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To tell a lie well is simple. You simply must believe in it. No hesitation, no looking off to the side, eyes all askance. You can’t be forceful with it, either. Overenunciate your words, and they’ll know. It took me a lifetime to learn to lie, and I’m still not very good at it. If memory serves, you were always quite good at lying, despite your particular upbringing.

Roras is more like me, I’m afraid. His later life might be surrounded by intrigue, spies, and other courtly things, but here, after being dumped on the side of the River of the Nynaeve Plains after nearly dying in a Citadel battleship attack, he could not lie so well. When Deis, our brooding and arrogant love interest who was currently wrapped up in Roras’ arms after being placed there by a mysterious savior in blue, looked up at Roras with those round green eyes of his and declared that Roras had saved his life, all our hero could do was bite his tongue and force a smile as his stomach clenched and his heart raced.

The slight advantage Roras had in that moment was that Deis had been knocked unconscious and had nearly drowned, so he probably didn’t notice the pained look of desperation in Roras’ eyes that had been stirred by Deis’ declaration of gratitude for an act that Roras had not been responsible for.

They spent that night huddled together, their first night together I might add, presumably snuggling for warmth or some other romantic excuse, sitting upright against the base of an acacia tree, exactly where the woman cloaked in blue had left them. Their bodies had been battered by the river. Roras was still struggling with the fact that he had committed his first murder the day before. Our sweet farm boy was on the run from the law now, with a grumpy and attractive exiled prince for company. So Roras let the lie go. He didn’t correct the mistake in Deis’ assumption. Deis hadn’t seen the woman in blue at all. He had already been unconscious when she had pulled him from the river and hadn’t woken up until she was long gone.

When the sun finally rose that morning, Deis stirred again. Roras had been awake for a while but had remained perfectly still so that Deis could sleep more. He also may have liked feeling Deis’ breathing against his own chest and the softness of Deis’ hair under his chin. When our exiled Royal scion woke up, Deis leaned forward, dragged himself to his knees, and stood on his own two feet by using the tree for support. He then wavered back and forth a bit. Roras nearly reached out his hand to pull the prince back into his lap but managed to stop himself from actually touching Deis before he could embarrass himself. After a few seconds of Deis finding his footing, he offered his hand to pull Roras up off the ground. Roras took the hand but looked away from Deis’ face as he stood, unable to meet the other man’s eyes. 

Roras was not a good liar. The guilt was already eating away at him. Though if we are being honest, I suspect the guilt about the lie was being conflated with Roras’ guilt about the murder of the Citadel soldier. Between you and me, self-awareness was another of Roras’ weak spots.

“Where do we go from here?” Deis asked as Roras got his bearings. The battleship had destroyed their boat. Roras’ friends, the bartender Grey and his wife the tavernkeeper Ginna, were supposed to be meeting them in the village beyond the third pier down the river. Unfortunately for our heroes, they had only made it to the second pier when the Citadel battleship had caught up to them. They were now hidden in a copse of trees not far from the River. In other words, the plan was now a complete cock up. 

Roras noticed that Deis kept giving him looks out of the corner of his eyes whenever he thought Roras wasn’t looking, but Roras didn’t say anything. He couldn’t. He knew he couldn’t lie again, so he chose the coward’s path of a lie by omission. He liked having Deis look at him with interest.

Roras told Deis, “The next village is just beyond the trees. If we walk away from the River, through the underbrush, we should hit a path to the carriage road that’ll get us there. The carriage path connects villages like our village to this one and goes all the way to Nynaeve’s Braid. Grey and I walked this path once, to pick up a new goat.”

Deis felt it then, in the pit of his stomach, a touch of jealousy. He had seen Grey kiss Roras. Grey had shown Roras affection, in front of a wife that everyone in the village had said the man loved without reservation. Deis, who only understood love or affection from the perspective of how best to use them to manipulate others, was confused by it all. 

He hated these feelings. He was trained to avoid this sort of thing, back in his training at Chatwin. Love was a weapon or a tool, or perhaps a momentary indulgence. Lust he could understand. Love he could not. He did not understand Grey’s feelings for Roras, Roras’ feelings for Grey, Ginna and Grey’s feelings for each other, or even Ginna’s affection for Roras, especially considering Roras and Grey’s feelings for each other. He could recognize they existed and define them and bend them to his purpose, but he did not understand them. He did not understand the feelings now present in the pit of his stomach, even after all of his training to control the way his own emotions were expressed. He previously had a duty in this life, a role to fulfill, and it was not one meant for those who could not control his cock or his heart.

Unfortunately, it was already too late for Deis’ heart. Roras had saved his life, not once but twice. Roras had killed a Citadel soldier for him, and now, Roras had dragged him from a river and had held him close through the cold night. His head resting upon Roras’ shoulder had been a simple comfort, a singular feeling that Deis had previously so rarely allowed himself to feel. He had been taught to be better than that by his grandmother.

“How long will it take to make it to the road?” Deis managed to say, his voice plain and even. He looked over his shoulder. There didn’t seem to be anyone under the trees with them, not as far as his eyes could see, which was quite some distance.

“A few hours, probably. It’s not far, but we have no trail to follow to the carriage path and no supplies. We’ll be walking through bushes,” Roras said, allowing his voice to trail away to avoid stating the obvious that those next few hours were not going to be fun for either of them. “If we’re lucky, we might run into a banana tree and get some food.” Roras imagined Deis would figure out that someone else had saved them any moment now. Instead, Deis took his words as a stoic resolve.

This was the kind of thing that happens as people get to know each other, I’ve found. Even when there’s a trust between two people, there can still be simple misunderstandings, as we learn the way the other person communicates. People who share a language don’t always use the same words to say the same thing, after all.

“Lead the way,” Deis said. It pained him to let a simple farmer be in charge, especially a cute farmer like Roras. Deis was supposed to be leading. He was not meant to be on the run from a Citadel battalion that clearly had orders from the Admiral to kill him. Relying on others had never been easy for Deis. As a child, he had shown great potential as one of the most promising Royal scions of his generation. He had been told if he worked hard, the world would be his, and given his former station in life, this was essentially true. That had been taken from him, and now, he was supposed to be like Roras, just another farmer, with no grand future destined for him. Though if the Admiral had his way, there would be no future for him at all. So Deis focused on the task at hand. He walked behind the lowly farmer, trying not to notice the curve of Roras’ backside, which was quite plentiful.

They walked in silence for a time, each embarrassed, their legs being scraped by the bushes underfoot. Both were tired and sore. Though the woman in blue had saved them from death, nearly drowning takes a hard toll on the body. You feel each breath as it goes in and out as if your very lungs are tired, your throat hurts from puking the water back up, and the muscles in your stomach and back are sore from the retching and convulsions. They had fought against the river’s current. Their arms and legs were battered from the debris from their destroyed boat and the battleship itself. They were hungry and thirsty. It took effort for their brains to tell their feet to keep going.

Deis was not used to this type of pain. He had endured physical pain before, sometimes even in extremes, as part of his education at Chatwin. Being bone-weary was new. He wanted to call for help, for aide, but knew that none would come. He did not trust Ginna and Grey, and he told himself he trusted Roras only because of his actions and not because of his smile and the way his arms flexed. He knew exile would be a lonely survival at first, but the fact that the Citadel had found him within six weeks of his departure from Moenbryda despite all the precautions his grandmother had taken suggested that the Admiral had spent considerable resources to find him. Deis needed allies, but all he had was Roras. 

He never once considered that he could have gotten away from the Citadel soldiers at Roras’ village by
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