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For our four compatriots, the merchant caravan trip from a no-named village on the east side of the Nynaeve River to the west side of the Nynaeve River via Lan’s Bridge was largely uneventful. For four days, they had travelled in heat, a bit of rain, and general boredom. They each experienced very different things.

For Roras, it was an adventure. He had been raised along the River of the Nynaeve Plains, after all, and felt comfortable here. He was not even a seven day’s hard ride from where he was born. He had gone to school in the opposite direction, and then was placed by the farmers union in the village where his parents had lived and died to live until he died. His life has always been planned out. He knew what the next day, the day after, the day after that, and all the days that followed were supposed to be. That certainty was gone now, and Roras found he loved it. He tried to not think about the fact his new fling thought his name was Grey or that the man he had committed murder to save was an exiled Royal scion. He did not think about the fact that Deis only trusted him because he thought Roras had saved him from drowning, when in fact a woman in blue had done so. He told himself to enjoy the now.

For Fiy, this was his job, the monotonous thing he had done for years, but for the first time in a long time, it came with a welcome distraction. Grey, in reality the lying Roras, seemed to think the caravan was the best thing in the world, and every time he smiled at Fiy, Fiy thought about making some dumb choices, like abandoning his duty with the merchant caravan for a walk under the acacia trees that lined the carriage path to Lan’s Bridge. Fiy found himself smiling back, in a way he hadn’t ever really experienced before. For the first time in his life, dating seemed easy. He knew nothing of Roras and Deis’ true origins, the Citadel soldiers that were chasing them, and still thought their ultimate destination was Nynaeve’s Braid.

For Colyane, the caravan was her escape. Every step she took away from her former life was another step towards a freedom she hadn’t quite figured out yet. A step forward was a step in the right direction, so that she would never be hurt again. It had taken every ounce of her strength to leave her useless husband behind and forge a path all her own. If the men she knew as Gin and Grey really wanted to go all the way to the delta at Nynaeve’s Braid like they had told her they did, she might just go with them. Forward was the only path she knew now, and there was worse company than a charming lad and his dour friend. She wouldn’t even mind if the tall skinny one joined them on the trip.

For Deis, it was a living hell. Roras and Fiy were flirting all the time, and it ground on Deis’ nerves, though thick-headed as he is, he couldn’t admit to himself why. They had been assigned to escort Colyane’s carriage, an older model, and the back-left wheel had a bad groove that caused the whole thing to bounce once every full rotation. The carriage’s driver refused to let Deis try to fix it, rightfully realizing that Deis had no idea how to fix carriage wheels. Roras had been avoiding him since he admitted to having been a Royal scion prior to his exile, and he knew that Roras hoped to find the actual Ginna and Grey at the village they were headed to. Deis was still making plans to escape on his own, though he worried the Citadel would find Roras and kill him if Deis was not there to help. The nights along the trail were humid but cold, and the ground they slept on was hard. He had taken to wearing a cap at all times to cover the fact that his roots were growing out, which made him sweaty. His lower back ached, his knees cracked every time he stood up, and no one would let him near the oxen, who were incredibly small for the amount of weight they were pulling and would have been better used as children’s pets in Deis’ opinion.

So you see how perspective is everything. 

To be truthful, the lands on either side of the River of the Nynaeve Plains are fairly static and uneventful, starting from the river’s source in the Ce’Nedran Mountains. Once it reaches the plains, the river is one long trade route, with villages like Roras’ and farmsteads like Fiy’s for miles on either side, all heavily cultivated by humans. Journeys like our heroes’ were peaceful and quiet most of the time. As hired help on the merchant caravan train, the boys’ job was mainly to deter any rhinos or hyenas that might try to come too close. Bandits along the River and its plains were rare. The only actually danger would be if the Citadel soldiers found them, as Deis and Roras were still wanted for murder.

The main original plant life that lives on the Plains is its umbrella tree, a creature, like us, that managed to survive the previous world. You’d know it as the acacia tree. A simple stalk rises to the sky, spreading out and providing shade, saving its leaves only for its upper-most points, the favorite feast of the local giraffes. They line most streets. Deis had to stop himself from complaining every time they paused the caravan’s progress to enjoy lunch underneath one. The shade they gave was actually quite pleasant, but Deis couldn’t help but complain.

Roras on the other hand was having a newfound appreciation for how wide the stalks were. They were perfectly formed, it seemed, to hide a stolen kiss from view. Poor Fiy must be hurting his back leaning over so much so that he could reach Roras’ lips. “You really are a good kisser,” Fiy would say, pulling away from one such moment as the caravan stopped for the night to let the horned oxen that pulled the larger carriages have a drink. 

“I’ve had a lot of practice,” Roras said. He saw the reaction in Fiy’s face and immediately knew that it had been the wrong thing to say. He smiled brightly and pressed his hands against Fiy’s stomach. Even through the leather the mercenary wore, Roras could feel the muscles underneath. Fiy was a skinny thing, and would never be big, but he was strong and worked hard at what he did. “And you’re definitely top three.”

Fiy just rolled his eyes. “Top three, huh?” he said. Then he smirked. “I guess that means I’ll need more practice, too.”

“Good idea,” Roras said, going up on his toes but Fiy turned away, causing Roras to only kiss his chin.

“Where’s Gin? He’s grumpy, but he’s cute enough,” Fiy said, turning back to Roras with a huge grin on his face. Every time Fiy or Colyane or any of the others used Roras and Deis’ fake names, a bit of Roras’ happiness was sapped away. It pulled him right back into reality, the one place he did not want to be. Reality was where he was a murderer.

Roras forced a smile anyways. “So you’re funny now?” he asked.

“When I’m around a boy I like,” Fiy said, kissing Roras on the forehead. “And I need to get on back. It’s nearly time to leave. We’re almost there. I can’t wait until ya see the bridge. It’s grand.”

Roras frowned then, remembering the whole point of him and Deis going on this journey wasn’t to get to Nynaeve’s Braid at all, but to get to the village where the real Ginna and Grey were supposed to be waiting for them. It was another lie he had told Fiy. He wondered when he could be truthful again. Roras could forget he was a murderer at times, usually when he was in Fiy’s arms, but then he wanted to punish himself for not thinking about the solder’s life he took every second of the day. This bit of happiness was undeserved in his mind.

As Fiy went to secure the oxen and the carriages for the night, Roras sought out Deis, who was helping build the fire by trying to coax it to life. He cursed a lot while doing so, and some of Fiy’s fellow mercenaries were amusing themselves by watching Deis struggle. “Why aren’t you using a starter?” Roras asked. “Burn some smaller branches to get it going.”

Deis turned to glare at Roras, and while Deis could be a jerk, I can also admit he was intelligent. And unlike many smart people, he could also admit when he was wrong, eventually, and therefore, still had the capacity to learn. I do wonder, my dear friend, if you could learn a thing or two from him. “Hm,” Deis said in answer. He grabbed a few smaller branches from the pile as Roras had suggested.

From the moment they arrived at Lan’s Bridge, around mid-morning the next day, there was work to be done. Fiy led their wagons to a storehouse where most of the merchants had their goods stored. Deis and Roras unloaded Colyane’s wares, and she dictated where each object went. After Fiy went back to check on some of the other wagons, Roras whispered so that only Deis could hear, “Do you think Ginna and Grey are here?” Deis had almost forgotten that Roras still believed his friends could save him from the Citadel, rather than their plight being an escape with no end in sight. 

Deis had no idea what he was going to do with Roras if Ginna and Grey never appeared to claim Roras and take him home. Deis thought that maybe he should convince Roras to join the caravans if Fiy could get him hired and provide an introduction to the local mercenary union, or perhaps he could travel with Colyane and become her apprentice. Deis had realized she was running away from
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