
		
			The Deliverer

		


		


	
	

	

	


			Books by Sharon Hinck

			


			

			

			


			
The Sword of Lyric series

			
			The Restorer

			The Restorer’s Son

			The Restorer’s Journey

			The Deliverer

			


			

			


			The Secret Life of Becky Miller

			Renovating Becky Miller

			Symphony of Secrets

			Stepping into Sunlight

		


		
			

			

			


			The Deliverer

			


			

			

			


			The Sword of Lyric

			Book Four

			


			

			

			


			Sharon Hinck

		


			

			

			


			

			

			


			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			The Deliverer  

			Published by Enclave Publishing

			24 W. Camelback Rd. A-635

			Phoenix, AZ 85013

			www.enclavepublishing.com 

			ISBN (paper) 978-1-62184049-7

			The Deliverer

			Copyright © 2015 by Sharon Hinck

			All rights reserved

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage and retrieval system without prior written permission from the publisher.

			Published in the United States by Enclave Publishing, an imprint of Third Day Books, LLC, Phoenix, Arizona.

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental. 

			Scripture versions used include the HOLY BIBLE: NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION® (niv®). Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved; and the King James Version.

			Cover Designer: Kirk DouPonce

			Edited by Reagen Reed

			Printed in the United States of America

		


	
	

	

	


			To the One who keeps His promises

		


		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		


	
	

	

	

	

	

	


			“In every time of great need, a Restorer is sent to fight for the people and help the guardians. The Restorer is empowered with gifts to defeat our enemies and turn the people’s hearts back to the Verses.”

		


		
			Chapter

			1

			Linette

			Frantic pounding invaded my dreams, and I bolted upright on my pallet. Angular shadows tilted toward me. The strident scent of stone and metal was unfamiliar and. . . wrong. 

			Hazor. I was in my quarters in the palace, deep inside the capital city of Sidian. 

			“Linette! We need you.” Nolan’s normally stoic voice gasped from the outer hall. He banged again, and I pulled on my songkeeper’s robe as I raced to the door. I triggered the magnetic lock, and the door slipped sideways into the wall.

			Under his dark bangs, Nolan’s eyes were huge. His chest heaved. Panic splashed dozens of scenarios through my thoughts. Had King Zarek revoked his protection? Did we need to flee for our lives? Or had Nolan heard dire news from the clans? 

			“The baby,” Nolan said, breathless. “Hurry.”

			“Is Kendra in trouble?”

			“Bleating like a caradoc.”

			I’d kept my worries hidden as her time to deliver the baby neared. Now all my apprehensions burst free. My hands shook as I knotted my belt.

			Nolan raced ahead of me down the hallway, disappearing at the first sharp angle. The hall doubled back on itself briefly, then bent sharply again. The odd design might make the path more difficult for invaders, but tonight the palace’s frustrating architecture made me want to fire a syncbeam straight through the walls. 

			I ran to catch up as Nolan opened the door to Tristan and Kendra’s rooms. 

			Inside, Kieran spun to face us, bootknife in hand, muscles tense. He waved us into the room, then stepped to the door, checking both directions of the hallway before putting away the knife. “What took you so long?” he snapped at his son. Turning to me, he glowered. “We don’t know what to do.”

			And he thought I did? We were in a strange land, far from any healers. “When did her pains start?”

			Kieran and Nolan exchanged helpless looks. They’d clearly be useless. A groan carried from the inner room, sending an anguished expression across Kieran’s face. Poor man. He could count the people he cared about on one hand. His sister Kendra and his friend Tristan were two. No wonder he was worried.

			 I brushed past him to the inner room. The lightwall within was dimmed to a gentle level. I expected to find Kendra writhing on her pallet, but she stood with her palms braced against the wall. Tristan rubbed her back and whispered something in her ear. As a tremor moved through her, I heard another groan. Not from Kendra, but Tristan.

			When he noticed me, gratitude chased away a measure of his fear. “Thank the One you’re here. How can I help her?”

			Kendra straightened, drew a slow breath, and smiled at me. “I told them not to wake you. I’m fine. But since you’re here, would you please make these men calm down?”

			Tristan’s eyes showed white like a panicked lehkan’s. Kieran and Nolan’s gazes peered anxiously from the door. My lips twitched. “If you think I can calm them, you’re overestimating my skills.”

			She managed a short laugh, but gasped as a pain took her. Tristan reached to support her, but she waved him away. 

			He turned to me. “Do something.”

			“Would you like me to call Havid?” I asked Kendra. The older songkeeper and her husband had come to Hazor with us—although whether they were more help or hindrance was a matter for debate.

			Kendra snorted. “That old crone? No, I don’t want her here.”

			I’d probably feel the same way in Kendra’s place. But that left only one woman from the clans to assist her. Me.

			After the pain eased, Kendra prowled the room, taking slow steps, her arms wrapped around her middle. I tugged Tristan’s arm to get his full attention. Once he met my eyes, I summoned my firmest tone. “I can’t give Kendra all my focus if I have to keep reassuring you three men. She needs peace and confidence. Can you do that?”

			Tristan, a toughened guardian who could wield a sword against the fiercest enemies, swallowed hard and barely managed a nod.

			Then he pulled me nearer the door. “I was thinking,” he whispered. “Maybe we should call for one of Zarek’s practitioners.”

			Kendra marched across the room and whacked Tristan’s shoulder. “Don’t be an idiot.”

			“But if they could help . . .”

			“My baby is not coming into this life with dark arts and—” Kendra broke off to wince and press her hands against the wall again. Her muscles strained as if she wanted to push the stone outward and expand the room. Sweat beaded her forehead.

			Arguments wouldn’t help her through this. “Nolan, go get my rondalin. It’s in the cubby in the great room of my quarters. Kieran, brew some clavo. Keep it weak, but make plenty. Tristan, we’ll want more blankets.”

			As the men scattered, Kendra drew a deep breath, released the wall, and hugged me. “Thank you.” She paced the room a few times. “You have attended births back in Braide Wood, haven’t you?”

			“Of course.” I smoothed the blankets on her pallet and didn’t meet her gaze. This wasn’t the time to explain that I’d simply provided small comforts and music. Only experienced mothers assisted with the actual birth. I’d kept to the background where I belonged . . .  and where I wished I could be now. 

			She sank onto her pallet and leaned back against the wall. Kendra was one of the strongest women I knew. She had the sharp mind of a transtech and the courage of a guardian. But fatigue shadowed her eyes, a frightening reminder of how haggard she’d appeared after the Rhusican poison. Frailty lingered in her slim frame.

			I sat beside her and rested my hand on her swollen abdomen. “When did the pains begin?” 

			“All . . .  night.” Her breath caught and her hands dug into the pallet. “Didn’t want to . . .  wake Tristan . . .  but now . . .”

			“Now it’s time,” I said, forcing reassurance into my voice. “And I’m here to help.” 

			The tightness grabbing her belly finally eased. She adjusted to find a more comfortable position. The humor she’d shown at the men’s fussing had faded, and her eyes welled with uncertainty as she focused on me. “We tried for so long. We thought this was a blessing we would never have. What if . . .  what if I can’t? Maybe we aren’t meant to have a child.”

			“You already do. We just need to help him enter the world.” I gathered her hands in mine and buried my own worries. Doubt could bleed into a soul as quickly as Rhusican poison, diluting the joy and trust meant to live there. I needed to cling to truth for both our sakes. “The One cradles you in His love. He never looks away.”

			“Not even in Hazor?” Kendra managed a breathy laugh, then sighed. “I wish we were in Braide Wood.”

			“I know. But yes, even here. Even on our hardest roads. Especially then.”

			Nolan cleared his throat from the doorway, a bundle in his arms that he thrust in my direction.

			“Thank you,” I said, taking the round stringed instrument from its protective wrap. 

			He spared me a shy smile before backing skittishly out of sight. I settled on the floor near Kendra and tested a few strings. The tone was as smooth as warm water. “I hope I can remember the order of the welcome songs. It’s been several seasons since I attended my last birth.”

			Kendra smiled and rubbed her belly. “Play quickly. I’m ready to meet this baby.”

			I began the first of the traditional songs, relieved when the music helped Kendra relax. She braced herself during the next pain, but this time no fear tightened the lines of her face. My own worries gave way to the beauty and strength of the songs. So often in recent seasons I’d felt small and useless. I didn’t have the political knowledge and craftiness of Kieran, or the strength and courage of Tristan. Our time in Hazor had only highlighted the limits of my gifts. But in this moment, my calling had value. I could help in a way no one else here could.

			With the aid of music, even the men calmed. Tristan kept Kendra supplied with clavo to sip, blotted the sweat from her face, and wrapped an extra blanket around her shoulders. Kieran and his son stayed out of sight but always in earshot in case we needed anything.

			As the tempo of both birth pains and music increased, Tristan held Kendra and sang softly in her ear. At times she seemed barely aware of our presence, lost in a deep private struggle, but worry and fear remained at bay.

			My fingers ached. My shoulders and arms grew sore and numb. Still I played and sang. Had all births taken this long? I struggled to remember. In the small, dim room, time became meaningless. My heart ached to ease Kendra’s pain, and the words I sang pleaded for the One to protect her. In the recent seasons, she had become a dear friend—my only real friend in this foreign place. I couldn’t face the thought of losing her.

			At last, it was time to set aside my rondalin and help Kendra deliver her child. I summoned my memories from other births. The older women of Braide Wood said that in most cases babies knew their path. I hoped they were right.

			When my music stopped, a muddle of other sounds took over the room. Ragged breaths, groans, nervous questions called from the outer room, murmured reassurances. Finally, in a flow of blood and water, a wrinkled, slippery baby emerged. 

			A girl. 

			Even as I worked to gather her safely, I laughed. She’d already subverted the predictions of her father. He’d been sure the baby would be a son.

			I wrapped her in a soft blanket, rubbing her skin, coaxing sound from her tiny lungs.

			The small bundle gave a surprised hiccup, then turned red-faced with a hearty squall. I handed her to Kendra and sank back on my heels, awestruck. Pure new life had burst into the world, and we were witnesses. Tears ran down my face, relief and joy mingling. I wished I could compose a brand new song to honor the infant’s arrival, but at the moment her squawks were the most beautiful music I’d ever heard.

			Kendra’s arms encircled her child, and she nuzzled the top of her head as Tristan knelt beside her with his eyes glistening. Kendra pulled her focus away from the baby and reached a hand toward her husband. He pressed his forehead against hers. “She’s beautiful.”

			“Her name is Emmi,” Kendra said. Joy shone along with the sheen of moisture on her face. “And Tristan, do you realize what this means?”

			“We’re parents?” he answered, letting his daughter wrap her tiny perfect hand around his finger.

			Kendra giggled. “Well, yes. That’s the main thing. And now we can finally return home to the clans.”

			My heart sank. Hazor was about to become even more lonely.

			


		
			Chapter

			2

			Linette

			The dark granite of the city’s wall glared down on me. Massive carvings of distorted figures and vicious faces added to the morning chill, making me feel small and vulnerable. I struggled to shrug off the heavy darkness that plagued me with increasing persistence as our time in Hazor lengthened, but it was soaking into my bones. I was supposed to be a songkeeper on a grand adventure, yet every day the music in my heart grew more muffled. How long before I heard only silence?

			I pulled my gaze away and turned to Kendra. “Are you sure you need to leave?”

			Kneeling beside a canvas bag, she unearthed her cloak and sent me a sympathetic smile. “Are you sure you need to stay?”

			The question I’d grappled with for weeks. 

			I helped Kendra to her feet, and we both checked on the downy head poking from the pack strapped to her chest. Emmi’s snuffling baby sounds coaxed a small smile from me. “Kieran thinks our work here isn’t finished.” Out of loyalty, I tried to keep the doubt from my voice. 

			Tristan, Kendra, and Emmi were heading back to Braide Wood. Back to piney scents, to giggling children playing among the trees, to warm meals with even warmer friends. Back to our home.

			I turned away and tugged at my hood, tucking stray strands of hair under cover. A soul’s true home rested in the One who never changed. I should be able to find contentment even in this foreign land. Yet no matter how hard I sought that elusive peace, the sense of danger grew each day.

			“About time.” Tristan’s grumble carried from the nearby gates, where he’d been watching for Kieran. The two men strode toward us, both intense and war-hardened. 

			Kieran frowned up at the jagged battlements, his face as angular as the wall carvings. Passing over me, his gaze settled on his sister and brother-in-law. “Be careful to cross the pass before dark tomorrow.”

			Tristan tossed his head back and laughed—a laugh with the power to scatter worries. “You just can’t stop yourself, can you?”

			Kieran scowled. “Stop what?”

			“Trying to manage everyone around you.” 

			“If you’d show a little more sense, maybe I wouldn’t have to.” Kieran feigned a deeper frown, but a trace of a smile slipped out. 

			Tristan’s arm circled Kendra, and he rested his other palm on Emmi’s head with all the beaming pride of fatherhood. “We’ll be fine. You’re the one who should be worried. It won’t be safe for you here once King Zarek finds out.”

			Another twist of anxiety tightened under my ribs. I could join the argument. Tell him it was time for us to leave. Or would that be abandoning our calling? Not that Kieran would take my opinions seriously anyway.

			He squinted into the distance and raw yearning touched his features. Then he shrugged. “Nothing to worry about.” He gave a slight smile, more bleak than confident. “Hazor’s king has more to concern him than gossip from the clans.”

			Tristan turned to me and winked. “Linette, keep him out of trouble, all right?”

			My face heated, and I stared at the ground. “I’ll do all I can to help. And so will the other songkeepers.” When I pulled my gaze up, Kendra was watching me with a knowing smile. 

			Flustered, I drew a folded cloth from my pocket and handed it to Tristan. “You’ll go to Lyric as soon as you can, won’t you? Jake will need your support. And tell him I’m asking the One to be with him.” If the messages could be believed, Markkel and Susan’s son had been poisoned by Medea and manipulated by Cameron. Then Jake had broken free to lead the guardians against a Kahlarean invasion. As a show of encouragement, I’d embroidered him an emblem of Rendor clan to wear on his tunic as he continued to provide leadership in Lyric.

			Kieran shifted and muttered something, but when I glanced at him, he turned away. Emmi made a mewing sound and Kendra started swaying side to side in the instinctual dance of all mothers. Light glowed in Tristan’s eyes as he watched his wife and child. 

			No wonder Kieran had scolded. Tristan was so in love with his family that he didn’t look capable of fighting off a stinging beetle, much less the larger dangers prowling the canyons between the city of Sidian and the border.

			The men grasped forearms. “Go with the One.” Kieran’s words were gruff. I gave Kendra one last hug. Then the little family set out on the road to the mountains on the border of Hazor and Braide Wood. 

			As I watched them stride away through the grey light of morning, my chest contracted with a hollow ache.

			Kieran stood beside me in silence. 

			After years of adventuring alone, he’d clearly savored the past seasons. Constant banter and debate with Tristan had made Kieran almost cheerful at times, and no new uncle could be more proud. Today his shoulders slumped. 

			A good songkeeper would have the perfect encouragement to offer, but I couldn’t dredge up a single useful word. I stared up at the dark gates of Sidian. Beyond them, we challenged generations of darkness in a frightening culture. Well, frightening to me. Fear wasn’t part of Kieran’s vocabulary. But the dangers were growing. “Maybe Tristan was right—”

			Kieran’s jaw tightened. “You of all people should understand why I can’t leave.” He rubbed his shoulder—one of the old scars that bothered him at times. “The One asked me to stay. Nothing else would have kept me from Lyric when I heard what Cameron was doing.”

			“I know.” I wrapped my arms around my embroidered silk cloak, wishing instead for the rough woven textures of a handmade cape from Braide Wood. “But keeping this secret from Zarek is dangerous.” I stepped closer. “We should sit down with him and explain what’s happened. I’m sure he’d understand—”

			Kieran’s bark of laughter sounded harsh in the quiet emptiness outside the city. “Right. Serve him some clavo, recite a few Verses, and tell him I’m a fraud. That’s a great plan.” 

			His sarcasm stung.

			Be patient. He’s the One’s chosen. “Would you at least consider it?”

			“Consider taking strategic advice from a songkeeper? And a barely grown one, at that?”

			His taunt was so unexpected I couldn’t form an answer. 

			He raked a hand through his hair. “Linette, I was exploring Sidian when you were still playing cover-and-ambush in Braide Wood. I know what I’m doing.”

			If he’d thought I was too inexperienced and naïve, why had he asked for my help in Sidian? I struggled to gather the strands of my dignity. “I’m not a child. I was old enough to be life-pledged.” The words brought a familiar stab, a twisting pain behind my ribs.

			Kieran’s condescension instantly changed to pity. I wasn’t sure which reaction I hated more. He rested a hand on his sword hilt, as he often did when uncomfortable. “I know. I didn’t . . .” He shook his head. “Let’s go.” His restless energy propelled him toward the gates. “Nolan will be awake and hungry—as always.”

			I followed, relieved at the change in subject. “He’s a growing boy.”

			Kieran’s snort showed what he thought of that description. “If I’d known he’d be as hard to keep fed as a herd of lehkan . . .”

			I scurried to keep up with his long strides. “Yes?”

			He rubbed his neck and hid a smile. “I’d still take him in and count myself lucky.”

			“He is sweet.”

			“Sweet? Yesterday he sneaked into Zarek’s armory and stole a dagger. Said he needed a spare. He’s reckless, devious, suspicious. Always into something.”

			Like someone else I knew.

			By the time we reached the palace, I had forgiven Kieran’s latest flare of annoyance with me. In the past seasons, I had learned that his temper blew from major to minor keys as quickly as the music of a spice-wood flute. The weight of his calling pressed him night and day. He needed support, and if that meant enduring his cutting words, I simply needed more patience.

			“Will you stop by after the rains?” His tone was offhand, but he paused in the front hall, waiting for my answer.

			I pushed back my hood and twisted a strand of my silver-blonde hair. I hadn’t found time to put it into traditional Hazorite braids this morning. “If you like. Nolan arranged another meeting for me with the messengers this morning. I can give you a report later.”

			His eyes narrowed in calculation. “If they could learn the Verses and travel to all the villages, we’d make real progress.”

			“I’ll do what I can. At least they’ll be ready if King Zarek allows it.”

			Kieran gave a curt nod. “He’s holding court today and wants me there. I’ll ask him again.”

			“Go with the One,” I said quietly. But Kieran was already striding away.

			I walked toward the wing of the palace that housed the king’s messengers, slowing my pace. Change comes gradually to hearts and countries. Rushing wouldn’t alter that. Years of songkeeper training had formed patience in me that Kieran would never have—patience that seemed to annoy him. In fact, everything I did seemed to annoy him lately, and I hadn’t figured out why. 

			I shook off the dark mood and entered the gathering hall to find that Nolan had faithfully spread word about this morning’s meeting. Clusters of youths surrounded the tables. The boys looked up from table games. A few frowned and slouched back in a show of disinterest. Others smiled, bringing light and eagerness to their faces. They were so young. Most hadn’t seen their families in years—given or sold to the king as disposable commodities. Their self-reliance and loneliness tugged at my soul. 

			Dylan and I had talked often about the children we’d hoped to have one day, young lives to be treasured and guided and loved. Another pang of loss twisted my heart. The attack at Cauldron Falls still cast a long shadow over me, for there I’d lost not only the man I loved but also the children we would never have. 

			A tapestry of a bloody war scene covered the back wall, so I pulled out a bench and settled facing the doorway. I greeted the children warmly—the children who might not be my own but needed my love—as they gathered around me.

			When I’d begun meeting with them a few weeks ago, Nolan’s endorsement had eased the young messengers’ wariness. My attempts to play a Hazorite long-whistle helped them accept me even more. The mouthpiece was tiny, and the holes were covered and uncovered in complex combinations to change the pitch. 

			Two of the boys pulled out their whistles and brandished them over their heads. “A reel!”

			Time to endure some good-natured teasing. I took my whistle from a pocket of my tunic. Grinning, the boys drew deep breaths and dove in to the music. They had taught me the melody yesterday, but I struggled to keep up. By the time the song ended, I was breathless and laughing.

			The other boys cheered and called for another song. For a wonderful moment their faces lit with the innocent energy of children, instead of the grim, fearful expressions they usually wore.

			I lowered the long-whistle. “Time to review our lessons.” 

			Young voices groaned and muttered protests. A couple of the boys wandered off and made a point of resuming table games at one side of the room; but several settled around me. One boy who couldn’t be more than ten plopped down near my feet. “Let’s sing the one about getting power.”

			I ruffled his dark hair and smiled into his eager eyes. “It’s not about getting power. It’s about honoring the One for His strength and kindness.”

			The messengers exchanged looks. A few rolled their eyes. The boys were glad to learn new songs, and their skills at memorizing made them ideal students. But though they mimicked the words, they viewed the Verses as little more than stories to tell around a heat trivet on a cold night.

			Holy One, show me how to lead these boys to You.

			I played an introduction on the whistle, and the boys cheered and applauded. Then I set the instrument aside, and they joined me in singing one of the songs of feast days.

			Awesome in majesty, perfect in power,

			One to Deliver us, He is our tower.

			Enemies circle us, darkness descending;

			He is the Morning Light, love without ending.

			Lord of the Verses that teach us Your way,

			Guardian of seasons and Chief of each day,

			Looking with mercy on each need we bring,

			You give us strength through the Songs as we sing.

			Their voices rose with enthusiasm. Some throats cracked as they wavered between the lighter registers of boyhood and deeper tones of approaching adulthood. 

			“Will singing these Songs really give us power?” one teen asked as the last note faded from the hall.

			A younger boy bounced up to his knees. “Or speed? Will it make us faster?” 

			Another messenger gave him a playful punch. “Nothing will make you faster.” He turned toward me. “Besides, you have to sing at the Lyric tower. That’s where the One lives, right?”

			I fought back a sigh. Like their king, these boys were intrigued by what magical powers the One might grant them, what advantages He offered over their hill-gods. “He lives everywhere. The tower is just a special place where we gather to worship Him.”

			“Like a shrine,” one of them asserted.

			Movement by the doorway caught my eye. Nolan slipped into the room and lounged against the back wall, observing my efforts with a grin. Slim build, eyes framed by dark lashes, and a black thatch of hair that needed trimming—in recent seasons, Nolan had grown to look even more like his father.

			I beckoned him forward. “Nolan has seen the Lyric tower. Let’s ask him. Is it like a shrine?”

			A hint of red brushed across Nolan’s cheeks, but he sauntered in and planted himself next to me on the bench. “It’s not like our shrines at all. Or like the hill-gods.”

			The boys listened to him intently. As part of the agreement to serve Zarek and the people of Hazor, Kieran had bargained for Nolan to be freed from his role as a messenger. But to these boys, Nolan was still one of them—a messenger who had survived capture by the “barbarians” of Braide Wood, endured Zarek’s prison, traveled to the mysterious city of Lyric, and now had been claimed as son by the Restorer. 

			“Messengers! Report to the king’s court.” A herald in the doorway barked out the command, and the boys scrambled from the room. 

			My brief opportunity evaporated. Once again, I’d made scant progress. Who knew whether they would all return safely from their tasks?

			Nolan seemed to sense my melancholy. “They’ll be fine.” He ducked his chin down and peered up at me through his bangs. “He was grumpier than usual this morning. Is he worried about his sister?”

			“He has a lot on his mind.”

			Nolan shrugged. “He’ll be happier tonight.”

			“Why?”

			“He’s agreed to spar with Zarek after court this morning.”

			My breath caught. “He can’t do that.”

			A grin stretched slowly across Nolan’s face. “You’re welcome to tell him.”

			I winced. “You know he won’t listen. But if Zarek learns the truth . . .”

			Nolan’s smile disappeared. “I know.” His hand moved to the dagger tucked in his boot sheath. “That’s why I plan to be there.”

			Even worse. I had as little control over Nolan as I did over Kieran. “All right. Then I want to be there too.”

			Nolan opened his mouth to argue, but I cut him off. “The One sent me here to help, and I can’t help Kieran if he’s dead.”

			“I don’t think it’s a good idea.” His jaw clamped shut with a stubborn thrust.

			I gave him a sweet smile. “Then I’ll have to tell him you were gambling with the other messengers last night.”

			Nolan gaped at me. “How did you know?”

			I held my smile and waited.

			Finally his eyes narrowed and he gave a grudging nod. “I’ll find you when court is over.” He hurried toward the door and disappeared down the hall. 

			I sat down and pressed my hands against my face. I’d blackmailed him to get my way. He and his father were rubbing off on me.

			The old songkeeper proverb said it best. If you want to blend into the chorus, sing in the same key. Here in Hazor, it seemed that deception and manipulation were the keys of choice. How long could I remain here before the music of my soul completely changed? 

		


		
			Chapter

			3

			Linette

			Scrapes and clangs echoed in the training hall below us. Crouched behind storage containers on a small balcony, Nolan and I watched as Kieran dodged another vicious swing of Zarek’s blade. His sword blocked a heavy overhand blow, then he jumped back and waited for the king’s next move, feigning nonchalance.

			I bit my lip. Bracing my hand on a crate, I leaned to the side to follow the action. Why had I insisted that Nolan bring me along? This dangerous sparring squeezed my lungs until I couldn’t breathe. 

			“So the messengers could travel through Hazor.” Kieran sidestepped in a relaxed crouch. “Share the Verses. That will cut down on the disagreements you’ve been dealing with.” He feinted to Zarek’s left side, then attempted to slice past his opponent’s guard but failed.

			“The messengers are busy with my work.” Zarek charged forward. Steel flashed as if he planned to carve Kieran into one of the sculptures on the city walls. For a time neither man spoke, as the sparring grew more intense.

			Beside me, Nolan’s muscles were tight and alert. If Zarek’s intent turned lethal, he’d probably leap from the balcony to help his father. I rested a hand lightly on the boy’s back, trying to steady us both.

			The two men below us pulled apart, both breathing hard. Zarek propped his sword against a bench, removed his gold-embroidered tunic, and wiped his shaved head. Gleaming with sweat, the powerful muscles of his upper body displayed his strength. 

			Kieran blotted the loose sleeve of his tunic against his forehead. “You could . . .” He took a few breaths. “… spare a few messengers—if you’re serious about steering your people in a new direction.”

			Zarek frowned at the challenge and picked up his sword. “If I weren’t serious, you wouldn’t be here. Your body would be buried in small pieces in the fields outside of Lyric.” He traced a small pattern in the air.

			Kieran raised his weapon. “Funny. That’s not how I remember it. I recall having my blade to your throat.”

			Why did Kieran insist on taunting him? Did he have a death wish? 

			Zarek’s teeth flashed. “And I seem to remember having your city surrounded.”

			Kieran dipped his head in a nod of acknowledgement. “But the One had other plans.” 

			“Let’s see whom he favors today.” Zarek exploded forward and their swords engaged. The tempo became more aggressive as they circled around the practice room. 

			I squeezed my eyes shut, grabbing Nolan’s arm. A loud series of clashes ended in a sharp hiss of indrawn breath, and my eyes popped open.

			A red stain spread across the white linen of Kieran’s tunic where it clung to his ribs. I gasped, and both men glanced upward.

			Nolan pulled me back into the shadows. 

			Zarek frowned. “I think we’ve got voles in the rafters. I’ll have to send someone to clear them out.” He turned back to Kieran, resting his sword irreverently over one shoulder like a farmer’s test gauge. “Are you going soft? You used to give me more of a challenge.”

			Kieran winced. “Maybe you’ve improved.”

			Zarek’s laugh rumbled through his chest. He clapped Kieran on the back, causing him to stumble a step forward. “I’ll consider your request for messengers.” Abruptly, he grabbed his tunic and left the room, hurrying to the next thing that drew his attention. Kieran often complained about Zarek’s boundless energy. I could see why, though at the moment I could summon only relief.

			As soon as the king’s steps faded, Kieran staggered to a bench and slumped down. He hugged his ribs and let loose a string of curses.

			I quickly covered Nolan’s ears, but he pulled back, whispering a protest.

			“Nolan.” Kieran’s voice was as sharp as his blade. His upward gaze blasted in our direction, seeming to see through our hiding place. “Get down here.” 

			Nolan swallowed hard and straightened, looking over the top of a crate. “Coming.”

			He placed a finger over his lips and motioned for me to stay hidden, but I wouldn’t let him face Kieran’s temper alone. I followed him down the ladder. 

			When he saw me, Kieran’s frown darkened. “Have you completely lost your mind? What are—? No. Don’t answer that.” He moved his hand away from his side. Blood soaked the fabric. “Since you’re here, I could use some help.”

			The floor seemed to wobble, and the walls of the room shrank inward. Over the buzzing in my ears, I barely heard Kieran’s words.

			“Nolan, grab her. She’s going down.”

			I fumbled for a bench and sat, trying to breathe. “Don’t be . . .  silly. I’m . . .  fine.”

			“You look kind of funny,” Nolan said with adolescent bluntness.

			I shook my head, but the effort made my stomach lurch. “It’s nothing.”

			“Help her back to her rooms.” Kieran’s tone flattened.

			“No.” I stared at the floor, avoiding the sight of blood, and worse, the ridicule in his eyes. “You can’t leave here dripping blood all over. Someone will tell Zarek.” I turned to Nolan. “Find something to use as a bandage.”

			Nolan dug through a storage cubby and unearthed a towel. I unwound my fabric belt. “This should work to hold it in place.” 

			I glanced toward Kieran, who calmly blotted blood from his side. Dizziness prickled my head like the needles of a pine branch. I shoved the belt into Nolan’s hands. “You bandage him. I’ll keep watch.”

			I stumbled to the doorway, leaned against the frame, and checked both directions of the hall, drawing in slow, deep breaths.

			“You worked at the healer lodge in Braide Wood,” Kieran said.

			I couldn’t tell if he sounded exasperated or simply puzzled. “I helped. Mostly with the mind-poisoned. I’m not a healer.”

			Nolan coughed to cover a laugh at my queasiness. “I’ll patch this up better when we’re back at our rooms. He’ll be fine.”

			I’d seen the wounded after the battle of Morsal Plains—helped them without a qualm. Delivered Kendra’s baby without a problem. Yet Kieran’s relatively minor injury made me woozy. Why couldn’t I maintain my composure now? I kept my gaze on the hallway, humiliation heating my skin. “The way is clear. You can go now.” 

			The men slipped past me. “Sure you’re all right?” Nolan paused in the hall.

			“I’m fine. Take care of your father.” And leave before I embarrass myself further.

			“I still want to meet after classes this afternoon.” Kieran’s tone was unreadable. “Unless you’re not well.”

			“I said I’m fine.” My snappish tone surprised me.

			Kieran chuckled. “Good. See you later.” He and Nolan sauntered down the hall as if the threat of discovery added fun to their day. 

			I felt a sudden impulse to knock their heads together. Clearly I was absorbing too much of the violence of this culture. If I stayed in Hazor long enough, maybe I’d understand the appeal of banging at each other with swords. I frowned at a rack of wooden practice weapons. 

			Leather gauntlets hanging from a peg triggered a flare of memory: Dylan on his lehkan, charging across the plateau at the end of a day of training, his smile bright under a face smudged with dirt, his strong hand reaching down to snare a flower. He had pulled up before me in a skidding of hooves. Bounding off his mount, he presented the small red-bud stem to me while other guardians nearby cheered and I blushed.

			With a deep breath, I pressed my grief back into its cubby. I had work to do. 

			An afternoon of classes with a group of tradeswomen from the city restored my equilibrium. They seemed genuine in their curiosity and asked challenging questions. The Verses’ call to keep the night separate from the day was a sticking point for them, since they all counted on Sidian’s huge outdoor lightwalls to keep the shops in business half the night. 

			My passion kindled as I explained the love behind His Verses. At times, I felt as if the melody of our Maker flowed through me while we talked. My time with the women helped me remember my purpose. By suppertime, as I wove my way along the jagged corridors to Kieran and Nolan’s rooms, my doubts and anxieties had faded like a stray sour note.

			Kieran answered my knock and waved me inside. He turned to a side table, where steam rose from a bowl over a heat trivet. I sank onto the couch.

			Garish banners appliquéd the angled walls of Kieran’s common room. He hadn’t bothered making any changes to the palace apartment that Zarek had given him. He probably couldn’t describe the décor if he were asked. But he undoubtedly knew every exit, obvious and hidden, and the location of each weapon. His sword never strayed far from his side.

			I tucked my legs under me and studied a particularly ugly sculpture. The stone was polished, exquisitely threaded with variegated colors. But the image of faces contorted in rage and pain made me shudder.

			A longing for Braide Wood welled up in me like mist in the Lyric tower. I missed simple log homes. I hungered to compose songs under the trees near the healers’ lodge, or pray with Lukyan while afternoon rain pattered his roof, or join the tower musicians on feast days. I was tired of the harsh lines of the buildings in Hazor, the crowded city, and the wary people. 

			Kieran handed me a steaming mug, then began prowling his room.

			I bit back a sigh. Sidian clavo tasted stronger than the clans’ and had a bitter tang, but I sipped without complaint. I wouldn’t burden Kieran with my homesickness. 

			“So do you think Royan and Havid will keep their arguments out of class tomorrow?” He didn’t hide the frustration in his voice. The other songkeepers with us, an older married couple, seemed to delight in arguing—about interpretations of the Verses, about how they should be taught, about each step in the work here. 

			Once again, it fell on me to be a peacemaker. “They only fight because every detail matters to them so much.” 

			Kieran made a snarling sound in his throat and stopped to face me. “Well, it’s not helping. The Hazorites are confused enough. Maybe Zarek threw too much support behind our work. The people are substituting the One for the hill-gods because they think they have no choice.”

			He was tired. Zarek’s invitation to teach the Verses had been a rare opportunity, but one that carried weight. Kieran looked leaner than usual and hollow-eyed. With the constant intrigues at the palace, he probably slept with his bootknife in his hand and one eye open. Each day was a balancing act on a thin truce with the king. And I’d seen the longing in Kieran’s eyes when he looked toward the mountains. I knew he was as homesick as I was. 

			“Be patient. Look at how much you’ve done already. The shrines are all closed.” For a renegade with little knowledge of the Verses, he’d brought tremendous change, especially through his friendship with King Zarek.

			He resumed his pacing, tight and focused as a mountain cat. 

			His anxiety was contagious, and I fought to keep my voice calm. “The One isn’t asking you to carry this alone.” Couldn’t he sit still for a moment?

			As if he heard my thoughts, Kieran slouched onto the couch near me. “I know.” He propped a foot on the low table. “But it’s not what I expected.” 

			His quiet honesty tugged at my heart. Hard work and danger weren’t the challenges that strained him the most. Shortly after arriving, we’d gotten word that Cameron had declared himself king in Lyric. Kieran’s newfound faith had been shaken. He’d prepared to return to the clans, but the One appeared to him and told him to stay in Hazor. In spite of the direction, the inner struggle almost tore him in two. 

			He turned to me with a wry smile. “After everything that’s happened, a couple of idiot songkeepers shouldn’t get to me.”

			I raised my eyebrows. “I think I should be offended.”

			He stretched. “You may be a songkeeper, but you’re no idiot.” His expression hardened. “Most of the time.”

			He wasn’t going to ignore my clumsy spying earlier. “I’m sorry. Nolan was worried about you, and I didn’t want him getting into trouble.”

			Kieran shook his head slowly. “I’m sure there’s logic I’m missing somehow.”

			“These matches with Zarek. Why do you take the risk? If he hadn’t hurried off today, he would have noticed you didn’t heal.”

			“I can’t tell what he’s thinking lately.” Kieran rubbed his temples. 

			“Headache?”

			He dropped his head onto the couch back and closed his eyes. “Yes.” He sat in silence for a few minutes. “Tell me it’s making a difference.”

			“I’ve already told you that.” 

			He squinted at me. “Then why? What did I do wrong?”

			Good. Honest doubts. He hadn’t talked about his loss of Restorer powers for a long time. “Who said you did anything wrong? Did Susan do something wrong when the Restorer gift lifted from her?”

			“No. But she needed to go back to her world. It made sense that the One chose a new Restorer.”

			I grinned. “You didn’t think so at the time.”

			He frowned. “Point taken. But once I offered my life to Him . . .” 

			“He used you to save Lyric and to remove poison from Jake.”

			He made a dismissive gesture with one hand. “But if I did what I was supposed to do, then why . . .  why did He take away the gift?”

			“Kieran, He still speaks with you. He’s given you an important role. That hasn’t changed just because Jake is the Restorer now.” I paused, searching for the right thing to say. “Susan told me that she began to find peace when she stopped demanding explanations.”

			He sat up and met my eyes. “And you? Have you stopped asking for reasons?” He studied me in the way he watched everything around him. Intent. Absorbing and analyzing every detail. He saw too much.

			I set my mug on the table and edged away. “We aren’t talking about me.”

			Quiet spread over him. “You never talk about him.” 

			Of course I didn’t. Because if I talked about Dylan, I might shatter. I might start crying and never stop. And Kieran needed me. Hazor needed me. The One needed me. I couldn’t afford to be weak.

			“Linette?” His voice was rough, insistent. 

			Why was he tormenting me? Whole days went by when I didn’t think about Dylan. At night when I tried to remember him, his face blurred as if I saw him through tears. I was afraid of forgetting him. Of betraying his memory.

			How could my memories of Dylan be fading? I had no trouble remembering the moment when Tristan told me—the details of that searing pain. A giant fist had reached inside of me and wrenched away every bit of life and joy, leaving a husk of chaff—and little else. I wasn’t the same person. 

			But I couldn’t explain all that to the man beside me. I folded my hands in my lap. “The One is perfect in His love and purposes. That’s all I need to know.” My voice was prim, hollow. When I dared to glance at Kieran, undisguised disappointment shadowed his face.

			I stood. “I should go.” 

			“Maybe you should.” Then he sighed. “Linette, I wasn’t prying. I was asking because of Nolan.”

			“Nolan?”

			“He doesn’t talk about Shayla.” He shifted, then winced from his recent injury. “I thought you’d know . . .”

			Shame burned my face. Kieran wanted to help his son with grief about his mother’s death, and I shut him out with songkeeper clichés.

			Dear Maker, I keep doing the wrong thing. 

			Nolan darted in from the back room and skidded to a stop. “Linette? Can you stay for supper?” He noticed our tension and glanced at Kieran uneasily. Nolan still moved with the agile speed of a sixteen-year-old messenger, yet he was often awkward around his newfound father, as if he were wearing boots that weren’t quite the right size.

			Kieran’s eyes softened as he looked at his son, but the planes of his face remained hard. “She can’t stay.”

			I’d been dismissed—relegated to the ranks of the annoying songkeepers that Kieran barely tolerated. And I deserved it. 

			Nolan threw me a questioning glance.

			My lips forced a smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” I crossed to the doorway and slipped out, then hurried along the hallway, trying to outrun my failure. When I reached my room I shut out the confusing world of Hazor and fell to my knees. My throat felt thick as I sang a feast day litany over and over, the melody scarcely above a whisper. 

			“Where can we seek Him?

			He seeks us.

			What can we give Him?

			What He first gave.

			Holy One, we answer Your call. 

			Holy One, we give You our lives. 

			Holy One, change our hearts.”

			Slowly, my heart calmed. Tomorrow I’d find a time to broach the subject of his mother’s death with Nolan. I’d diffuse the tension between the other songkeepers and protect Kieran from that unnecessary conflict. And King Zarek planned to visit the class I taught for the palace women. Perhaps I could find out if Kieran was in any danger from him.

			Food held no appeal, so I didn’t bother with supper. As I curled up on my sleep pallet, I tried to conjure images of Dylan riding across the plains near Braide Wood. Instead, I kept seeing Kieran’s dark eyes—glaring at me in annoyance, flickering with inner doubts, and assessing me with cold disappointment.

			Holy One, I want to go home.

			


		
			Chapter

			4

			Linette

			King Zarek had arrived. Energy surged higher in the room, and the palace women focused on the door behind me. Eyes grew wider, spines straighter. Some smiled coyly, some swallowed nervously. I turned to welcome him, and his gaze raked me with a raw appreciation that made me grateful for my long, full songkeeper’s robe.

			Even so, heat flushed my neck and my confidence wobbled. Teaching under the king’s observation no longer seemed like a good idea. I managed a pleasant nod. “Thank you for coming.” Turning back to the women arranged on comfortable chairs and cushions around me, I caught several courtesans sending covert winks and giggles in the king’s direction as he came farther into the room and took up a position against the side wall where he could watch everyone. 

			I folded my hands in my lap. I was not here to impress a human king. If I became distracted, the other women would get nothing from our conversation. “Let’s review the creed. Awesome in majesty . . .”

			“Is the One eternal.” I felt some measure of relief that they remembered the response. We continued in unison.

			“Perfect in His might and power, the only truth and only source.

			He made all that is, and loves all He made.

			His works are beyond our understanding.”

			The tangible power of the words never failed to move me. My heart steadied, and my gaze moved around the room as my students continued reciting the basic tenants of faith. One young woman closed her eyes, her face glowing as the truth washed over her. Others nodded. 

			I glanced over at Zarek. He watched closely, arms crossed and brow furrowed. At least he had stopped leering.

			“In every time of great need, a Restorer is sent

			To fight for the people and help the guardians.

			The Restorer is empowered with gifts to defeat our enemies . . .”

			I shot another glance at the king. How did he feel about this prophecy when he had so recently been one of the enemies? His face gave nothing away.

			“And turn the people’s hearts back to the Verses.” The women finished and looked at me.

			“Very good. The next part of the Verses is more challenging. It talks about a promise that we don’t fully understand. 

			‘We wait in the darkness for the One who brings light. 

			The Deliverer will come. 

			And with His coming all darkness will be defeated.’ 

			“Some of the songkeepers believe that the Deliverer will be a final Restorer who will create a world with no more wars.”

			Zarek made a sound like a chuckle.

			I pressed on. “My teacher, Lukyan, believed that the Deliverer will defeat more than the darkness of the world; he will also give us a way to be rid of the darkness within ourselves.” 

			“We are full of life force, not evil,” said an older woman who was a practitioner, a type of healer in Sidian.

			Another woman leaned forward. “Maybe some. But I’ve known a few people that carry evil within their bodies.”

			Nods and murmurs of agreement rose from the group.

			“But darkness isn’t so bad.” A hawk-faced girl addressed the others. “We gain power from touching darkness.”

			“No,” I said quickly. “We weren’t meant to carry darkness.” That stirred more debate and eager questions. I forgot all about Zarek as I shared my understanding of the One’s intent and how He planned to restore us one day. Music hummed in my heart—echoes of the last time I joined the songkeepers in tower worship. How I wished I could take all these women there so they, too, could feel the mist lower onto their faces and hear the gentle whisper of their Maker. 

			“Interesting tales.” Zarek’s deep voice drew instant attention. “But you all have places to be, don’t you?” The women scattered like a burst of feathered moths from a cluster of ferns, a few murmuring quick good-byes, some barely glancing at me.

			I rose, keeping my gaze on the polished black floor. “I’m sorry. I was told you approved this meeting time. It wasn’t my intention to keep anyone from her work . . .”

			Zarek strode farther into the room and took a seat on the bench where I’d been teaching. He gestured at me to join him. “If Restorers arise only at times of specific need, what happens when the need has passed?”

			I perched on the edge of the bench and tucked my hands into my sleeves to hide their tremor. “Whatever the One chooses to do next.” Don’t let me say the wrong thing. “Early in the last generation, Kahlareans invaded Sandor clan near the sea. Oren was called by the One and spoke to the Council, giving them courage to unite against the threat.” 

			The tension in my fingers eased as I continued the history lesson, pretending the man beside me was another young messenger curious about clan legends. Oren, Illias, Mikkel. 

			Zarek shifted, drawing my attention back to him.

			“And the one before Kieran?”

			My heart warmed, and I smiled. “Susan. Her husband came from Rendor, but he found her from beyond the clans. She was different from any Restorer that came before, not a guardian, but more like a healer or songkeeper. She was one of the few who didn’t die in battle.”

			The king’s eyes narrowed. Was it curiosity or some darker intent? “Did she pass her gifts to Kieran, then?”

			“I . . .  I’m not sure. The day after the battle of Morsal Plains, she returned to her home. That might have been when . . .  but . . .  Kieran didn’t tell me about his Restorer signs until much later.” Sweat prickled along my hairline. “You should ask him.”

			He stretched and rose to his feet, then braced one foot on the bench and leaned toward me. “You have a true gift for patient explanation. Not like Kieran.”

			“I was trained as a songkeeper. But he—” 

			“Will you meet with me tomorrow morning?” His expression seemed open, sincere. No different from the young messengers or palace women I taught.

			Kieran had warned me to stay out of Zarek’s line of sight as much as possible, but Kieran didn’t trust anyone. Yes, the king made me uneasy, but I didn’t want my fears to hinder me from an opportunity to help someone searching for truth. “Of course. I’m happy to answer any questions I can.”

			The king rewarded me with a broad smile. “Tomorrow, then.” He strode from the room, several guards falling in behind him. I used my sleeve to blot moisture from my forehead. Had I done the right thing?

			The door to Kieran’s apartment was braced open when I arrived that evening. As I often did when the songkeepers gathered to meet with Kieran, I walked straight into his common room. 

			And stopped short.

			Between the low couches on the left side of the room and the eating area to the right, a barely dressed Hazorite woman was wrapping herself around Kieran. He was trying to pry her off but didn’t seem to be making much progress. I took a step back, ready to slip out before they noticed me. Then I hesitated. Kieran looked like he could use some help.

			I cleared my throat.

			He looked my direction and blanched. “Zarek’s idea of a thank-you gift.” He peeled the woman away and held her at arm’s length. Was that a blush creeping up his neck? 

			Seeing him flustered tempted me to grin, but I kept my face expressionless. “Should I come back later?”

			“No!” His voice was edged with panic. “Would you stop?” He swatted the girl’s hand away as she walked her fingers over his biceps.

			She moved in closer. Really no more than a girl, all huge eyes and myriad black braids, she leaned in and gazed up at him. “Don’t send me away. The king would be displeased with me.” Behind the overt sensuality she’d been taught to portray, fear edged her words.

			Kieran pushed her back. “Tell him whatever you want. But you can’t stay here.” There was definitely heightened color over his cheekbones. 

			Her eyes pooled with sudden tears, and Kieran scrambled around the common room table, adding more distance between them.

			Amusing as Kieran’s discomfiture was, I took pity on them both and stepped into the room. “What’s your name?” 

			“Ria.” The girl spared a glance in my direction but returned to studying Kieran. 

			I put an arm around her and guided her to the couch. “Ria, you know that Kieran is here to teach your people.”

			She nodded, finally pulling her attention away from him. I poured orberry juice from the pitcher on the low table and gave her the mug. She took a long drink, her hands shaking. “King Zarek is grateful. That’s why he sent me.”

			Kieran made a strangled noise, but I ignored him.

			“That was generous of him. But Zarek doesn’t understand the things the One asks of us. He asks His people to keep their bodies pure. To only give them to one person—and only in a life-bond of marriage.” An annoying blush warmed my face as I struggled to explain this while Kieran hovered in the background.

			Her eyes widened. “But the hill-gods want us to give our bodies to them. It gives them power, and then they give us power. Or did. Until the king closed the shrines.”

			Poor child. “Ria, were you working in the shrines?”

			She shook her head and the narrow braids bounced around her face. “Not yet. My parents sold me to our shrine in Trezold, but when that closed, I was sent here.” She dropped her chin. “This is my first assignment. If I’m sent away, Bezreth will give me to the prison guards . . .  or worse.”

			Like a darting minnow, she slipped past me and threw herself at Kieran’s feet. “Please keep me.”

			He choked and managed to free one leg, pulling back as she clung to his other ankle. “Let go. Look out for my bootknife.” He threw me a pleading look. “Do something.”

			Now he wanted my help? Yesterday he’d told me he didn’t need strategic advice from an immature songkeeper.

			Forgive me, Holy One. I’m supposed to humbly serve. As Kieran dragged a few steps back, bumping into a side table, giggles welled up in my throat.

			Nolan bounded in the open apartment door. “Linette, one of the messengers asked—” He pulled up short. Kieran’s skin mottled, and he reached down to pry Ria off his leg. She clung like a stubborn strand of waterweed. Nolan’s eyebrows disappeared under his bangs. “Who’s she?”

			Laughter strangled me, but I covered it with a cough. “Her name is Ria. Your father is trying to explain the Verses to her.”

			Nolan looked ready to comment, but Kieran shot us both an icy glare. “Enough.” The bite in his voice finally convinced Ria to release his leg, but she remained huddled on the floor, crying into her hands.

			“Am I to presume we aren’t having our scheduled meeting?” Royan’s gravelly voice came from the doorway. My laughter died as he cast a withering sneer at the sobbing girl and Kieran’s red face. The songkeeper from Blue Knoll had criticized every aspect of Kieran’s work in the past seasons. Now he’d have more to complain about. 

			I hurried over to Ria and coaxed her up from the floor. “Shh. It’s all right. We’ll figure this out.” 

			Kieran raked a hand through his hair, leaving short black tufts standing on end. “Come in. I want the report on—”

			“No.” Royan crossed his arms. “I fail to see any way that this is helping our goals here.” With a sniff, he turned on his heel and left.

			I groaned. 

			Kieran looked ready to fling a dagger after the retreating man. “This gets better and better.”

			“Really, who is she?” Nolan’s eyes lingered on Ria’s bare shoulders.

			I angled her away from him. “A gift from Zarek.”

			“A gift that we’re returning,” Kieran added quickly.

			Nolan’s large, dark eyes gleamed. “If you don’t want her, can I have her?”

			Kieran turned and grabbed Nolan by the scruff of the neck, jerking him toward the door. “Go tell Royan and Havid that we’ll meet tonight during supper. I need their report on their trip outside Sidian.”

			Even with his father’s forceful shove, Nolan had trouble tearing himself away. Once he was out of sight, Kieran faced us. Shards of black obsidian glinted in his eyes. Ria shivered, but his glare targeted me. “Any ideas?”

			“You can’t send her back. Who knows what would happen to her?”

			“You’re not suggesting I keep her.”

			“Of course not. I’ll take care of her.”

			“Good. And keep her away from Nolan, too.” The tightness of his jaw eased. “Thank you.”

			Of course he could relax now. His problem had just become my problem. 

			“I’m happy to help.” Tempted to storm off like Royan, I managed to cover my irritation with placid songkeeper sweetness, although the effort nearly strangled me. Don’t complain. It’s why you’re here. Songkeepers serve where they’re needed. No task too small. No task too large. Lukyan told you that a hundred times.

			I forced a smile onto my face. “Come, Ria. You’ll be safe with me until Kieran can explain why he can’t accept the king’s gift.”

			I settled the young palace girl in my rooms, then hurried back to help calm the waters with the other songkeepers. When I reached Kieran’s apartment, he and Nolan were sitting alone at the common room table. Nolan crumbled bread into piles on his plate while Kieran glared at a spot on the table. Tension pulled through the room like a rondalin string tuned too tightly.

			I took a deep breath, trying to assess who needed help first. “Where are Royan and Havid?”

			When Kieran didn’t answer, Nolan gave a sullen shrug. “They’re packing.”

			“Again?” I pulled up a chair and sat across from Kieran. “They didn’t honestly think you were keeping a shrine girl here, did they?”

			“Who knows what they think?” Kieran’s arm circled his ribs. 

			“Should I speak with them?”

			“Let them leave. They’re miserable here.” He tilted his chair back and glowered at the ceiling. “And you should go back with them.”

			A gasp caught in my lungs. He’d lost patience with me, too? Had I made too little progress in my work in Sidian? As much as I’d longed to leave with Tristan and Kendra, I wanted to make a difference here first. I glanced at Nolan, but he kept shredding pieces of bread and staring at his plate. 

			“No.” The word burst from my lips and surprised me. 

			Kieran lowered his chin and stared at me. 

			I met his eyes. “You might not believe me, but I’m seeing some results. And today King Zarek asked me to meet with him.”

			His chair’s front legs crashed back to the floor. “What?” 

			A songkeeper wasn’t supposed to be smug, but Kieran wasn’t the only one doing some good in Hazor. “I’m getting good questions from the palace women and building friendships with the messengers.” I glanced to Nolan for support, and he nodded. “And tomorrow I’ll talk to the king—”

			“Send him your apologies. Better send a messenger tonight. Make some excuse. A fever. Some sickness. You’re pale enough. He’ll believe it.”

			I tugged the sleeves of my formal robe and folded my hands on the table. “Why would I do that? Zarek is hungry for truth.”

			Kieran’s frown grew darker. “Zarek is hungry for a lot of things.”

			I wasn’t about to avoid a wonderful opportunity clearly provided by the One. Kieran was probably frustrated that he hadn’t made more progress with the king on his own. He and Zarek had a strange, uneasy friendship. Sometimes I thought that it was the king’s unwillingness to accede anything to Kieran that kept Zarek noncommittal about the One. If he could talk with someone new, someone who didn’t trigger his pride, perhaps a breakthrough would come. And perhaps Kieran would look at me with more respect. I wasn’t a first-year apprentice. 

			I stood calmly. “May the One bless your house. Ask Him for favor as I meet with the king tomorrow.” 

			A string of curses followed me out the door. Good thing Royan and Havid weren’t in earshot.
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