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			“Do you know what I do when I’m at work and it gets the point where I don’t want to do anything? I just do it.”—Colin. (Thank you. I needed to hear it). 

			To you, I say: just do it.
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			“In his heart a man plans his course but the Lord determines his steps.”

			—Proverbs 16:9

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 1

			Waves rolled along the shore of Rivin Beach. Seagulls squalled amid the steady rhythm of the powerful sea, pounding against the earth. Soon, the tide would come in and the entrance to Marc’s hideaway would be blocked. The only way in or out of the small horseshoe shaped cove was through a narrow opening, accessible when the tide was low. Lines along the rocks and sand marked the spot where the water would rise up to when it was high tide.

			Marc ducked under a few low ridges in the cliff wall, then lowered himself to the ground so he could crawl under an arching tree root.

			Entering the cove was like travelling through a portal into another world, going from beach to jungle. The space was no bigger than his sitting room at home. From above, the edge of the cliff stuck out as though it were floating in mid-air. Roots and branches of thick trees overhead held it connected to the mound of land above. The roots from a tree at the top of the cliff jutted out from the walls, leaving it half-buried in the soil and stone, the other half reaching for the sandy beach. A few glimpses of sky were visible above through small gaps of dangling branches. Even when the weather was foul, the cove remained mostly untouched in the sheltered nook, tucked into the inlet of Kartha’s northern peninsula. 

			In here, when the water rose, it would be up to Marc’s shins, but a little farther in, through the recessed section of the cliff wall, the den remained dry and sheltered. 

			Marc slouched and entered the secluded spot, which he’d taken to calling the Pocket. 

			His hands shook as he prepared the kindling and wood in the corner where he’d lit previous fires in the past. Once it was ready, he retrieved his flint and steel and lit a fire. After coming as often as he did, he’d started leaving blankets and candles during each visit, until eventually he’d wound up with a cozy little place that he could retreat to. Every once in a while, it was nice to have a place to go where he didn’t have to wonder if soldiers would come crashing through the door to arrest him at any moment.

			He paced the small space while trying to still his trembling. Seeing Velle never made him so nervous, but tonight was different. Tonight could change everything. 

			His stomach ached from how nervous he felt. He didn’t know why he was so nervous. She’d already accepted his proposal.

			But what if she changed her mind? What if she didn’t get her father’s approval and decided she didn’t want to marry him after all? 

			Marc had to take a deep breath to calm himself down. They already knew that the chances were slim that her father would bless her marriage to the second most wanted man in Kartha—second only to Marc’s mentor and trainer, Tray. Velle had expressed that she’d just as soon run away with him than speak to her father. It was Marc who felt compelled to adhere to the customs. He’d have gone himself, but Velle had insisted that it would be better if she spoke to him.

			Marc didn’t have to wait long before Velle crawled through the opening. With the ebb and flow of the sea, timing was everything.

			She barely had to bend down to clear the arch. She entered the den and brushed sand from her hands.

			

			Marc beheld her, waiting for her eyes to meet his. When they did, his joy withered. Shadows formed under her swollen eyes, which typically sparkled with joy. The dark blue in her irises shimmered, glossy with tears.

			A knot clenched in his stomach.

			“That doesn’t look like good news,” Marc said, trying to keep the strain out of his voice. 

			Velle dried her eyes and pulled her shoulders back. She looked like she was drawing from the inner strength that Marc had seen on multiple occasions. The circumstances almost always had to do with her father.

			Marc’s throat tightened, but he tried to sound encouraging. “He didn’t give his blessing.” It wasn’t a question. That had to be the reason she looked distraught.

			His small flicker of hope died. He swallowed the flood of emotions that rose up inside him. He held his arms out for Velle, and she stepped into his embrace. 

			“What happened?” he asked.

			Velle’s attempt to remain strong withered and her shoulders sank. She squeezed him tight and buried her face in his chest. “I didn’t get the chance to ask.” Her voice was muffled against his shirt. Wet warmth from her tears seeped through the fabric.

			That lost hope began to reform in his chest. Could that mean there was still a chance that Exle might bless their union? But then, why the tears?

			Velle lifted her eyes to meet his. “He’s…he accepted a marriage proposal from Landon Valca.”

			Marc loosened his arms around her. His sadness was replaced with fury. What did Landon Valca have to do with Velle? Sure, her father was a political man, and what politician didn’t want the favour of a powerful man? But still, Landon could have anyone he wanted. Why Velle? It wasn’t as though a marriage to her gave him any strategic advantage.

			Marc let Velle go. He clenched his hands into fists and considered—not for the first time—storming over to the Valca Keep to challenge Landon. If he believed for a second that he’d agree to a single combat duel, Marc might’ve actually followed through. But that wasn’t who Landon was. The man had an army. And Marc had a reputation.

			No, to challenge him, he’d just be giving Landon exactly what he’d want. The leader of the anti-Order in his clutches. Or rather, ex-leader. Either way, it’d make no difference to Landon whether or not he led the rebellion. The only thing Landon cared about was that Marc was a Dairner. That was all most people seemed to care about: his name. To some, it represented the rebellion, to others, it pegged him as an outlaw. But to Marc, all it did was make his life miserable.

			Marc let out a long breath. The tide rose slowly and would soon deter their exit for a few hours before the next low-tide. Unless they fancied swimming, they’d be there for a while. Knowing Velle, she’d sooner wait it out than set foot in the sea. 

			He swallowed past a lump in his throat and steadied his breathing before his emotions could get the better of him. He’d rather not discuss Landon Valca and the Valca Order.

			He directed Velle to the blankets sprawled out on the sand. “Here, why don’t we sit?” Marc leaned his back against the mossy cliff wall, and when Velle joined him, he twisted the tips of her soft hair in his fingers as she sat back, resting against him. The firelight emphasized the red hues in her otherwise blonde hair.

			“Marvelle,” he said.

			She closed her eyes and relaxed as he traced his fingers along her back. “Hm?”

			He leaned in close and kissed her cheek. He kissed her again, a little lower, and again, making his way down the side of her neck. Then he paused and lingered close to her face. “What does that mean for us?” 

			With Landon’s proposal hanging over them, would confessing their intentions to Exle change that? If not, would Velle still choose him, even if it meant disobeying her father and rejecting Landon Valca?

			Velle leaned forward and turned so that she could look at him straight on. “I haven’t changed my mind, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

			

			She blinked away tears, then groaned and buried her face between her knees. “I was so close to telling him, but he was in such a bad mood that day. I didn’t want to bring it up when he was like that. And then, I thought about what we’d do when he’d want to meet you. Or when he learns who you are… I panicked.” She raised her head and wiped her eyes. “I should have just spoken up when I had the chance.”

			He grimaced. Knowing how close her father was getting to Landon, his learning of Marc’s identity would present a problem. Marc had been careful to keep his head down, but if Exle were to become his father-in-law, it wasn’t like he could stay away forever. It’d been difficult enough to hold his job and attend regular anti-Order meetings without getting caught, especially while posters of his face littered the streets of Orvaldro. If Marc really looked as much like his father as people said, it didn’t matter how dated the illustration of his face was. 

			It’d taken a lot of trust in a handful of people to keep him out of the dungeons. It also helped that Landon seemed to have lost an interest in him since his activity with the anti-Order had lessened in these past months.

			But still, for the sake of those who helped to protect him, perhaps it was best to keep his name out of the equation altogether. 

			He bit his lip. “Why don’t you introduce me to your father under a different name? We don’t have to tell him who I really am. In fact, I’ll change my name, and no one need ever know of my lineage. We can make a new name for ourselves. Mr. and Mrs.…?” He shrugged, awaiting Velle’s answer, both to his proposal and for the name of her choice.

			“You should be proud of your name. Your parents were heroes.”

			Marc frowned. “They’re dead heroes. How does that help anyone now?” His parents may have been heroes to the nation, but he’d have preferred they hadn’t been if it meant they would still be alive today. 

			He didn’t want to talk about this. He rubbed his thumb in Velle’s palm and met her gaze. “You’re avoiding my question.”

			

			“I’m not. I still choose you, Marc.” She cupped his cheeks in both hands and kissed him on the lips. “No matter what, I’ll always choose you.”

			Warmth filled him. He wrapped his arms around her and breathed in her fresh scent of ocean and lilacs. She smelled like home, like Kartha. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, then turned her hand and kissed her palm next.

			Velle leaned back against his body and hummed a familiar tune. It was the same one she’d sung almost a year ago, when he realized that this was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. 

			Upon first meeting him at the forge, she’d remarked about his scowl and had determined then, that she would break through his seriousness and draw a smile from him. Your face is too handsome to be so angry all the time, she’d told him. 

			Even after he and Coggler had finished her father’s order of the decorative set of cutlery and utensils, she’d returned daily to drill him with questions that he never answered. Every day, she’d told him all about her life, about how she’d dreamt of inventing a flying contraption that would carry her away to faraway lands. It wasn’t until she came into the forge one morning, looking sullen, that it had hit Marc how much he’d grown to care for her.

			That particular day, she’d sat on the counter—her usual perch—watching him work. Heating, hammering, shaping, heating. Repeat. While he hammered, she’d found a rhythm and sang for him. 

			Her voice… Those smooth low notes… The way they fluctuated and how she controlled the sound coming out of her… The song had a melancholic sadness that he felt deeply. 

			How could he relate to a tune? How could a sound be so attuned to his own spirit?

			He didn’t realize he’d stopped hammering, or that tears had started streaming down his face. He stared at her as if seeing her for the first time. And for what felt like the first time in his life, he smiled. A sad smile, surely, but he couldn’t remember ever having used those muscles in his face before meeting her.

			Longing filled his heart now, as it mingled with anguish. So many forces were bent on keeping them apart. Velle’s father and Landon for starters, but there was also Gavin, who kept insisting Marc go to Litlen to accept a role he couldn’t help but feel was too grand for someone like him. Granted, it’d be safer in Litlen, but Marc couldn’t bear the thought of leaving Velle behind. That, and Tray felt the need to constantly remind Marc that his lifestyle wasn’t cut out for family life. Like I need to be told. 

			And Tray wondered why Marc had stepped back from his role with the anti-Order. He didn’t want to think about Tray right now either. Not after their last conversation that had been less of a conversation and more of a fight.

			Marc rested his cheek on Velle’s shoulder and she continued to hum. Her voice held a minor note and resounded around the walls of their hideaway until it faded and all that could be heard was the sound of the waves growing louder outside as the tide rose. Firelight flickered and shadows danced on the walls.

			For a few hours, time stood still inside this cove. Meanwhile, outside of their little bubble, Gavin would be getting home late from work, as usual. Cog would likely have gone to bed already. And Tray—well, he was probably training. The man hardly slept. 

			Marc let all his thoughts and tensions go. Here and now, he and Velle had these brief hours to themselves, where nothing and no one could come between them.

			He tilted Velle’s chin up so their eyes met. “We may not be able to have a public celebration and announce our love to the world, but if that’s not a deal-breaker for you, then what’s stopping us from marrying right now?”

			Velle searched his face. She peered deeply into his eyes before slowly shaking her head. “Nothing.”

			

			Marc’s heart gave a leap, and any trepidation that had accumulated at the idea that she might not want to marry him was dispelled.

			“Except…” Velle paused. “We don’t have any witnesses. Or an officiator.”

			Marc brushed a lock of hair from her face. “The best way to protect you is to keep this between us until your father knows about us. We could say our vows here and now, only for each other, then, after we’ve spoken to your father, we can uphold the customs by inviting a select few people to join us in celebration and ceremony.”

			Through Velle’s eyes, Marc could see her thoughts whirling. He himself considered how her father might react when he learned that his daughter had married in secret. What would Gavin say? He liked Velle. Marc couldn’t see him being angry with them, but all the same, he didn’t dwell too much on it. There were few things in life that he felt were his choice to make, and this was one of them.

			A gleam of excitement sparkled in Velle’s eyes. Marc recognized it a look she’d get whenever she felt like she was doing something rebellious, though nothing about what they were doing was wrong per se. They loved each other, and for his part, he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her.

			Velle traced her thumb across his lips. “All right, Marc, I’m with you.”

			Marc grinned and relaxed in his smile. Although he had many things he would promise Velle, for tonight, he’d keep it simple and traditional. It was enough that they had to do this in secret and omit all other proprieties.

			“Marvelle Leddir,” he began, “I vow to love you always.” He flashed her a wide grin, which she returned, and her cheeks turned red.

			“To care for you and to put your needs before mine. I will protect you, respect you, and cherish you.” His thumb grazed the soft skin of her neck. He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “I’m yours forever.”

			He leaned back so he could see her face. 

			Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she smiled. “And I vow to love you always, Marc Dairner. No matter what your name is, you are the one I want to spend my life with. I promise to put your needs before mine, to protect you, respect you, and cherish you. No matter what happens, I am yours always.”

			Marc kissed her softly. He put his arms around her waist and lay down, lowering her with him. Their bodies entwined, she returned his kiss, inviting him to take more. 

			So he took what she freely gave and offered himself fully in return.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 2

			Dairner. Mrs. Marvelle Dairner. She liked the sound of that. For as much as Marc hated his name, Velle loved it. What she loved most was that Landon Valca flinched every time he heard it.

			Velle combed the knots out from the ends of her curls. The curtains over the window were drawn open, and afternoon sunlight shone in. If she hadn’t awoken at the break of day that very morning, wrapped in Marc’s arms, she’d have thought that all of last night had been a dream. A wonderful dream. 

			But it hadn’t been a dream. It had happened, and that made her even more giddy. 

			Her gut churned with excitement. Tonight, she would see Marc again. The usual arrangement—except now she’d have to be more wary of her father’s guards. Her arrival home that morning hadn’t been received well.

			Her excitement shifted to worry. She’d had every intention of telling her father, but Landon’s proposal had thrown off her whole plan. How could she hope to gain his approval now, when he’d already approved the proposal? His acceptance of Marc was already going to be a challenge. How much more would it be when Marc’s competition was the most powerful man in Kartha?

			A knock on the door jolted her from her thoughts. Her father entered her room without waiting for her to bid him entry. He’d calmed down since their fight that morning, and his face was back to its usual pale colour—not the bright red that had nearly matched his beard. 

			“You’re not dressed,” he said. His voice became terse. “I had the maidservants leave a dress out for you to wear this afternoon. Did you not receive it?”

			Oh, she’d received it. Now it sat at the base of the manor outside her window.

			“I’m not well, Father. I don’t think I will be much for company this afternoon.” In part, she told the truth. She couldn’t be sure if her stomach flip-flopped from the idea of opening up a conversation about Marc, or if it was because her nerves had not yet recovered from her blissful night with him. Either way, she spoke no lie.

			“I’m not surprised. What did you expect when you stay out all night and then decide to turn up first thing in the morning?” Her father’s face started turning that shade of red again. “You got lost…” he scoffed. “I don’t buy it for a second. When we return home later, you’re not leaving this room until I get to the bottom of whatever it is you’re up to. I will find out where you went and who you were with. Until then, we have been invited as honoured guests by Mr. Valca, and you’re not missing it. We leave in an hour. Get ready.” 

			He turned his back and stormed out of the room, leaving the door wide open. Velle’s blood simmered beneath her skin. How could he expect her to go along with this? Or the better question was, how could he go along with this? He knew the kind of man Landon Valca was. What father would want his daughter with a man like him?

			Velle closed the door and thought better of slamming it. Further angering her father while trying to broach the subject of Marc wouldn’t help in her favour. The door clicked closed and she dropped her forehead against it. Her insides squirmed at the idea of spending an afternoon with Landon.

			It’s only lunch, she reminded herself. All she had to do was get through this one day, and then she could sneak away later and find Marc—her husband. She smiled at that. Witnesses or not, his vows were genuine, as were hers. No one could convince her otherwise. Their consummation further secured their union. She was Marvelle Dairner. Her father didn’t know it yet, but she was a married woman. Landon Valca was too late.

			◊

			The forge had been running all day. Marc had a constant flow of work to keep his mind occupied, and as with most days, Cog had him working in the back, where he rarely had to interact with others. When people did come into the forge, the heavy apron and mask he wore for eye-protection hid his features well.

			Gavin had known what he was doing when he’d approached Coggler, asking him to take Marc on as his apprentice. After Coggler’s two children had been executed as traitors to the Valca Order, Cog agreed to take on Marc and train him as a smith. Although Cog had intended for it to be his own resentful way of getting back at Landon, Marc understood that this reasoning ensured he’d never sell him out to The Order.

			That Marc had gone this long without detection from The Order had everything to do with people like Cog who shared similar sentiments and saw Marc’s evasion of capture as a spiteful act against Landon. Not because they liked Marc or thought him worthy of their protection but rather because they hated Landon so much that it had become almost like a game to them. At least, that was what it felt like. As long as it kept him out of a dungeon, he wouldn’t complain.

			He finished work, and in his usual manner, he went into the office to change out of his sweaty work clothes and into his street clothes, throwing his cloak over his shoulders last. Coggler had already gone home, so Marc was in charge of locking up. After doing so, he headed straight for the Pocket. Gavin wouldn’t be home until late, and even if he was home early, he’d know where Marc would be. It was he who had encouraged Marc to find a place where he could lay low in whenever it wasn’t safe to return home. Over the years, Marc had made a habit of coming home later in the evening, using the darkness to conceal his return.

			The thing about being the son of the infamous Anwyll and Adira Dairner was that every major act that was made against The Order usually had his name attached to it, regardless of whether he’d actually been involved or not. Another one of Tray’s tactics for inspiring the revolution.

			By the time Marc arrived at his destination, the tide was nearly out. He ducked through the cove and into the den, where he paced, anticipating Velle’s arrival, though he’d have thought she’d have already been there. She usually arrived before him.

			Water lapped the shore, slowly progressing toward the entrance. 

			A sudden fear gripped his heart. What if she was in trouble? What if she wasn’t coming because something had happened? Having never met Exle, Marc didn’t know what the man was like to know if he should or shouldn’t be worried. Velle had never expressed that her father had ever been violent toward her, but the man seemed to have no problem with matching his daughter with Landon, who was known to be cruel. 

			Had Landon himself become involved? Perhaps Velle had finally told her father about them. If Landon learned about it, he might keep her from him.

			Marc’s mind reeled with ideas, all of them probably irrational and unlikely, but once the thoughts were there, he couldn’t shake them.

			Before the rising tide hindered his exit, he left and made his way to Velle’s home. More than likely, he was letting his imagination get the better of him, but he’d feel better knowing for certain that she wasn’t in any danger.

			It was dark by the time he arrived at the Leddir estate. Marc edged his way along the perimeter wall that encircled the manor. He found a tree that he could climb to get over it. From atop the wall, he crouched low and monitored the grounds. Past the open grounds and garden, lights glowed from within the manor, shining though the windows.

			Velle was in there somewhere; Marc just didn’t know where yet. He watched for a long while, creeping along the wall, where no moon touched the grounds, until at last he found Velle’s room. He made his way along the wall until he found a tree to climb down. Silently, he climbed, then he ran across the open grounds toward the house. This would mark his first time entering beyond the perimeter wall of the estate. He’d come here once or twice to see it but had never done more than watch from afar. It’d have been nice to just waltz over to the front door and ask to see her. 

			He turned his head to the left, toward the front door. He considered it. 

			No, it’d be too risky. Soon, Exle would know about them, but Velle had repeatedly insisted her father would react badly if Marc ever came knocking.

			Marc gazed up at the house, where bricks jutted out along the exterior walls. Darkness hid him from the view of the guards patrolling the grounds.

			Exle’s security around the house looked to be more active than the one or two other times he’d been here. From his vantage point, he counted six men guarding the house. Two at the front door, another one up the road at the drive entrance, and the remaining three patrolling the grounds, including the garden.

			Had something happened that required extra surveillance? A jolt of fear shot through Marc when it occurred to him that Landon Valca might be inside right this moment. It would explain the extra guards. 

			But then, from what he could tell in the dark, none of them wore the typical beige and red Valca Order uniforms. 

			Marc studied the guards’ movement with the thought that Landon might be here. If so, how protected would he be? Might this be the perfect opportunity to fight him? Even with his extra guards, it was nothing in light of Landon having his full army at his back. Marc let the idea take shape, even while he reasoned that it wouldn’t be wise to go picking a fight tonight. That was the old Marc. That part of my life is over, he reminded himself. He wanted Exle to like him.

			He grimaced. He wanted her father to like him, yet here he was about to sneak into his home to see his daughter. 

			But she’s my wife. 

			His worry for her overpowered his desire to win over Exle. He would not rest until he knew Velle was all right.

			Marc scaled the wall of the house, using the jutting bricks. The tips of his shoes barely fit onto any of them, but he held on and climbed until he reached Velle’s window. He hoped it was hers anyway.

			He rapped on the window and waited. His fingers grew tired of holding onto the bricks. From two storeys up, if he fell, there was nothing to soften the landing. 

			Velle appeared at the window. She glanced around through the thick glass, not seeing him right away. She opened it and spotted him. 

			“Marc!” She glanced over her shoulder before looking back at him. “Marc, what are you doing?” she whispered. “You can’t be here. If my father catches you, he’ll kill you.”

			Marc clambered in through the window, entering her bedroom. He rubbed his fingers, loosening his muscles. “I had to see you. When you didn’t meet me at the Pocket, I was worried that something had happened.”

			Velle cast a quick look back at her closed bedroom door. Marc followed her gaze. No one came in or shouted about hearing any noises from her room. This being Marc’s first time inside, he looked around. Thin sheets hung over the four-poster bed. The bedding was a soft purple, which complemented the slightly darker lilac colour of the walls. A chest sat at the end of the bed, and a door was open, leading to a lavatory. Beside the door, the room expanded into a separate section for clothes and accessories. Velle’s family already had wealth and status. What did Landon have to offer that Exle didn’t already have?

			

			Velle lowered her eyes. She fidgeted with the skirt of her dress. “Nothing happened,” she said. “My father and I had a fight this morning when I returned. I couldn’t get out of lunch at the Keep this afternoon and I had no way to tell you. He’s had his guards watching extra close and I didn’t want to lead them to you.” Her forehead creased. “You shouldn’t be here.” 

			Marc drew her close to him and wrapped his arms around her. I’m glad you’re all right.” He wished he could dismiss the part about her having lunch at the Keep, but he had to know; he needed to know if he should be preparing to fight on Velle’s behalf.”

			“Did the…topic come up?” he asked.

			Whatever her answer, it wouldn’t change things for them. He just couldn’t figure out what Landon was playing at. On the flip side of Exle not needing Landon, what could Landon possibly want from Exle? Surely the man could have any woman he wanted. Why take an interest in Velle?

			Velle wiped her eyes quickly, removing any tears before they could fall. “It did. The proposal has been made and accepted, and they’re planning to have the wedding in six months.” Her face hardened. “Their plans are for nothing. I’m yours, Marc. My vows were true and honest, and nothing will come between us, even if we have to run away to be together.” Her shoulders sagged. “But I don’t know what to do. Something doesn’t feel right about Landon’s proposal, and I’m afraid if I tell my father about us now, he might do something that will prevent us from ever seeing each other again.”

			Marc swept her hair from her face. He tried to give her his best encouraging smile while feeling he had little encouragement to offer. Now that Landon and Exle were planning the wedding in six months, keeping their relationship a secret could no longer be an option. Time would run out, and they’d have to do something. 

			Him and Velle running away together would certainly make Gavin happy. He’d been trying to convince Marc to go to Litlen for years to train under the delegates and become the Guardian of the Weldafire Stone—a role that he shouldn’t even know about, seeing as he was non-Elderace. Yet, once again, because of his name, that somehow qualified him for a position that should have been preserved for someone who was actually worthy of such responsibility.

			Marc cupped Velle’s cheek with his hand. He leaned in close and brushed his lips against her temple. “I’m with you,” he whispered. “If you want to run away, let’s run away. We can go somewhere else. I’ll change my name, and we can start brand new. I’ll take work at a forge and teach our children smith’s work. We can have a life free from all this. But if you want to stay, then we’ll stay. You say the word. I’ll storm over to the Keep and challenge Landon in front of everyone. I’ll kill him, if that’s what it takes.”

			He drew her in closer, breathing in her sweet scent. It pained him to think that they still had to be discreet when all he wanted to do was succumb to his body’s yearning and his heart’s longing right here and now. How easy would it be to move to the bed and continue like this until morning? 

			And why shouldn’t they?

			Last night they’d had the privacy of the Pocket and an entire night to themselves. It had been the best night of his life. And Velle was his wife now. Their desire shouldn’t be something to hide or lie about. 

			Marc wrapped his arms around Velle, his lips locked onto hers and his heart pounding fast. He stepped toward the bed, and she shifted with him, their lips never parting. He didn’t think about his next steps until the backs of his knees hit the bed.

			The obstacle forced him to think. He pulled his lips away and gave himself a chance to walk away. Nothing about this was wrong, yet everything could go wrong if they weren’t careful.

			Velle took a shaky breath. Her face remained inches from his. “We shouldn’t do this here.” Her eyes were closed. “We can’t risk it.” 

			How Marc wished to quash those words. They were right here. What was stopping them?

			

			Exle’s voice boomed from somewhere below them. His words were inaudible, but hearing him was enough to remind Marc of what exactly was stopping them. With Velle still in his arms, he turned so that his back was to the window, rather than the bed. He lowered his hands and parted from her arms, lest he give in to his craving and lose all control of himself.

			“I’ll go,” he said. “But come to the Pocket as soon as you can. If I’m not there, go to the house and wait for me.” She’d know which house he meant. Marc had lived with Gavin for as long as he could remember. Ever since the death of Gavin’s wife, Seenah, five years ago, it never felt right to leave him. Not that Marc thought he’d have any luck getting a place of his own in Orvaldro anyway. They’d spent years perfecting their cover stories and secret routes to move about freely. The day he chose to invite Velle into their home was the day Gavin understood how serious they were. 

			Velle’s cheeks were flushed, and her lips full and pouting. It was nearly impossible to walk away from her, but Marc forced his feet to move. He strode across the room toward the window. 

			He paused. It could be days before he saw Velle again. He turned and faced her. She bit her lip, and her eyes gazed into his. She seemed to read his mind. 

			Marc’s heart got the better of him. Before climbing out, he strode back over to her for one last kiss. If he wasn’t to spend this night with her, he’d at least leave her with an impression of him to last her until they could meet again. 

			He pulled away, and the door opened at the same time.

			Exle Leddir stood there with his hand on the doorknob. His eyes fell on Marc. He froze on the threshold, his jaw agape. In an instant, he closed his mouth, and his eyes narrowed to slits. He pointed a finger at him. “You!”

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 3

			Marc dropped his hands from Velle’s waist. He was torn between making a run for the window and sticking around to finally let their secret be known. His feet remained planted in place while he considered what he might do. On the one hand, this could be exactly the opportunity that he and Velle needed to break the news to Exle. On the other hand, sneaking into his home and getting caught kissing his daughter wasn’t the best impression for their first meeting. And after Velle had just told him her concern that her father might do everything in his power to keep them apart, Marc wavered between staying and going.

			“It’s true then?” Exle looked from Marc to Velle, then to Marc again. His orange beard grew thick on his round chin. The vibrancy in its colour made his green eyes pop. Or was it the crazed look in them that made them appear that way?

			Velle’s mouth hung open and though her eyes searched her father’s expression, she said nothing. 

			

			Exle shook his finger at Marc. “You’re that Dairner boy! The one that got away from Landon all those years ago?” He snarled at Velle. “This is who you’ve been seeing all those times you’ve snuck out?” 

			Velle breathed like she might say something, but no words came.

			Marc suppressed every urge he had to run. This was Velle’s father. No matter how much he disliked the man, even despite not having met him, he was her family. 

			He extended his hand for a handshake, but Exle leapt back.

			“Guards!” Exle shouted. “Guards, get in here!”

			Marc lowered his hand and wrapped his arm protectively around Velle as three men poured into the room. He didn’t need much more convincing to know where things were heading. 

			Yet, he made no attempt to go. How long had he pleaded with Velle to allow him a chance to meet her father? How many times had he envisioned Exle welcoming their union if he could just realize their love for each other? And now that they were married, what could he do to stand between them?

			Exle lowered his gaze to Marc’s arm around his daughter. His eyes filled with rage.

			Marc raised a hand in a calming motion, hoping he might get through to him. “Mr. Leddir, I’m—”

			“Seize him.” Exle gave him no opportunity to speak. 

			Two of the guards came forward. Marc didn’t resist. Not yet anyway. The guards pulled him away from Velle, and each grabbed hold of his arms, linking their arms through his. If they knew anything of his reputation in the streets, they’d know their hold would do little to keep him there.

			Yet, he still made no attempt to go. Taking Exle’s men out would be a poor way to begin a relationship. Provided he had any chance at winning him over at all. 

			Exle stood taller than Marc. His skin looked tanned despite the cooler weather they’d been having. He looked Marc up and down. “Landon will be pleased to see you. I understand he’s been looking for you for a long time.”

			“Mr. Leddir, please, I’m not your enemy. I can imagine what you’ve heard about me, but I left that life behind over a year ago. I don’t want trouble.”

			“You don’t want trouble?” Exle chuckled. “My boy, you are trouble. There is no distinction.”

			“Father…” Velle found her voice at last. “Leave him alone. Marc is my husband. We’re married.”

			Exle’s face reddened, but when he spoke, he kept an even tone. “And who witnessed this event?”

			Marc tensed. He refrained from admitting the truth. Even to lie and claim that Gavin had been present would endanger his adoptive father. He wasn’t about to jeopardize a forty-year secret. The fact that Landon hadn’t yet discovered Gavin’s involvement with Marc was a testament to Gavin’s skills as a spy. Not only that, but Landon trusted Gavin. And seeing as Tray was just as wanted as Marc, throwing his name into the mix wouldn’t help much either.

			Velle saved him from having to come up with something to say. “We married in secret,” she told her father. “But it changes nothing. Marc Dairner is my husband.”

			Exle didn’t miss a beat. “If there was no one there to witness, it’s an illegitimate claim. In a few months, Landon Valca will be your husband and this Dairner boy will be rotting in a dungeon. Or dead. The penalty for taking advantage of an innocent young woman is death. I’ve no doubt he’ll be found guilty.”

			Velle’s face paled. She met Marc’s eye, and Marc recognized the fear in her expression. Despite that, she pinched her lips together—her intention clear to Marc. She wanted him to go.

			And leave without her?

			

			If he left her here, her father would increase his security and it would become impossible for Velle to come to him. Exle would do exactly as Velle had predicted. Who was to say when he’d see her again? 

			Velle’s scowl deepened and she cocked her head just a touch, leaving no room for argument. Their brief exchange happened within a matter of seconds.

			Exle snapped his fingers at the third guard standing at the door. “Fetch Mr. Valca. Give him my sincerest apologies for the late-night interference, but inform him that it will be worth his while.”

			Marc softened his knees, bending them slightly. 

			Reasoning with Exle was getting them nowhere, and if Landon’s men came, Marc might not have as easy a time getting out of here. 

			He took a deep breath. It was now or never. 

			While the one guard went on his way to deliver the message, Exle grinned. He’d not be smiling in a minute.

			Marc sank low and snapped his shoulder back at the same time. His sudden action caught both of the guards restraining him by surprise. Before either of them could tighten their grip, he twisted his body around and yanked his limbs free. In the same motion, he ducked and lunged, slamming his fist into a guard’s stomach. The other guard moved slow and uncoordinated, trying to get on top of Marc. 

			Amateurs. 

			Marc dropped to the floor and rolled, then hopped up into a crouch. The man stumbled and fell, tripping over his own legs. 

			Exle shouted for more guards, and the sound of footsteps came thundering toward Velle’s room. 

			Marc straightened up and bounced on his heels. He’d not be able to flee with Velle if he were to go back out the way he’d come. He saw the open window in his periphery, just a few steps away.

			Soon, more guards would come bursting through the door, eliminating that as an exit. He glanced at Velle as she backed away from the violence. 

			

			She caught his eye. “Go, Marc!” she demanded. Her eyes pleaded with him.

			The tightness in Marc’s chest didn’t let up. He didn’t move, but the pleading in her eyes spurred him to obey.

			He bounded to the window, hopped over the ledge, and gripped it from outside. His legs hung limp, swinging. Before anyone could stop him, he let go of the ledge and dropped a few inches before catching hold of a brick jutting out of the wall. He did so again, dropping another few inches. He did so yet again, but this time his hand missed a hold and scraped against the course edge. He ignored the pain and flung his arm to grab hold of another brick. From halfway down, he climbed with more caution. It’d do no good to go breaking his ankle and ruin his getaway. 

			With only a few feet left to the ground, he released his grasp and let gravity take care of the rest of his descent. He landed on his feet.

			Voices shouted from all over. Those who guarded the grounds were only dark shadows moving in the night. A few torches bobbed along the path. Word hadn’t reached them yet of what had happened, and by their uncertain stances and looks from one to the next, they didn’t understand what the commotion was about. Marc raced to the nearby hedge and ducked. 

			More hollering and shouts filled the grounds. Exle’s command was clear. “Find him!”

			The guards wouldn’t need much more information than that. Before they had time to register that they were meant to be looking for someone, Marc ducked low and used the darkness as cover as he made his way along the hedge to its end. Trees on this side of the high wall were few. The spot where Marc had come over was at the other side of the manor. There wasn’t enough cover for him to go back that way.

			He took in the length of the wall on either side of him. Guards started spreading out now, scanning their surroundings. A handful gathered by the entrance. Marc counted four. 

			

			Not impossible, but if the others converged on him, he’d risk drawing the attention of more. 

			His hands shook with energy, and his heart raced with thrill and fear. Adrenaline coursed through his legs, and he embraced the boost it gave him. He leapt up onto the wall and ignored the pain in his fingers as he found tiny ridges to grasp. His feet had almost no grip, and he relied on his upper strength to take all of his weight and pull himself up. Times like these were when he found himself grateful for Tray’s training. The man was insufferable sometimes, but everything he’d taught Marc, he’d done so out of love. His push to train him so hard came from his desire to protect him and equip him for survival. A skill that Marc appreciated at this particular moment.

			The top of the wall was within reach, if he could just stretch out his arm. But his fingers gripped onto a tiny crack, and to let go would cause him to lose his hold. It took him less than a heartbeat to formulate his next move. He used all of his strength to raise a leg up and stretch it toward the top. 

			A man’s voice came from nearby. “Over here! I see something.” 

			Torchlight flickered, moving toward Marc. 

			“He’s here! This way!”

			“Go around! Go around!”

			Men spoke over each other, shouting orders and directions.

			Marc’s foot reached the top of the wall, and he redistributed his weight, pulling himself up the rest of the way. The tree branches sticking out nearly poked him in the eyes. He shuffled along the wall so that he could grab a thick limb of the nearest tree on the other side. As he extended his legs to stand on a lower branch, his cloak got tangled in a branch above. He pulled, but the fabric twisted around the branch. 

			Some of the voices sounded like they were on this side of the wall. Marc yanked his cloak, but it remained trapped in the clutches of the tree. 

			The voices came closer. 

			

			He loosened the clasp around his neck and was immediately released from the restraint. He climbed down and he was back on the ground within moments, running for the shelter of the forest on the mountain slope. He descended toward the lights where Orvaldro lay ahead at the base of the mountain. Although he wasn’t out of reach yet, at least the trees and boulders would give him plenty of cover. Already his heart slowed, and his fear of being captured dissipated. 

			An icy chill ran down his spine at the thought of how close he’d been to facing Landon Valca. He used to daydream about challenging him in a fight, but the idea had lost its appeal when Gavin argued that, one, Landon would never accept a challenge from his enemy, and, two, even if he did, who was to say he wouldn’t just have Marc arrested or killed on the spot if the fight didn’t go his way? Which it wouldn’t. Tray agreed with Gavin on the matter, and that in itself was enough to convince Marc it was a bad idea. Tray and Gavin butted heads a lot, but every once in a while, they agreed on things where Marc’s safety was involved.

			Marc shuffled from one form of cover to the next, keeping low and to the shadows, out of the light of the moonlight—the little that there was. The voices grew more distant the farther west and downhill he went. Light from Orvaldro filled the sky ahead. Torches and lamps lit every street in the country’s capital. Small houses soon came into view, and Marc slipped into the side streets and alleyways while he made his way farther into the city.

			With Exle’s message being brought to Landon, Marc would have to be extra cautious. Not only for his own sake but for Gavin’s too. Gavin hadn’t maintained his position as a spy in the Valca Keep by being reckless. No, he’d been careful. 

			Marc, on the other hand… 

			Going to Velle’s home had been reckless. He only hoped his rash decision would not destroy everything Gavin had built and worked for since leaving his home and people. The thought formed a knot in his stomach. What had he been thinking, going to Velle’s tonight? He could have ruined everything. He’d let his mind jump to conclusions and chased after a phantom, a worry that had no rationale. Now their secret was out, and there was no going back.

			Buildings extended higher as he made his way closer to home. Roads ascended up the hilly terrain. The higher parts of the city were cleaner than the outskirts at the foothills. The Valca Keep rested at the very top of a hill, surrounded by an encompassing wall with a massive gate— bigger than that of the Leddir manor. 

			Home was a block away, on a street that provided a clear view of the Valca Keep a couple of miles away up the hill. Marc kept his head low as he walked. The loss of his cloak left him feeling more exposed than usual. 

			Marc reached his and Gavin’s house, a quaint two-bedroom space with an area for cooking, dining, and lounging all in the same room. It was among the hundreds of houses that were provided for staff and employees of the Keep and their families. Gavin’s position there provided him with one of the nicer homes that were available. And with the help of his network of spies, they’d managed to stay on top of hiding Marc during any impromptu inspections or visits. The excuse to explain Marc’s bedroom had always been the same: Gavin’s nephew often came to visit from out of town unexpectedly and so he liked to keep the room made up for him. There’d been a few scares in the past, but the truth always remained concealed. 

			He entered the house. “Gavin?” He closed the door behind him. “Gavin?”

			Movement in the darkness caught Marc’s eye, coming from down the hallway, near the bedrooms. He spotted the gleam of a bald head, and he tensed. Gavin had a full head of dark hair. Whoever this was, they picked the wrong house to steal from.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 4

			The figure stepped out of the hallway and into the main area with his hands up. He smiled. “There you are.”

			Marc blinked twice and felt his tension let up, but not fully. “Tray?” A few months ago, Tray had shaved all his hair off but kept his thick nest of a beard. Marc still hadn’t gotten used to his mentor’s new youthful look, though it suited his fierce eyes. 

			He took a deep breath and expelled it, sharpening his focus. He’d learned never to be caught unawares or unprepared for a fight when it came to Tray. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d been told, Don’t let your guard down, then paid the price when he would do just that.

			When Tray taught, he made sure his lessons stuck.

			“What are you doing here?” Marc asked, trying to keep the annoyance out of his tone. He had enough going on and didn’t need Tray confronting him on his choices at a time like this.

			“I’ve been looking all over for you.” Tray walked over to where Marc stood. “You’ve been skipping out again, Markie.”

			

			“I know you didn’t forget. I told you I’m done.” He’d only recently given Tray the news that he’d be stepping down, but in his heart, Marc had left the anti-Order a long time ago. Around the time he and Velle began courting, he’d gone to see her after winning a particularly tough street fight. He’d left that fight more bruised and beat up than usual, and he would never forget the way she’d looked at him, with those sad eyes, like he was some kind of wounded animal. That was the last time he’d accepted a challenger. 

			The anti-Order and the Valca Order had been his entire world. It was all he’d ever known. But after spending time with Velle—she’d opened his eyes to see that there was so much more than just these things. She’d given him hope for a future beyond battles and pain.

			His official withdrawal may have come as a shock to those who weren’t close to him, but Marc had been retreating for over a year now. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise to Tray.

			Tray’s eyes darkened. “And I told you: You don’t get to be done. It’s your duty to be at the meetings and to lead our people.”

			Marc clenched his fists. “They don’t need a mascot, Tray. They have you to lead them.” 

			Tray’s gaze flicked to the door, then back to Marc. An instinct. His rule: Always cautious. Always watching.

			Always on edge. No wonder Marc had trouble sleeping.

			“You’re missing the point,” Tray said. “This isn’t something you get to walk away from. People look up to you. They believe in you and what your parents stood for, that we can succeed because you’re with us. You’re the one they’ll fight alongside.”

			Marc had heard this argument many times. When he was younger, that kind of manipulation used to weigh heavily on him, but not anymore. 

			He dug his nails into his palms. “What do you want, Tray?”

			Noises from outside drew Tray’s attention momentarily. He shuffled to the window over the kitchen sink and peered out into the darkness.

			

			When he returned his gaze to Marc, he sighed. “You have an incredible honour. Being the descendant of two of Kartha’s greatest heroes… Don’t devalue what your mother and father did by rejecting their cause.”

			“I’m not devaluing anything—”

			“What would your father say?”

			Marc opened and closed his mouth, his previous words lost. 

			“Your parents built a legacy for you and you’re just going to throw that away?” Tray didn’t know when to quit. “What do you think will happen to this country if we don’t stop Landon? You’ll never be safe, Marc!” 

			As if to emphasize his words, a voice outside exclaimed, “Check down there!”

			A buildup of tension grew in Marc, needing release.

			Where are you, Gavin? 

			Marc pulled his shoulders back and raised his voice, striving to pull off that same authoritative tone that Gavin had. “I’m not returning to the anti-Order. That’s not my life anymore.” Why couldn’t Tray see that there were others in their ranks who were much more deserving of the responsibilities Marc had been given—and who wanted to lead?

			Tray grabbed his beard and tugged it down, smoothing it. Marc braced his feet. When it came to fighting, Tray had taught him everything he knew, which was a lot. And pretending to distract him by appearing disinterested was the oldest trick in the book.

			Tray stuck his hands on his hips and Marc stifled his flinch from the quick action. The sparkle in Tray’s eye made it clear he’d noticed.

			“The anti-Order is your responsibility—your birthright.” He jabbed a finger at Marc’s chest. “I’ve invested everything in you, and we’ve worked too hard for you to just throw it all away. What have I been training you for? I won’t be around forever, and when I leave this world, who will lead this country to freedom? Our people respect you. The Order can’t touch you, and that makes you a legend. We can’t afford to lose you. I’m sorry, Marc, but leaving is not an option. Not for you, anyway.” His voice deepened. “You’re either with us or you’re against us. Don’t make an enemy of us.”

			“Your—your enemy? Tray, I am not your enemy. I’m trying to—”

			“Good. Then I have a mission for you.” Tray straightened himself to his full height—almost the same height as Marc, but still, he struck an intimidating figure. 

			“In order to explain your absence at the meetings, I’ve told everyone I sent you on a mission.”

			Marc raised a finger, about to say something, but Tray cut in before he could. 

			“At the time, I was making excuses to get them to stop asking me where you’d gone. But the more I thought about this imaginary mission, the more I thought, Why not send you?”

			He paused, and Marc knew what he wanted to hear. He’d not oblige.

			“I don’t want to hear it.” Marc shifted his feet to pass him.

			Tray blocked him. “Well, you’re going to hear it anyway.”

			Too many things played on Marc’s mind to have the added frustration of Tray’s insistence. He shouldered past him, but Tray extended his arm across Marc’s chest to stop him. 

			Marc retaliated with a quick blow, which Tray dodged before turning on him. This one strike was all it took to progress to full-on grappling. They countered each other’s moves, avoiding the kitchen counter on one side and the couches on the other. 

			Tray parried every move Marc threw at him, and Marc, in turn, blocked every strike or hold. 

			As much as Marc could keep this up all night, he didn’t have the patience for it tonight. 

			Tray swooped his foot to take out Marc’s leg, and Marc, instead of doing a turn to circle around him, which would have put him in a better position to avoid the follow-up blow, took a risk and hopped over his attacking leg, then aimed an elbow at his head. Doing so gave his mentor an opening. 

			

			Tray grabbed Marc at the joint. He twirled and pulled, pinning the arm at an odd angle. 

			Marc, frustrated by his botched plan, placed his foot against the nearest wall and kicked back, pushing Tray back with him. 

			Tray caught their fall. He held Marc’s arm and twisted it. 

			Marc gritted his teeth and tried to yank his elbow back to hit Tray, but Tray reacted like lightning. He dropped low and kicked Marc’s foot, which slipped out from under him. To counter his weight, Marc leaned back, and Tray used his own momentum to pull him all the way back. 

			Had he been fighting anyone else, Marc would have been able to get his arm loose or twist his torso before hitting the floor. 

			But this was Tray. He could count on one hand the number of times he’d bested the man. This wasn’t going to be one of them. As soon as he hit the floor, he already knew it was over. Tray locked his legs around Marc’s chest and trapped one of his arms underneath. He held his loose arm and pinched the pressure point at the base of Marc’s thumb.

			In a last-ditch effort, Marc kicked at the wall and attempted to turn himself so he could fight to get free, but Tray used his leg to squeeze his chest, and he pressed into the pressure point. It sent a jolt up Marc’s arm. 

			Marc relaxed his body. 

			Tray breathed hard next to his ear. “Yield.”

			Marc pressed his lips together. To yield now meant more than just admitting he’d lost this fight. He said nothing.

			Tray pulled Marc’s arm, straining his shoulder. “I said yield.”

			“I won’t.”

			Tray sighed, but he didn’t release him. “How many times have I told you, Marc? Control. You could have bested me several times, but you flailed about; you lacked control. You were sloppy.”

			Ever the trainer, he was. Marc heeded his words, but he kept silent, trapped for now. Tray couldn’t keep him there forever.

			“Do you yield?” Tray asked, even as he found the pressure point on Marc’s wrist and squeezed. 

			

			Marc groaned, but he set his resolve. “I’m done, Tray.” 

			Done with fighting. Done with the anti-Order. Finished. He wanted something more than fighting and running, but more than that, he didn’t want to feel like the only thing he had going for him was his name. 

			Tray changed subjects while keeping Marc pinned. “That contact Landon’s been meeting with from Nuwnot—we figured out what it’s about. Landon’s having a weapon made. One that he intends to use against the Elderace. As far as the anti-Order knows, you’re in Litlen now, negotiating an alliance with the Elderace.”

			Marc breathed through his discomfort. He’d figured where Tray was going with this, but it changed nothing.

			Before Tray could continue, the front door opened and Gavin entered. Men still shouted in the streets outside. Their voices became muffled again when Gavin closed the door behind him. The silver flecks in his dark hair glimmered in the orange light seeping through the thin curtain over the window.

			Tray shushed Marc, though Marc hadn’t said anything. They lay on the floor, in the dark, awkwardly sprawled—Tray’s limbs still locked around Marc. 

			Marc contracted his muscles and tried to pull himself up. Tray gripped him tighter. 

			“Who’s there?” Gavin said.

			“It’s all right, Gavin,” Marc said. “Tray’s here,” he added quickly so Gavin wouldn’t risk using magic to light the space and reveal his ability to Tray. Only Marc knew of his Elderace heritage, and Gavin wanted it to stay that way.

			Marc tried again to pull himself up, but Tray wouldn’t let him go.

			A flame flickered, dim at first, then it brightened as Gavin lit a lamp. His gaze fell to them on the floor, and he drew his brows together. 

			“Tray… It’s a bit late for a visit, don’t you think?”

			The lines in Marc’s adoptive father’s face were hard and uncharacteristic for his kindred spirit. His face bristled with new beard growth.

			

			“Gavin.” Tray had no pretense of friendliness. “Late night for you as well. Anything exciting happening at the Keep this evening?”

			They spoke casually as though they chatted over tea. Marc struggled against Tray’s hold again. Tray squeezed. 

			“Not at the Keep,” Gavin said, frowning at Marc. “But there seems to be a lot of activity in the streets tonight.” He set the lamp on the kitchen counter. He unbuttoned his coat, removed it, and set it over the back of a chair. “Anything to do with you?” he asked Tray.

			Tray looked down at Marc and locked eyes with him. Could he detect his guilt? The man always had a way of reading him despite Marc’s efforts to hide his thoughts. Gavin, too, glanced at him. All he’d need was one look. 

			His eyes softened in understanding. If Tray hadn’t figured out that the shouting and hollering had to do with Marc, Gavin certainly had. 

			Gavin let out a long breath. “All right, then, what’s this about?” He had always been a solid rock—someone to count on to stay calm and offer sound advice when everything went wrong.

			“This is our business,” Tray said. “You’re interrupting. Go to bed and leave us to our conversation.” The man never gave up. 

			Marc felt a fresh burst of energy rising in him. “Our conversation is over—”

			Tray squeezed his leg against Marc’s chest again, causing him to expel his remaining breath.

			“It’s anti-Order business,” he said. “Nothing you need to concern yourself over, Gav. Just go to bed.”

			Gavin rested his hands on his hips. “The last time someone told me to go to bed was when I was a child.”

			Tray and Gavin stared each other down, and all the while, Marc’s arm grew numb as it was held out in Tray’s grasp.

			This was getting them nowhere.

			

			Gavin averted his gaze. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s late, Tray. Marc and I have things to discuss tonight. I’ll ask you to release him and show yourself out.”

			“Not until Marc concedes.”

			Marc opened his mouth to protest, but Gavin cut in. 

			“Tray! Let him go,” he said.

			It’d been a long time since Marc had heard Gavin speak to Tray with that firm voice. For a second, Marc thought Tray wasn’t going to listen, but then the pressure on his chest let up as his mentor released him. 

			Marc slowly got to his feet. He rubbed his sore wrist.

			Tray held his hands up in front of Gavin. “Gav, just listen,” he said. “I’ve come up with a solution. You’ve been worried that Marc is too close to Landon if he stays here. I suggest that he go to Litlen to speak to the people in charge there. I know you know about the weapon. This war is coming; even you can’t deny that. Marc can warn the Elderace of what’s coming, and we can join forces. They’ll have heard of Wyll and Addy, and once they learn Marc’s their son—that he’s a Dairner—they’ll stand with him.”

			Marc rolled his eyes. There he went again, throwing out his name like it was some kind of weapon.

			Gavin’s gaze never left Tray’s. He squinted as if he were actually considering this. 

			Marc held his breath. Gavin already wanted Marc to go to Litlen. He’d first proposed the request to Marc shortly after Seenah’s death, but the timing had made no sense. Why, of all times, would Marc leave Gavin right after he’d lost his wife? Not only that, but Seenah had been the only mother Marc had ever known. It was the worst idea that he leave at a time when they’d need each other most. 

			Seenah’s death had been his initial reason for staying in Orvaldro this long. But then he’d met Velle, and now things were more complicated than ever.

			

			Gavin heaved a sigh. “We’ll discuss this another time,” he told Tray. “For now, it’s time you went home. Goodnight.”

			His dismissal was final and left no room for argument. 

			Tray scoffed and shook his head. “Fine, I’ll go. But you know I’m right.” He looked at Marc, and his eyes softened. “You’re important, Marc. It’s not just your name, you know. You’re a true leader.” He rested his hand on Marc’s shoulder. 

			Marc tensed, wary. He didn’t think Tray
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