
It flowed through him with the burning touch of an arctic glacier.  He prevented himself from keeling over only by clutching the fence post next to his horse.  Ryvir’s sight wheeled around as he struggled to remain balanced.  The stomach-wrenching feeling passed, but barely, and he was still light-headed.  He decided that if he felt this bad only after several hours and five fence posts, he should probably return home for the day.  At least, until he was sure he was feeling alright.  He had heard of farmers who had seemingly disappeared, only to be found days, or even weeks later; bodies blue with cold, all because they decided to stay out a few more hours instead of returning to their homes.  He definitely didn’t feel well; the spinning had gone, but a twinge of whatever it was still resided in his gut.  Ryvir placed his foot in the stirrup and drew himself up, groaning from a sudden soreness in his limbs.  As the horse continued to trot in the direction of the farm, Ryvir began to realize that the old horse was not limping, whickering, or showing any other signs of pain that were usually present.  Definitely odd, he thought, as the horse began to gallop at a speed never seen in the old nag before.


Finally, feeling little better from the jolting ride home, Ryvir spotted his home in the distance.  Funny, he wondered.  Where is everybody?  Nothing stirred in the homestead half a mile away.  There were no sheep bleating; no cows baying deeply; not even the birds seemed to be awake.  Not even a cricket chirped innocently to reassure him of the presence of his family.  He began to ride closer, inspecting the buildings and fencing along the way.


A horrible stench assaulted his nostrils the moment he reached his family’s cabin.  He had smelled it before, but only after a day of slaughtering livestock for the market.  Ryvir’s father, Buck al’Serin, called it “the stench of old life for new.”  Ryvir only half understood it, but was sure his father knew what he meant perfectly.

As he dismounted his horse, Ryvir found himself beginning to hope that he would find his father and mother and sisters just around the corner; that this was all an elaborate joke on himself, one he could tell his grandchildren one day.  Assuming he had grandchildren.  “Yep.  I remember the day my parents hid in the barn and scared me half to death when I found them.”  He doubted it, for some reason.  Why would his parents want to do this kind of thing anyway?  His sisters, maybe, but only when they were at their worst; especially when they were trying to make him angry enough to do something rash.  He entered the barn, and the stench again assaulted him, grabbing his attention like a black, one-legged horse against a snowbank.  It invaded his nose and stuck fast, until he was sure he would never get it out.  He looked around, and saw what looked like the cattle carcasses his father had prepared, hanging from the beam where they were kept until the end of the day, when Buck placed them in the curing house.

At least, until they rotated in the small gust of wind that passed through the barn.  He saw the eyes, the piercing brown eyes, widened in terror; the blood-matted hair; the mouths, frozen in a now silent rictus of pain and horror.  He noisily projected his meager lunch onto the blood-saturated sawdust and collapsed to the side, eyes rolling back into his head; narrowly missing the still meaty cow skull, which appeared to have been crushed by enormous teeth.  The blackness surged in like the thundering waves of a hurricane on the Sea of Storms, and Ryvir closed his eyes, and knew no more.

Ergan’s face grew pale and sweaty when he entered his small tent, and with good reason.  Another pale faced form stood there, black mail reminding Ergan of a huge snake.  One that he wouldn’t want to cross, that was sure.

“Well?” inquired the Myrddraal, voice very smooth, and, at the same time, very full of malice.

“I haven’t been able to do anything at all,” replied Ergan, his knees slowing their shaking.  “Fain is just too elusive.  Or on your side.  He—“

He was cut off by the rasping of metal on metal, the Myrddraal drawing his pitch black sword.  Black as the Pit of Doom, thought Ergan, before the vile…thing was literally inches from his face and throat.

“You will obtain the man,” threatened the Myrddraal, its breath rank repulsively in Ergan’s face.

“For the last time, I know.  And I have a feeling he isn’t just a man.”  He was pressing his luck now.  One wrong word, one, and he could be skewered to the ground like a squirrel hunted by children.

“You had best watch your tongue.  It could get you into trouble; people might think you are…up to something.  And my way will be easier than the Great Lord’s:  you get to choose how you die.”  The Myrddraal swooped to the corner of the tent.  “I will be back to check on your progress.”  And then it was gone, lost in the shadow.  About time, Ergan thought while trying to stop his body collapsing from pure adrenaline exhaustion.  
He crossed to the narrow cot and sat, head in his hands, and wept.  He wept for his family.  He wept for his friends, as few as they were.  But most of all, he wept for his own life.  It had become forfeit, all because he had pledged his soul the Dark One.  Flaming Great Lord and all of his flaming minions.  The Light burn them all and be done with the whole mess.  He had been prepared to die for the Dark One, to give his life in battle or by trying to kill those bloody Aes Sedai.  But not this.  Not this at all, he thought, as he glanced at the sunburst on the front of his cloak.   Blood and bloody ashes!  The Light can burn this bloody flaming emblem, too!  Ergan realized that he had been trying to rip out the threads belonging to blood-red, embroidered shepherd’s crook that was blaring out his position for the world.

He screamed wordlessly, an almost bloodcurdling, completely wholehearted scream.  A servant rushed in to see what was happening.  Ergan drew the dagger from the sheath on his waist and rushed the man, still screaming mindlessly, his eyes bloodshot from the strain.  The servant could not move, was paralyzed by the terror of this…this crazy man screaming at him.  Ergan met him and stabbed him.  Then stabbed him. Again.  And again.  And again.  Die! Die! Diediediediediediedie!  The blood splattered his snow-white cloak and ran down his armor.  More of it covered his hands, his face, running into his eyes and mouth, tasting coppery.  

He didn’t notice it.  He just stabbed.  He plunged the dagger again and again, until the body was no longer recognizable.  And still he continued.  He continued until exhaustion and despair took over.  

The blade slipped from his blood-encrusted hands and landed in the ground, the blade sinking into the ground, the whole instrument wavering back and forth.
Ergan’s arms fell to his sides.  Spent of his energy, he barely stood up and made his way outside.  He stumbled under the pressure of some invisible burden, and then found the hitching post.  He made his way to an untied horse.  How? he thought, confused.  Ergan tried to get on the horse, knew he had to, or he would die too.  He couldn’t.  His legs buckled from underneath him, and he fell to the ground, grasping for support.  His hand found the stirrup, and he held on.  He pulled.  The horse had been sleeping, and awoke with a start, bolting.  Ergan knew it was a matter of time before he was dead.  He knew it.
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