
A wind began to blow over Toman Head, passing through the Almoth Plain, bringing small showers with it.  It swept across the Mountains of Mist, losing its moisture on the western slopes and rushing down the eastern, rustling the foliage of the woodlands of Andor.  As it reached Caemlyn, the wind had become less of a wind, and more of a half-dead breeze.

“Bloody breezes,” said a well-built man on his horse.  “Not enough flaming cool in them to do any good.”


“Yes, Nathin dear, I agree with you perfectly, but you must remember to watch your language; in public, at least,” came a caring reply from the slender, green-clad woman on the roan-colored mare beside him.


“Whatever you say, Aranela,” replied Nathin gruffly, but in a tone no less caring than hers.  And after a small glance from Aranela, he added hastily, “As you wish.”


The pair continued down the filling street, only pausing for nobles’ crossings of the avenues and for townsfolk rushing in front of them.  Hawkers seemed to be competing for being the loudest to shout at the passing couple.  “Fine lace and ribbon here, my Lady!”  Or perhaps, “You’ll never find better silk than this! Purple, blue, and all other colors of the rainbow! A bargain here!”


One could easily mistake them for a lady and her bodyguard, no matter the contrasts between the pair; her wearing a demure dark green silk dress that, nonetheless, made her appear beautiful, and seemingly not on purpose, either.  She wore an average-sized belt knife, the hilt of which was wrapped in silver wire and polished to a gleaming brilliance.  Her hair was in an almost perpetual foot and a half braid, along with a narrower, but no less long braid that she wore over the front of her right shoulder.  Aranela’s face was the most puzzling, as it seemed to not have an age. Like the rest of her sisters at the Tower, though, she took it as only part of being an Aes Sedai.


Nathin, a man with short, dark blond hair and an apparent apathetic sort of expression on his stony, yet somehow still genial visage, was garbed around his muscular torso in a dull, but still perfectly serviceable set of armor, made of round plates of armor, arranged one on top of the other, so that he was reminiscent of a telescope given the form of a man.  A dead black scabbard hung at his waist. Protruding from it was a lighter black hilt of a sword, wrapped in securely fastened supple brown leather.  A sapphire of deepest blue was set into the end of the hilt, along with another pair, one in each end of the pommel.  Along the sides of the pommel were engraved serpents, each one reaching from one sapphire to the other.  The serpents were inlaid with silver filigree, and seemed to almost be…alive, in the vaguest sense of the word.  A carefully worked hole in the scabbard displayed the form of a heron engraved into the blade of the beautiful sword.  Nathin wore the weapon with great pride.

It had been a gift from the Warders at the tower, a symbol of becoming a blademaster, and was a sword made in the Age of Legends, or so the Warders had said, and would never need sharpening, even if he bashed against the walls of the Tower for a hundred years.  Not that he would, of course.  Along with the sword, he had also received the nauseating color-shifting cloak that he now wore on his back, the end spreading over his horse’s rump.  And, with the memory of the cloak and sword, came the unbidden memory of when Aranela had bonded him as a Warder, twenty years ago.


It had been a warm spring day, and Nathin had been honing his perfected skill as a bladesman with the Warders at the Tower training grounds.  Aranela had rushed out of the Tower, only a week out of Accepted’s white and had demanded to speak with him in private.  Aranela had revealed that she had been eying him since he had come to the White Tower and had asked, in a shaking voice, still panting from the long run from the Green Ajah’s quarters, if she may bond him as her Warder.  Nathin, reluctant about being bonded so soon after arriving, pressed for the reasons for her decisions.  After evading his questions for several minutes, she had begun to grow frustrated; and without him having any warning in the world, Aranela had wrapped him in flows of Air, lifted him four feet off the ground and turned him upside down, all in less than five seconds.  Or so it seemed.  Then she had boldly declared, “I love you, you great woolheaded lummox!”  And with that, she kissed him.

Of course, Aranela had had to leave him hanging there, and, in her haste, obviously forgot that the flows dissipated when she couldn’t see them, which meant that Nathin went crashing to the ground, giving him a quite respectable set of bruises, which she refused to Heal until he complied with her request.  He evaded her for another week.  

Nathin winced at the memory.  He had finally let her bond him after that week; he also requested that she Heal him, but she refused as punishment for his being pig-headed.  So far, he had only regretted their decision once, but that was only because they had visited the Blight, and Aranela teetered on the edge of death.  Literally.  Other than that, he had enjoyed their relationship to the fullest.  Things had become somewhat smoother after their marriage ten years past, though.  What was interesting, however, was that she was one of the few Aes Sedai, even Green, who had married her Warder.  Of course, that was probably a good thing, as having more than one Warder while he was wed to her would make things…well, odd.

When Nathin realized that he was feeling a thread of puzzlement from the ball of emotion inside of his head, he glanced at Aranela, who was smiling up at him, and the thread quickly changed to suppressed amusement.  “What is going on in that head of yours?” she asked, still grinning.  “I recognize that look; you only get it when you are reminiscing about something.”


“Just remembering when you bonded me.” Nathin replied, in a pensive voice.  “I still remember those bruises well.”

“Yes…as do I.  Of course, you really did deserve them.” Aranela told him as she turned her head to the street in front of them, still smiling broadly.

They rode for several more minutes in silence, each contemplating what they would do when they arrived at their destination.  Without warning, however, Aranela suddenly jerked her head up from the resting position she had assumed.


“Someone is channeling saidar.” was all that she said before she heeled her horse’s flanks and galloped down the cobblestone street, knocking pedestrians to the ground who were not quick enough to move out of the way.

Nathin sat, puzzled by this sudden change of behavior.  After he realized that she was rapidly receding from his sight, he charged after her, managing not to run into anybody as he did.  The bond guided him through the crowded streets, people on either side gaping in amazement at the boldness of these two horsemen.
The three women stood around the seemingly lifeless body, eying it pensively while the two men of the party paced back and forth in the entrance to the barn.  The youngest, or at least it seemed she was the youngest, as the two others seemed to be ageless, snorted loudly, startling the others visibly and drawing small glares from the agile warriors, and said, in a voice both regal and clear as crystal,


“You probably know this already, but he is alive, so we can stop at him as if we had never seen a man before.”


“If you were Accepted,” said another in a melodic, cascading contralto, “You could be sent to the kitchens for such a statement.  As it is, you should probably consider yourself lucky to be here.”


“And exactly why is that?” asked the first.


“Because, Charis, of an incident involving a young Warder-in-training you might happen to know,” said the last, speaking with a medium-pitched, unhurried, almost dreamlike accent.


Charis’ face flushed a deep scarlet.  “Not here, not now.  All right, Evylyn?” she pleaded fervently.  “I really don’t feel up to arguing about it right about now.”


There was shuffling movement at their feet, and every one of them, including the Warders, turned to observe the young man rise to sitting position, obviously confused and very disoriented.


“Who…Where…What happened?” he said in a hoarse whisper, most likely caused by lying in the barn floor for however long a time, breathing the dust from the hay and straw.



“Trollocs, son,” said the second woman, giving the boy a sympathetic gaze.  “And, just for simplicity, your name is…?”


A look of momentary stupidity came over him for several seconds, but he finally shook his head, as if clearing away cobwebs, and announced, “Ryvir.  My name is Ryvir.  What is yours?”


Sympathy fled from her face.  “It is of no consequence to you, but most people know me as ‘Elise,’” she said, with an air of cool superiority.  “You may call me Elise Sedai, and as soon as we leave, I strongly suggest you forget you even met us.”


Ryvir rose unsteadily to his feet.  Blood and vomit stains covered his unwashed clothes, along with dried sweat and mud.

“I think I’ll go and change into something more presentable,” he announced after inspecting himself with the trained eyes of a farmer.


“Not exactly ugly, is he?” stated Charis, after Ryvir had turned around the corner of the large double doors.


“So three years of wearing the shawl have just flown out the window, then?” queried Elise, clearly frustrated by the girl’s flippancy.


“He really isn’t to horrible looking, now that you mention it,” remarked Evylyn, drawing a ponderous glance from a Warder, a shorter, lithe man with a black tousle of hair to complement his rusty beard.  “And that doesn’t mean I dislike you, Kuoi,” she said without missing a beat.  Or even turning around.  Charis was still fascinated by this, even as much as she was used to it.  She started after Ryvir, but was interrupted by Elise.

“Where are you going, exactly?”


“I am going to make sure of the boy’s safety,” Charis replied, with a hint of snap to her voice.  And with that, she spun around and walked away stately, her head high.

Ryvir stood in his bedroom door, shocked at the unsightly sacking of his home.  His mother always kept, or rather had kept, the cozy building in the state of tidiness normally seen only in a kitchen.  He turned to finish changing.  His parents…


“Do you normally stand around with no shirt on?” said a voice behind him, sending his hands flying for the blanket next to him while he turned to face the woman that had spoken.  It was the first Aes Sedai, shorter than he was, but still seeming to loom from somewhere above the ceiling.  She had greenish-brown, almond eyes that held a probing but still soft gaze.  The agelessness of the other Aes Sedai did not show, but the aura of plain superiority was still present.  He tried to remember if they had given him her name, something starting with a “K,” or maybe an “S.”

“Well, I suppose I’ll turn around and let you finish,” she said, startling him out of his reverie, and promptly spun to face the den.  Ryvir tossed the blanket aside, located a shirt, and pulled it over his head, all the while stealing surreptitious glances at the green‑shawled figure of the Aes Sedai.  Green.  That meant she was part of the Fighting Ajah.  At least, that was what he thought it was.  She seemed the type of woman he would, dashingly, sweep off of her feet, bending his face to hers…no.  She was Aes Sedai.  Aes Sedai were as likely to burn you to dust where you stood as look at you.  Though she does have a rather shapely figure…


“May I turn around now?” she said, her voice tinged with impatience.  “Or are you going to stand and gawk at me the rest of your life?  I shall outlive you by far, so the idea of it is all right with me, if not a trifle boring.”


“Ummm…yes.  No!”  he stuttered, startled once again out of his daydreaming.

“Which is it?”


“Ummm…go ahead, go ahead.  And tell me your name.  I seem to have forgotten…”


“Thank you.  And you may call me Charis Sedai,” she replied, matter-of-factly.

“Charis.  It’s a nice name.  It suits you.  Are you cold?  It may just be me.” Ryvir said with a small shiver.


“No.  I am comfortable.”


“All right.  Let’s see if there’s anything to eat left.”


The something flowed again, and Ryvir doubled over, clenching his stomach with his arms.  His entire frame cramped, sending his body crashing to the floor.


Flames leaped high from the wooden walls of the cabin, threatening to ignite Charis’ dark green riding dress, the sudden outpour of smoke forcing her into a coughing fit.  Ryvir was still on the floor, unconscious yet again, his inert form still twitching spasmodically.

Almost without thinking, Charis wove Air, lifting Ryvir’s inert form from the floor and directing it out the door, she following close behind.  She made no effort to stop the now blazing inferno, only heading to the barn.  She couldn’t believe what she had just seen.

She needed to tell the others what had just happened.
The horse slowed to a brisk trot, finally stopping altogether when it reached a small brook, filled with clear, cold water.  The man on the stirrup had passed out long ago; sometime in the morning.  When his face touched the water, he jerked, instantly awake.  Dirt caked his face and armor.  The pure white cloak he had been wearing had been torn off long ago as well.  Only dirt and dried blood were keeping him from being completely conspicuous in the dim light that shone through the trees.  He stood up and turned around to face the brook.  Yes.  He would wash up; make himself more presentable.  Not that there was anyone around for miles.

The raven looked down at the man in silver and his horse, puzzled by why someone was out here.  No one ever visited this part of the wood anymore.  Not after the Aiel War, anyway.  Fain chuckled.  He had found the person trailing him.  About time, too.  He was started to get worried about the whole little web that the Myrddraal had been weaving.  Had been.  Fain had caught the slimy beast slinking off last night and had questioned it.  Severely.  The Dark One was after him.  Good for the Dark One.  Good for whoever.  He didn’t need much.  Just the bloody Dragon Reborn.  He wanted to have some fun.  He touched the mind of the raven again, this time sending the bird into convulsions.  The bird twitched.  Then it exploded, sending blood and entrails spraying over Ergan.  Fain laughed with a cold mirth.  Just a little more time…

Ergan jumped as the mess hit him with a warm splash.  He retched when he figured out what it was from.  He took his armor off again, this time with more speed.  He wanted to be out of here, wanted to be fed, wanted a warm bed.  He realized he was exhausted and looked in the saddlebag for some food before he started washing again.  All he found was stale bread and cheese.  Better than nothing, he thought, although he would have preferred some nice roast venison and potatoes, covered in gravy, with some fresh-baked bread on the side and a hearty helping of carrots and peas to balance it out.  And a jug of cold wine to wash it all down.  He shook his head and proceeded to eat his meager rations.  No point in making himself hungrier.  But he still wanted that warm bed.  He finished and took the small blanket roll from the saddle.  This would do for now.  Just hope no one would come steal the armor, not that he cared all that much anymore.
“You’re sure,” said Elise.  It was a statement, not a question.

“Absolutely positive,” hacked Charis, still coughing from inhaling smoke.  “I stood there and witnessed it myself.  You can feel the residue from here, it was so strong.”
“If so, then we should bring him back to the Tower for the Reds to deal with,” offered Evylyn.  “We should shield him for the time being, though.”

“I don’t know…” Charis stated.  “We could take him to the…”  She paused.
“What?” inquired the others, both speaking at the same time.  Elise beat Evylyn to her next question, though. “Where should we bring him to?”


“Well, I was thinking of…” she dropped her voice to a barely audible whisper.  “The Black Tower.”


“Are you sure you’re sane, woman?” blurted Kuoi from the doorway, flustered enough that he even forgot the honorific title.  “I’ve heard that the Ashmen or whoever had taken Aes Sedai captive, and then they even went as far as bonding them with saidin!  I’d like to ask one of you two to check on her mind with the Power.”  This last remark he directed at Elise or Evylyn.  Charis could not tell whom.

“I am perfectly well,” she said, almost venomously.  “And I know for a fact that the ‘Dragon,’ as they call him, has extended clemency for all males who are able to channel.  I believe it would be a better thing for him to learn to wield saidin than to learn to beg on the streets.  Don’t you think?”

“It may be so, but we should let the Tower know, just in case something happens to us on the way,” stated Evylyn.


Charis stared at her incredulously.  “Then you agree with me?”


“No, not really.  But it might be interesting to spy on this so-called Tower for a bit.  Maybe we can find out something while we are there.”


“I still don’t like the whole idea of it,” said Elise.  “I’ve heard that there are upwards of four hundred men present.  Every last one of them able to channel saidin.  Does that prospect not frighten either of you?”


“Not really,” Charis and Evylyn said.  Evylyn shrugged her shoulders.  “I don’t really mind.  The other Aes Sedai were spies sent by Elaida, anyway.  I don’t think they’ll mind if we—“


She was again interrupted by Ryvir stirring at their feet.  He looked at them through dazed eyes and said, “This looks oddly familiar…”


Elise sighed and deftly wove Air, Water, and Spirit and reached into the boy.  He seemed whole, but Healing wouldn’t hurt him.  She altered the weave and let it sink in.  Ryvir’s eyes widened, as if the ice-cold wave that crashed over him was simply a cool breeze.  Definitely a farmer, thought Elise.  She helped him to his feet and dusted his relatively clean shirt off.

Evylyn spoke to him.  “Do you have a horse?  We are about to leave, and wondered if you would like to come with us.”


“Where?”


“Oh, probably someplace around Four Kings.  Have you heard of the town?” she replied, the First Oath allowing.  Not that she was lying.  They were planning to go there.  As to where they were going after, well, that was a different story; one that would be told later.


Ryvir stood there, lost in thought, then made his way to the large doorway and turned to face the still-burning remains of his home.  He turned to face them.

“If you have supplies enough, I would like to go with you.  There is nothing here for me now.  I’ve got to move on.”

Elise nodded, and Charis gave him a sympathetic smile.  She really did feel sorry for him, too.


“I’ll get Grey, then,” and he went off in the opposite direction of the house, head down, face downcast, but like a man with a purpose.  He knew what he had to do, so he was going to do it.  He just hoped he wouldn’t regret it.
