lack of clothing, for I had seen too many people, male and female, without covering for years.  Embarrassment was far beyond me.  My concern was to keep watch over his breathing and to remember what to do about fevers and such.


The men built the fire up near my patient and myself, and I was able to ascertain that no, the man from the lough had no visible wounds.  Yet, he hadn’t awakened when he’d begun breathing, so I wondered if there was something wrong with his head.


“Ohhhhh…”


“He’s waking,” Dinaus told me.  


“Thank you,” I said, scooting over to touch the man’s forehead and check again for fever.  “Please get some water boiling for his tea.  I’ll see if I can get him to talk.”


Using my most soothing, softest tones, I spoke.  “You’ve been taken from the water, sir,” I said.  “Do you know who you are?  Can you tell me if you hurt inside?”  I was seriously concerned about internal injuries, for they were fatal and hard to treat.


Expecting another moan, or perhaps even more water to come from his mouth, I was astonished when he lashed out at me!


He grabbed the rock nearest to his right hand and turned himself over with a speed I’d never have expected.  I barely managed to avoid having that water-smoothed rock hit my ear, but it did glance off the top of my head as I ducked.  I yelped with the pain, flattening myself on the ground as much as possible and trying to roll out of the way.  My bodyguards had more direct methods of dealing with the threat, though.


“Hold!”  Both Den and Dinaus are tried warriors, their instincts honed over years of fighting for our Clan or our allies.  In scarcely a heartbeat’s time, they had their huge swords out and pointed at the stranger’s chest.


“See to him,” Den instructed his brother, his voice vibrating with controlled violence.


“Aye, I’ve got him.”


“Charis,” Den said, coming to kneel next to me.  “Healer.  Are you hurt?”  His tone implied severe penalty for the man who’d dared to strike me.


I could have complained, I suppose, but I’m a Healer!  I didn’t want my patient to be hurt further than he might already be…  So I did not touch the throbbing, burning lump beginning to form on my scalp.  Instead, I drew my hood over my hair and sat up.  “I’m fine,” I told Den.  “Scared, but all right.  How is he?  Is he hurt?  Injured? I must see to him!”


“No!”  


That came, surprisingly enough, from all three men.


Acknowledging the possible need for the sword Dinaus kept pointed at the stranger’s throat, I knelt near my patient.  “Let us try this again, sir.  You’re safe, now,” I went on, ignoring the swords that reflected the fire’s flames.  “No need to defend yourself.”


“But if you touch the Healer again…” Dinaus growled.


“You won’t be safe.” Den concluded.


I sighed, but there was no help for it; they were just doing what they’d been asked to do.


“So where does it hurt?” I asked mildly, determined not to be afraid of my patient.


“Healer,” the man all but spat, “I don’t want to be healed. I want to die!”


“Life is too precious,” I countered, trying to reassure him.  “There’s much to do, here.  What’s your name?  I want to help.”


He moaned again and flopped back on the rocky ground, for all the world like an oversized fish that had given up on ever reaching his home again.  The image may not have been far off, for I heard the burr of Caledonia in his voice.  What would a Caledonian be doing so far from home?  Without his clothes or any traveling necessities?


“Ruadh,” he whispered in a voice as lifeless as any I’d heard.  “I am Ruadh and I wish you’d never brought me out of the loch.”


A shiver swept over my skin like the voice of Destiny calling in the wee hours.  He wanted to die…was he the one I needed, then, to heal? The heartsick soul?


Keeping my eyes on his face, the planes of which were sharpened by hardship and sorrow, I guessed, I untied my cloak and swept it off to drape over his nakedness.  “Ruadh,” I said at last, “I want to help you.”


“You can’t,” he asserted.  A shudder passed through him visibly and I motioned for Dinaus to move his sword so Ruadh could move freely.  Ruadh shifted a little.  “I’m an exile, lass,” he went on after a few moments. “An exile and alone and I do not want to continue that way.  Let me go.”


He sounded so set on this that it frightened me.  He was not a raving madman.  Not a delirious wanderer.  He sounded in his right mind. Determined.


Determined to die.  I daren’t let him, I told myself. I’d never be accepted as Healer of Clanhome if I let him die.  


“I can’t let you go.  I’m a healer,” I said again, trying to impress upon him the compulsion I felt in this, my calling.  “I have the obligation to care for you.”


“Even when I don’t want care?  What gives you the right?” he growled out.  “I don’t want your help.  Let me go my way!”


How to heal such stubbornness?


“Healer.”  Den gestured for me to follow him.  I did so, stepping perhaps a dozen paces before he stopped me.  “I know your quest.  But I don’t think you’ll help this man. He is not cooperating. He won’t even sit up on his own.  Maybe it’s just his time?”


Our people believe in fate. In Destiny.  In the great wheel that spins out of our control, but on which we can maneuver if we’re careful.  But.  “It can’t be his time, Den.  He must need healing; why else was he put in our path?”


Den grunted, but looked at me with concern shining in his eyes.  “We are here if you need us, Charis,” he reminded me, one large hand coming to rest on my shoulder.  “Just don’t get too close to him.”


I opened my mouth to reassure him but the words never made it out.


“Aaaiiieeee!”


I gasped as I whirled around, hearing the screech, a shout of surprise from Dinaus, and the sick, wet sound of a blade penetrating human flesh.  Dinaus was standing, naked sword straight out in front of him. And on the sword…Ruadh’s twitching but unresisting body.


“Dinaus!” I screamed, lunging toward my bodyguard. 

His brother was right beside me, then ahead of me.  He reached under Ruadh, bearing him up against the intrusion of the steel.  And cursed.  “What happened?” he finally managed to ask his twin.

Even by firelight, I could see that Dinaus was pale under his weathered tan.  His eyes were too round, his mouth gaped open in sheer shock.  While I registered this, I also moved to help Den take Ruadh off the sword.

“It’s fatal,” I managed to choke out, seeing the blood spurt as the body was moved.  But to be sure, I checked his throat for the lifebeat.  Dinaus just continued to stare at his blade, watching the rivulets of blood travel along the steel length to drip to the ground.  Plip. Plip.  A sad sound. Despairing.

The gash in Ruadh’s chest made me want to cry, but I tried not to. I did.  I fought the hot, insistent pressure in my throat and eyes as I turned slowly for my bags.  Dinaus needed me, too.  He was in shock.  I could hear Den ministering to him with low-toned sounds as the elder brother helped the younger to a place by the fire.

Ruadh was dead.  I tried to let that sink in as I rummaged in my pack for herbs for Dinaus.  He needed calming.  Reassurance.  Help.  Healing…?

No. I would not choose my friend and bodyguard for that duty. I’d failed!

Failure. A stark word. A cold lump in my gut.  Failure.

I pushed it away from me.  Herbs.  Boiling water.  A cup.  The tools of my craft.  Yes, I had those.  

I felt Den and Dinaus staring at me after several moments.  I ignored them. It took everything I had to surmount the black, clinging shadow of my utter failure.  Dinaus needed me and I couldn’t fail him, too!

Clematis.  Impatiens.  Cherry plum, a dear flower bought with gold.  Rock Rose. And that little Star Flower.  I crushed the dried flowers, mixed them in the palm of my hand, and then wrapped them in a loosely woven square of cloth to make for tea. I didn’t use the herbs loosely in the cup, because sometimes they’d be swallowed, and that caused distress on behalf of my patients.

While the tea was steeping, I made myself circle the fire to speak with Dinaus and Den.  Ruadh’s body was still prone on the ground, near the water.  I had to swallow my instant nausea as I made myself look away.  My failure.  My first.

“Dinaus?”  He was seated on a boulder, close to our fire circle.  I knelt at his feet so I could look up into his face and study him.  My back was to the crackling fire, but I didn’t fear any sparks.  Thickening smoke blended with the leftovers of our dinner and the coppery tang of blood near Dinaus.

The big warrior barely shifted his focus to register my face.  “Healer.”

“I’m making you something. I want you to drink it.”

“I don’t know what happened,” he said, as if he hadn’t heard me.  “I was standing there, watching him, when you and Den went to talk and then the next thing that I saw was his chest on my sword.”  Dead, lifeless, his voice reminded me of Ruadh’s and fear clawed at my chest, impatient to claim my mind, my reason.

I shoved it down.  I could not lose another patient.

“It was his time,” I said, unconsciously echoing Den’s earlier words to me, wanting only to comfort the man and make that awful hollowness leave his eyes.  “He did it to himself, Dinaus.  It’s not your fault.”

“But if I had just sheathed –“

“No, that wasn’t your duty,” Den put in, his arm around Dinaus’ shoulders.  “Your duty was to protect our Healer.  Your sword was needed.”

“My duty, yes.”

We sat quietly for a bit, and then I moved to get Dinaus’ medicinal tea.  I dipped a fingertip in and brought the drops of tea to my mouth.  Yes, it was strong enough, so I served it to the burly warrior.  “This will help you to relax,” I told him, answering the dubious expression on his face.  He accepted the cup, but didn’t drink.  I placed my hands on his shoulders.  “Dinaus, please.  It’s not your fault.  It was Fate.  We still need you, Den and I.  Please drink the tea and relax.”

Without a word, but after getting a stern look from Den, Dinaus drained the hot tea in one gulp. I sighed, and then took the cup back, thinking I might need something myself.

But when I did sit down, my eyes went to Ruadh.  Then, the tears did come, hot and fast and helpless to my eyes, down my cheeks, to drip on my lap.  I’d seen corpses, of course. A shell. A husk without the breath of life inside. But he’d been my patient! And I’d let him die!

I’d never be able to return to Clanhome. Never be able to face Achan.  Never have a place again.  I’d failed.

I’m still not sure what happened to me, then.  I didn’t heed the warriors, didn’t heed the body of Ruadh, as it stiffened on the ground.  All I did was make my way, step by fearful step, to my pack.  I shook out my sleeping roll and smoothed it meticulously on the ground.  Then I returned to my pack and took out a few special herbal preparations.  Datura, strong for the heart and for sleeping.  Willowbark to make the blood flow.  I didn’t feel the need to tell the men that I was a failure. They had to know that.  Neither did I feel the need to share with them my escape.

I had to escape.  A life without my Clan was unthinkable.  Ruadh, I thought, pointed the way for myself as well.

Grinding the herbs, putting them directly into a cup of boiling water, no filtering cloth.

“Healer?  I don’t need any more tea,” Dinaus told me, his voice more alive than it had been.  The medicine was already working, good.  It would be my last practicing of my craft.

“This is for me,” I told Dinaus.  “I think…” I bit my lip and finally glanced their way. Would I miss them when the breath left my body?  Or would I just go to sleep?  “I think I’m a little tired,” I finally said.  “It’s been a long day.”

They were instantly very concerned for me and both of them bounded to their feet and hurried to where I’d set up my sleeping roll.  “Let us move this closer to the fire, Charis,” they offered, doing so as they spoke.  “And we’ll build you a shelter.”

Their efforts bounced off me like an echo in a high place, thin and small and far away.  “No need,” I said.  “I just want to sleep.”  Yes, sleep.  My failure would be gone and I’d be with my mother, who’d left her body years before.  The dark shadow of the failure took on the shape of  Ruadh as I stirred my tea.  Ruadh…

“He’s dead, Charis,” one of the twins said.  The rumbling voice sounded as if it came through a long dark tunnel.  Who was it? Did it matter?

“I know it,” I said.  I sipped my leafy tea.  “I know it.  I should have stopped it.”

“No!”  It was Den whose voice all but lifted me off my rock.  “No!  You could not have, Charis.”

Dinaus knelt down in front of me, studying me.  “Den. Check her tea.”

I gripped the cup and pulled it away from Den’s huge hand. “No.  I’m a healer. It’s my medicine.”

“Then let me drink it first,” Den offered, his voice so soft that I froze a little.  He couldn’t possibly know…  “I’m your bodyguard, Healer.  It’s my duty to make sure you don’t endanger yourself.”

He knew!  They both did, I could see by the set to their jaws, the narrowing of their eyes.  No!  They didn’t understand, I told myself.

Desperate for oblivion and the escape from my failure, I lifted my cup abruptly to my lips.

The roar that filled my ears – indeed filled all the wood! – frightened me so badly that the cup slipped from my hands to spill on the ground, flower petals in wet, useless clumps.  I stared, wide eyed, as the Den kicked my favorite cup high in the air.  Moonlight bounced off it just before it disappeared into the woods.

Dinaus, no trace of apathy or shock anywhere on his flame-lit body, grabbed me by both my arms and hauled me to my feet as if I were a broken shield.  “What under the sky were you doing, woman!?”

“W-what do you mean?”  The fire had moved from the hearth to two sets of gray green eyes that hovered over me as the warriors crowded each other in order to scold me.  “That was a tea!  Made with expensive petals! Why did you have to frighten me so?”

“Charis!”  Again, they yelled in unison, making me jump in my boots.  

Den recovered himself first, frowning mightily and making Dinaus give up one of my arms.  “Charis,” he said again, this time his voice so low I could barely hear him. He was trying, I was sure, not to kick me in the same direction he’d kicked my cup.  “You’ve no call to be scaring us like that.”

“You were not planning on waking up, lass,” Dinaus asserted.  Correctly.  “And we’re here to make sure you do. Understand?”

Since both men shook me at the same moment, I had to nod.  But then, I couldn’t help myself.  Something broke inside my chest and I felt the tears well up and spill over and all I could do was stand there, looking from one rugged face to the other, listening to the fire crackle behind them.

“I’m a failure,” I whispered, feeling the cold, damp, dark shadow of it climb up from my feet.  “I can’t return to Clanhome. I’ve disgraced everyone.”

“You’ve not disgraced us, Healer,” Den whispered fiercely.

“Never,” Dinaus added.  “It wasn’t your fault.”

“You can’t leave us, Charis.  We need you.”

“No, the Clan needs a Healer who can heal the heartsick,” I insisted, trying to make them understand.

Den and Dinaus each took a long, deep breath and exchanged significant looks with one another.  In spite of myself, I was intrigued.  “What?” I heard myself asking.

Dinaus nodded. Den spoke.

“Years ago, Charis, when you became of age,” he began, compelling me gently to sit back down on the rock behind me, “Old Healer drew us aside.  He’d been watching us, he said, and he wanted to know how we’d feel about…”  His voice faltered for a moment before he laughed at himself.  

“About you, Healer,” Dinaus put in, crouching down on the ground to sit near my feet. Den did likewise and, as if they’d arranged it, each of them took one of my hands.  “We’ve been waiting for you to finish your training, Healer.  So that you could choose one of us.”

“Or both,” Den said, his face transformed by a boyish light in his eyes that I couldn’t recollect ever having seen there before.  “We’d both be honored to be chosen to wed you, Charis.”

I couldn’t speak, though the men waited for me to say something.  They continued to hold my hands, continued to watch my face, continued to wait.  

For what?

“I…I don’t know what to say,” I said.

Den’s face hardened.  “Swear to us you’ll never try that again, Charis.”

I looked up into the indigo night just as an owl with white wings flew above us, swooping down to show us his underbelly, the individual feathers of his wings.  As it flew, it inclined his head, as if to greet me.  I was touched.

And somehow, when I looked back into the eerily identical pairs of light eyes in tanned faces, I felt the clammy shadow of my failure slip away from me.

I no longer wanted oblivion.

“I swear,” I whispered, gripping each warrior’s callused hand as firmly as I could.  “I swear.”

The men nodded in tandem, approval etched by the shadows caused by our fire.  

Without another word, they walked away and left me alone, as if they wanted to let me fully realize the nature of our recent talk.  I crawled into my bedroll and watched as they silently built a windbreak for me.  

When they left me alone, I stared again up into the dark depths of the sky, watching the icy stars and thinking of what had happened to me that evening.  I had lost a patient, yes, but he had not wanted to go on and had had the means and determination to take himself from the Earth.

I had had the means to do the same, I know.  What had stopped me?

Noiselessly, I sat up, feeling my hair settle over my shoulders and fall to my lap like tangible moonbeams.  I watched Den and Dinaus as they built a cairn over Ruadh’s body.  Had I failed him, or had Fate been speaking?  The gently lapping waves had no answer for me.  

What had stopped me from heeding the same call?  

As if he’d heard my inner questioning, Den turned to check on me, one water-smoothed stone in his hand.  He met my gaze with an understanding smile and a slight nod.  And then, he held my attention by some force that I’d never felt before.

And suddenly, I knew why I hadn’t followed Ruadh.  I knew how to heal the heartsick soul.  I wasn’t a failure after all!

Triumph blended strangely with a deep humility as I watched the warriors build the cairn.  I didn’t deserve it, but I knew I had the secret.

Love.  Love can heal the heartsick soul and it had healed mine.

With a satisfied sigh, I slipped back underneath my blanket, reflecting on my past, imagining my future.  

The following morning, Den, Dinaus and I walked three abreast all the way back to Clanhome.  I would be affirmed in my rank.  I would wed two deserving men, in the manner of my Clan, with the blessing of our people.

I am Charis, Healer of Eagle Clan, and I live in the green land of Éire.  

