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			Praise for The Restorer’s Son

		


			“Hinck has created wonderful characters, amazing detail and a great story. 4.5 Stars” 

			—Romantic Times 

		


			“I loved this book! Sharon Hinck takes the meaning of being ‘a sojourner in this world but not of it’ to a new dimension. Our heroine returns to Lyric with one goal: finding her son. The new Restorer has one goal: avoiding his calling. Both ask honest questions that plague most Christians in their walk with an all-powerful, all-knowing God. And the answers come in unexpected ways that satisfy the reader’s thirst for knowing God.”

			—Donita K. Paul, author of The DragonKeeper Chronicles

		


			“Sharon Hinck has done it again! The Restorer’s Son will be especially meaningful to anyone who has ever wrestled with God. This book came into my hands just when I needed it.” 

			—Randy Ingermanson, award-winning author of Oxygen

		


			“The adventure of The Sword of Lyric lives on in The Restorer’s Son. The pages seemed to turn themselves as I entered a world of peril and wonder, despair and hope, doubt and fear. Sharon Hinck’s masterful storytelling demonstrates why Christian fiction is such a blessing-at the same time I was thoroughly entertained, I was also inspired and challenged. Once again, I loved The Restorer’s Son and can’t wait for the next one.”

			—Kathryn Mackel, author of Vanished

		


			“Sharon Hinck has the ability to transform mere words into surprising turns of phrase and poetry, hiding nuggets of truth in unexpected places.”

			—Hannah Alexander, author of The Wedding Kiss

		


			“The Restorer’s Son drew me in to a world so real, an adventure so exciting, a story so beautifully told that I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough. I didn’t want it to end! I highly recommend this book to anyone who loves energetic tales of valor and courage and Truth.”

			—Virginia Smith, author of A Deadly Game and Lost Melody
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			To those who wrestle with the One

		


	
	

	
	


			“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

			


		

		


			Kieran

		


		

		


		

		


			“Hills of Hazor take you,” I swore for at least the tenth time since first light. My sword hacked at thick underbrush, but when I shouldered my way forward, a twig snapped back at my face. I cursed the day I’d met the last Restorer. It was because of her that I was battling through this forsaken forest below Cauldron Falls. My blade deserved a more substantial enemy. 

			A squint-eyed badger rambled out from a thornbush. Sniffing the air, it bristled and ducked back under cover. Wise plan. I was hungry. Stinging beetles landed on me from the low-hanging branches overhead. I swatted them away and stalked onward.

			Why hadn’t I convinced Tristan to leave her in Shamgar when she first turned up? A witness to his crime, and he had brought her to our refuge in the deserted city. Typical. He was a naïve idiot sometimes.

			She hadn’t looked very threatening that day—rain-soaked, bloody, and unconscious. If only I’d known then how much trouble she was capable of causing. What was that old saying? Don’t judge a rizzid’s menace until you see its teeth.

			I recognized the danger she posed when a deep scrape on her face healed. Instantly. Hairs on my neck pricked as if I’d touched a misaligned magchip. I’d heard the old stories, but never seen it happen. It had been years since our people had chased after a mythic Restorer, but I knew the signs. 

			Exactly the kind of problem we hadn’t needed. A Council spy or some other enemy would have been bad enough, but as I had watched her wounds vanish, I knew things were going to get very complicated. 

			And they did. I circled the trunk of a large spice tree and stopped. My hearing had grown unnaturally keen in the past days—keen enough, I hoped, to warn me if any Kahlareans lingered nearby. Cauldron Falls roared in the distance, and a few animals rustled in the damp leaves of the forest floor. Guardians from our clans patrolled the river below the falls. I should be able to hear or see some sign of them. 

			I frowned. Nothing.

			I pulled another beetle off my arm and ground it under my heel, then pushed through a clump of bracken and caught a glimpse of the river. Water crashed from the hundred-foot falls and swirled in an angry mass at the base. The rocks had worn into a rounded bowl, earning the name Cauldron Falls. I hiked along the river’s edge, picking my way over the boulders and scanning the opposite bank. The river surged, wide and rough, a natural barrier to protect our lands. Unhappily, upstream from the falls the river narrowed, and a gap cut between steep rock cliffs. The pass provided a natural pathway into our lands.

			The trail to the top of the falls rose steeply. I sheathed my sword and grabbed the rocks to pull myself up. A few stones dislodged beneath my boots and crashed down behind me. I climbed faster. This was a bad spot to be caught by an enemy.

			The river border used to be easy to guard, but lately our patrols were in danger from syncbeams—long-range weapons the Kahlareans used from cover on their side of the river. Tristan was worried about an invasion, so I agreed to check things out. He probably figured my trip would follow some historic precedent because a past Restorer gave his life fighting off two hundred Kahlareans at Cauldron Falls. Tristan liked traditions. 

			When I reached the top of the falls, I settled on a boulder, pulled out my gourd of orberry juice, and savored the loneliness. At my feet the water rushed by, violent and unpredictable, and I knew an instant kinship with the river.

			The past few days had honed my irritation to a fine edge. After Susan and Markkel disappeared, Tristan begged me to present myself to the Council as the Restorer. I refused. He nagged. I snarled. Then he fought dirty. He sent my sister, Kendra, to talk to me. They’d been wearing me down. When I overheard Tristan talking about his concerns for the River Borders, I jumped at the excuse to leave. I couldn’t stand any more of their earnest trust in me. The hope in their faces. The expectations I could never fulfill. Spare me from Braide Wood’s overgrown reverence for the old myths. I wasn’t the Restorer they looked for. It was a cosmic joke—a worse joke than the last Restorer had been. Susan of Ridgeview Drive, she called herself. No clan I’d ever heard of. 

			I pushed myself back to my feet and headed upstream. With luck I’d reach the outpost before the afternoon rains. The sky pressed low in the flat gray tones of midday. The air was warmer than in Braide Wood, and my tunic soon clung to the sweat on my skin. I knelt by the river’s edge to splash cold water on my face, rub dirt from the stubble on my jaw, and rake some sticks and leaves from my hair. My black hair had always marked my status as an outsider. Even as a child I’d refused to hide my Hazorite blood. Instead I made the folk of Braide Wood even more uncomfortable by cropping my hair short, like the enemy Hazorites. It would have been impossible to hide anyway. Both Kendra and I took after our mother and had the thin frames and angled cheekbones of her heritage.

			I straightened up and inhaled deeply, taking in the smell of pine and the tangy bite of the golden spice trees. The nonstop roar of rushing water muted my chafing thoughts, and some of the knots in my back loosened. I rubbed the back of my neck. The cave where I slept last night had an uneven rock floor. I could have stayed in Rendor’s central city but decided I’d rather take my chances with the scavengers and bears than make conversation. 

			I adjusted my pack, shifting the weight to a more comfortable spot on my shoulders, and scanned the opposite shoreline for any sign of movement. With a little concentration, I could see small details from miles away, one of the few advantages of being the Restorer. A red-furred rizzid sunned on the rocks of the far bank, but I didn’t spot any human enemies. I made a point to study the tree line closely. Kahlarean assassins were notorious for being nearly invisible in their hooded masks and mottled gray clothes. They would be a far greater danger than an average Kahlarean soldier, even one armed with a syncbeam.

			I’d fought their assassins twice now and hadn’t come off well either time. I suppose simply surviving an encounter with them should be considered a success—though I’m not sure my last experience counted as surviving. They were swift and silent, and even a scratch from their venblades caused fatal paralysis. And—my stomach knotted like a three-peg weaving at the thought—the Kahlareans were obsessed with killing the Restorer. 

			With a deep breath and another scan of the area, I continued upriver at a quicker pace.

			The foul smell in the air was my first warning that something very bad had happened. I edged my way toward the outpost, waiting to be challenged by one of the handful of guardians assigned this patrol. Although some were young, the guardians tended to be well trained and should have been watching their perimeter. A droning sound buzzed through the air as I drew closer. Using a large tree for cover, I peered into the clearing near the pass. Three men sprawled on the ground in front of the outpost’s hut. The low hum was caused by swarms of insects feasting on their dead bodies.

			I ran forward and crouched by one of the still forms. No need to look for signs of life. They’d been dead several days. All three showed the charred marks of syncbeam blasts. One boy hadn’t even had a chance to draw his sword. 

			Kahlareans. How many had slipped through the pass after killing the guardians? Was this the first wave of a full-fledged invasion, or were they clearing the way for another small group of assassins to make their way toward Lyric, hunting the Restorer?

			Crunching footsteps startled me. I stood and swiveled my head, but too late. Three Kahlarean soldiers entered the clearing. I took a few slow steps back, thinking fast.

			“You’re late,” one of the men growled. Like most Kahlareans, his huge black eyes and sunken chin reminded me of a cave insect. His skin was the unnatural white of a corpse. These soldiers weren’t hooded or masked, and they’d stopped long enough to talk, so they weren’t assassins. So far, so good.

			I shrugged. “Look’s like there’s been some trouble.” 

			The soldier laughed. “No trouble at all, thanks to your syncbeams. So where is the next delivery?” 

			I rubbed my jaw. The Kahlareans had gotten their syncbeams from Hazor—from Hazorites with short black hair and angled features. I could work with that.

			“Well, there’s been a problem.” I stalled, scrambling for inspiration. I could pretend to be from Hazor, but I couldn’t produce a non-existent delivery of syncbeams. 

			The soldier drew his sword and stepped closer. My hand tightened over my hilt, but I didn’t draw. 

			“We don’t have time for games.” He kicked one of the bodies. “They could be sending reinforcements anytime.” 

			Show no fear. Show no repulsion. I decided to try for irritation. “Don’t you get any news out here? Our armies took a beating at Morsal Plains. Hundreds of our own syncbeams were destroyed. We don’t have any to spare right now.” 

			The soldier tilted his head and rolled his bulbous eyes in my direction. “Then what are you doing here?” 

			“Just making a friendly visit to let you know we’re working on it. I can set up a new delivery time and take word back to Sidian in Hazor.”

			The Kahlarean shook his head. “Too risky. We’re across now. Who knows how many more guardians will be sent here in a few days’ time?” 

			I shrugged. Not my problem. 

			The Kahlarean stepped closer and grabbed the front of my tunic, his sword close enough to my belt to force me to suck in my stomach. It had just become my problem.

			I lifted my hands away from my sword. “Relax. We can work something out.”

			“I’ll tell you what we’ll work out,” said the soldier. “You’ll escort a group of us back to Corros Hills right now to collect the delivery.” 

			I laughed but regretted it when he twisted the fistful of tunic under my neck, all but cutting off my air. 

			“You can’t travel through the clans,” I said. “You’d be spotted the first time we tried to use a transport. And if we cut cross-country, it would take half a season.”

			“Not us,” he said. “Them.” He let go of me, and I stumbled back. Three figures had melted into the clearing. They wore gray hoods, and their faces were covered with cloth masks. Assassins. 

			Caradung, I cursed silently. 

			“Them?” I said. “Why would they want to go on a trade mission?” Even a weapons trader from Hazor would know that Kahlarean assassins were an elite group. They were the villains in the tales told around glowing heat trivets on cold nights—with good reason. 

			The soldier grinned. “They have a few things to take care of on the way, but that doesn’t concern you. They’ll have no trouble blending in. You”—he jabbed a fat finger into my chest—“get them to Corros.” 

			This would be a great time for some special Restorer vision to give me a plan. I wasted a few seconds waiting. Nothing. I shifted my gaze from the assassins back to the soldier.

			I could draw my sword. I might have a chance against the three soldiers, but how many heartbeats would it take for an assassin’s dagger to fly through the air and lodge in my chest? I’d recover, but that would be even worse. They’d know exactly what I was. I shrugged and willed my coiled muscles to relax.

			“All right. If they can keep up. I don’t have time to waste in the clan territories.”

			The tallest of the three assassins walked toward me on feet that didn’t make a sound. His large eyes looked into mine. 

			I hoped that with all their other talents they couldn’t read minds. 

			Finally, he nodded once. 

			I started breathing again while sweat ran down my back. “When do you want to leave?”

			The two other assassins looked at each other. The tall one in front of me gestured with his arm toward the edge of the clearing. I caught a glimpse of metal strapped to his wrist when his sleeve moved. A venblade. One of a host of silent and hidden weapons I knew he carried. 

			I needed to get word to Tristan about the outpost attack. I needed to get as far from these assassins as I could. I needed a drink—something stronger than orberry juice.

			Instead I turned and led the way into the woods, my skin crawling at the thought of the three silent figures following me.
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			Kieran

		


		

		


		

		


			I tried to think like a Hazorite arms dealer. Not too difficult. I’d made enough secret trips into Hazor in the past few years to slip into the role. “We can’t approach Rendor. Too many people. Too exposed.” I had to glance over my shoulder to be sure the Kahlareans were still behind me; they moved liked ghosts. 

			Their leader simply nodded once. Not much for small talk, this bunch. Fine with me. Less interruption while I plotted how to lose them. 

			We cut through the forest toward a remote station where we could board a transport through central clans to Shamgar. From there we could cross over the clay fields into Hazor. Less populated than the borders by Corros Fields and closer than the mountainous frontiers near Braide Wood. 

			We reached the first station at nightfall, just as the automated transport pulled in and powered down. Because the station was deserted, we set up a camp under the overhang at the side of the road. The assassins exchanged a few whispered words and divided the night watch, frustrating my plan to slip away while they slept.

			I unbelted my sword and placed it close to hand, then wrapped up in my cloak and lay down, using my pack for a pillow. My fingers skimmed over the cracked leather of my baldric beside me. My second best. I’d given my good one to Susan. Resentful thoughts pulled at my mind, and as the sky turned black, I gave them full rein.

			This new trouble was all because of her. Not that she would admit it. Her voice echoed in my mind: It’s not my fault. I didn’t ask the One to make you the next Restorer. Maybe. But she was way too familiar with the One. She seemed to get uncanny messages from Him. And if I didn’t have her to blame, the only other place I could direct my anger was at the One. 

			I shot a glare toward the dark sky. I’d tried to set Him straight that first night. Even now my stomach twisted when I remembered that encounter. I’d fight off a hundred Kahlareans with venblades before I’d go through that again. A presence had drawn close to me with a power and intelligence beyond anything I could comprehend. A voice spoke to me—the words cutting deep into my heart and showing me truth I had managed to evade for decades. 

			No. The less I thought about Him, the better. I pushed my frustration aside, along with a couple rocks digging into my back, and managed to doze. 

			“There’s been a change in plans,” a voice hissed near my ear. My eyes flew open to confront the nightmare of a masked face inches from mine. I shot upright. My hand scrambled for my boot knife before I remembered where I was. 

			Large eyes above the fabric mask squinted in amusement as the tall assassin waited for me to catch my breath. “We need to go to Lyric first,” he said in a hoarse whisper. Behind him, only a hint of gray lit the predawn skies.

			I scraped a hand over my face, trying to wake up. “Sorry. Can’t do that. Too dangerous.”

			The hooded head moved slowly side to side. “Not for us. We have business there.”

			Terrific. They were probably still hunting Susan. Someone on the Council had let out word that Susan was the Restorer, because right after the battle of Morsal Plains, Kahlareans came after her in Braide Wood. Maybe I should take these three to Lyric. Markkel and Susan were safely back in their own world now. The assassins could hunt all they liked.

			But too many people knew me in Lyric. How could I keep up my charade of being a Hazorite weapons dealer if we ran into anyone I knew? And if I didn’t go with them, did I really want three assassins prowling Lyric on their own? “Keep your enemy within reach of your blade.” It was an old saying and probably wise. Trouble was that meant staying within reach of the enemy’s blade as well.

			I scrambled to my feet, hitched my cloak over my shoulders, and looked around. The second assassin waited near the transport doors. The third wasn’t in sight. Maybe this would be the time to take them out.

			“You’ll have to make that side trip without me. I can meet up with you later.” I shifted my belt and used the movement to rest my hand on my sword hilt.

			“You’re wrong, Hazorite,” said a low voice right behind my ear. 

			I spun to see the third gray figure. How did they do that? 

			“You will come with us,” he said. 

			A breathy hissing sound came from the throats of the other two men, and their shoulders moved. They were laughing.

			Never thought I’d live to hear a Kahlarean assassin laughing. Not a comforting sound.

			The transport powered up, and the curved door slid upward. Oh well. It was still a day’s journey to Lyric. A lot could happen on the way. I’d watch for my chance, and in the meantime maybe I could learn a few things. 

			“Fine.” I grabbed my pack from the ground. “But you’d better show me how you stay hidden, because I don’t want to be seen in Lyric.” That much was true anyway. 

			The lead assassin didn’t answer. He lifted his arm toward the transport door. 

			I shook my head and stepped on board. This was going to be an interesting day.

			It had been a mystery to me how a team of assassins had slipped unseen into Lyric last season. The day Susan, Tristan, and I had addressed the Council, they were waiting outside and attacked us as we left the Council tower. We killed two of them, and Markkel turned one over to the Lyric guardians. The others escaped and later tracked us to Braide Wood. As before, we had no sign they were near until they chose to attack.  

			Today, as our transport neared more populated areas en route to Lyric, I studied the assassins’ skill at being invisible. They pulled their hoods forward, shielding their faces, and kept their gaze downward. Their quiet, withdrawn demeanor made them seem like songkeepers on a pilgrimage, not elite killers. No one gave them a second look. In fact, I got more curious stares than they did. The effect was almost like the power the Rhusicans had to control people’s minds. These Kahlareans seemed to convince people they simply weren’t there. It would have been fun to watch if I weren’t so busy trying to figure out what to do when we reached Lyric.

			We switched transports several times during the day and finally found ourselves at a station between Taborn and Corros Fields. The next stop would be Lyric. 

			“We can’t ride straight to the Lyric station,” I said to the tallest of the cloaked Kahlareans. “There are Council guards everywhere. If we hike from here, we can reach Lyric by midday tomorrow and avoid the main city entrance. I know some other ways in.”

			The three men put their heads together and spoke almost inaudibly. If you ask me, they were carrying their silence thing a bit too far. The station was deserted, and I was supposed to be their Hazorite ally. It would have been more annoying if it weren’t for the fact that I could hear every murmured word as they argued about the relative merit of speed versus secrecy. 

			“Give me some credit. I know the terrain around here. Let’s get under cover and walk in tomorrow.” Maybe if we made camp tonight, I could offer to stand watch. They could get a good night’s sleep, and I’d make sure they’d never wake up. The thought made me grin. 

			Maybe my smile made me look trustworthy, because their leader nodded. I didn’t give them time to rethink things. Shouldering my pack, I led us out across the wild prairie toward the forests between Corros Fields and Lyric. We kept a fast pace, but dark descended on us quickly, and we made camp in a small clearing. I would have preferred to find a cave, but the land around here was too level. The best we could do was to keep a tight grove of trees at our back and stay alert. 

			I dug out some supplies and offered the assassins bread, but they shook their heads. Maybe the rumors were true. I’d heard Kahlarean assassins didn’t need food or rest when they were hunting. I shrugged and had a solitary supper while blackness lowered around us. I thumbed the back of a small heat trivet and placed the light near one of the trees. 

			The One separated the day from the night. We honor Him when we release the darkness to His care. Memories of childhood Verses snagged me like waterweed. I tore them away from the grip they had on my mind. Better to break a few rules and be able to keep track of my traveling companions. 

			My offer to stand guard met with eye-rolling amusement and more near-silent snickers. Fine. If they didn’t need to eat or sleep, that was their business. I was tired. I wrapped up in my cloak and closed my eyes, listening to the sounds in the forest. There was no campsite conversation from my companions. One walked the perimeter of the clearing. I could hear the almost subliminal sound of his footsteps—but only if I paid close attention. My eyes opened a slit. The other two assassins sat near each other, backs against a tree trunk, huge bug eyes looking out into the darkness. This would be a handy time for them to talk about their plans, but they didn’t say a word. Letting my eyelids drop shut again, I heard the rustling of a forest scavenger. Sounded like something small. Nothing to worry about.

			The rustling grew louder. A snuffling noise joined in, and a faint vibration moved through the earth beneath my ear. Something larger was rooting nearby. Very nearby.

			A bear burst into the clearing with a roar. 

			I rolled to my feet and drew my sword. 

			The creature galloped right for the two seated Kahlareans. I didn’t know bears could move that fast. Something about the assassins seemed to enrage the animal. He swatted one of them with a huge paw, and I used the space of one breath to weigh my options. Let the bear kill at least one? It would help my odds, but the survivors might be angry that I had sat back and ignored the massacre. 

			I ran forward with a yell. My sword found its target somewhere in the hard muscles of the beast’s back. I jerked my weapon free before the animal’s thrashing could wrench it from my hand. The bear reared up and turned full-on toward me. One Kahlarean by the tree had managed to jump to his feet. His short blade flew through the air and lodged in the dark fur. But still the animal advanced on me. 

			I scuffled back and swung my sword through the air between us. The monster towered over me. Blood coated its muzzle, visible in the artificial light of the heat trivet. Then the bear wavered. I dodged to the side and watched it crash forward. The venblade had worked fast. I spared a glance at the Kahlarean still sprawled on the ground. His head was bent at an odd angle, and a dark stain spread across his gray cloak. His companion crouched over him and shook his head. 

			I should be glad I had one fewer assassin to contend with, but as I caught my breath, my chest felt heavy and cold. The dead man had been skilled at his craft, and I respected that. He didn’t deserve to have the life crushed out of him by a bear looking for a snack.

			On the other hand, his crouching Kahlarean partner had his back to me and no venblade handy. I took a step forward.

			The bear lurched back up onto all fours and took a swipe at me. Claws gouged my shin. I hissed, beating the huge paw back with my sword. 

			The leader of the assassins stepped out of the woods into the light of the heat trivet. He pulled a rounded blade with a wooden grip from some hidden pocket, slipped up behind the bear, and efficiently slit its throat. 

			I blinked, impressed. My heart slowed but still beat an unsteady rhythm. If I had attacked the Kahlarean by the tree, the leader who was calmly wiping his weapon on the bear’s fur would have been cleaning my blood off his blade instead.

			Thank the One.

			No. Thank quick thinking and luck. If the One were really with me, I wouldn’t be in this ridiculous situation. Fighting bears with Kahlarean assassins, hiding what I was from the Council, posing as a Hazorite. I was losing track of whose side I was on. 

			The head assassin stepped closer to me. “You’re injured,” he said in his low, breathy voice. I looked down at the tattered strips of fabric beneath my knee and the generous amount of blood. Prickly itching signaled the skin’s mending, joining, healing. I hissed in a breath, then pretended it was from pain. I could not let him see me heal.

			I unwound a strip of cloth from my sleeve and quickly tied it around my leg. “It’s not as bad as it looks.” 

			The man studied me for a moment but didn’t say anything. He turned to help his companion with the fallen assassin. They dragged him off into the woods. 

			I didn’t want to know what they were doing with his body. I doubted Kahlarean assassins did anything as prosaic as a simple burial. I glared at the bear. It smelled of blood and musk and wet fur.

			Maybe I should slip away into the night.

			And do what? Get to Lyric first and tell the Council Guard that I had been traveling with Kahlarean assassins, and they were on the way to cause some unspecified trouble in Lyric? That plan had so many drawbacks that I winced and sank down against a tree. With my sword braced across my knees, I tilted my head back and closed my eyes to wait out the night.

			You are not alone.

			The words were so faint that they didn’t register at first. As I became aware of hearing something, my shoulders tensed.

			You are not alone.

			I opened my eyes and looked around. There was no one there. If I stretched my hearing, I could make out indistinct sounds from the two Kahlareans deeper in the woods. I squinted at the bear in suspicion. I’d never heard of a talking bear before, but the past few seasons I’d seen a lot of strange things.

			You are not alone.

			This time a hint of humor colored the quiet voice. I swallowed. The words hadn’t come from the dead bear or any other apparition in the woods. I knew that voice. It was Him. The One.

			Just great. Now that the guardian patrols at Cauldron Falls were dead, assassins were on the way to Lyric, and I had nearly become bear fodder—now He showed up. 

			“I could have used a little help earlier on,” I whispered. “In case you hadn’t noticed, things haven’t been going real well here.”

			This time there was no humor in the voice. Instead warmth wrapped around me as He spoke again.

			Don’t be afraid.

			The words tugged at me to admit that I was afraid. Not only about the threat to our people from Kahlarea, or my own immediate danger. I wanted to confess the fear I had of Him. Of letting the One know me, claim me, comfort me. The love in His voice was a dangerous lure. 

			I pulled my sword up to rest across my chest and closed my eyes again, shutting out the invisible Presence with every part of my will. “Go away.” I gritted my teeth, waiting for the earth to shake or the voice to shout at me. There was only silence. And I thought I could feel sadness in the quiet. 

			The two Kahlareans returned to the clearing, but they ignored me. The tall leader resumed his hushed patrol of the perimeter of our campsite. They didn’t bother to field dress the bear. We were traveling light and wouldn’t have use for the meat anyway. 

			I sat awake. What were my companions planning to do in Lyric, and how could I stop it? How would I avoid being seen by any of the Council or Council Guard? And what about the regular Lyric guardians? They wouldn’t call a Feast day for my return. I’d left a few battered heads behind last time I was there. 

			Most of all, how long could I push away the One who had saddled me with the role of Restorer? He didn’t fight fair.
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			After a sleepless night, we continued toward Lyric at first light. My wounds had healed, but I kept the bloody cloth tied around my leg and feigned a limp. We approached from the rolling moss-covered hills on the Hazor side. 

			I easily found a hidden pocket-door in one of the many curving indents in the city’s wall. Any transtech worth his trade could have disabled the magnetic lock. Not that I was a transtech. That was my father’s passion. Tradition said I should have followed his path, but things don’t always go the way you plan. 

			Case in point: I had just helped two enemy assassins break into the capital city. 

			“Wait for us here,” whispered the tall one. “We won’t be long.”

			I pocketed my scrambler tool and turned to answer him, but they had both disappeared down a side street. Shades of Shamgar, how did they move so fast?

			I raced between two tall buildings. A flicker of movement disappeared around the corner a block farther down. I tore after them, abandoning the pretend limp. I couldn’t lose them.

			A few blocks in from the outer walls, the streets grew crowded. People in earth-toned tunics and cloaks milled around storefronts that housed everything from grain distribution to transport construction. I focused my vision and scanned the streets in all directions. Two gray blurs ducked into an alley across the square.

			I started running again, but when I reached the alley, they had vanished. I stretched my hearing, and pain blazed through my head from the hundreds of voices that suddenly burst into clarity. Rubbing my forehead, I took a deep breath. The assassins had headed toward the city center. That could mean any number of things—all of them bad.

			“Kieran!” a high-pitched voice shouted. A hand clamped my arm. 

			I wrenched away. 

			Tagatha, Tristan’s youngest sister, smiled at me. A drooling toddler straddled one of her hips as if he were a permanent fixture. “What brings you to Lyric?” she asked.

			“Business. None of yours.” I stalked down the street toward the city center.

			She kept pace with me. “Where have you been? Have you talked to Tristan lately? Did you hear about the big battle at Morsal Plains?” Tagatha was as athletic in build as her two siblings, but had a plumper, softer form. Messy brown hair hung loose around her hopelessly good-natured face. When we were children in Braide Wood, she followed Tristan and me everywhere. We called her Tag-a-long, but she never seemed to mind. 

			I walked faster, but she grabbed my arm again.

			“Kieran, what happened to your leg? You should get that looked at. Why don’t you come to our home for lunch? I can fix you up.”

			I pried her fingers off my arm. “Listen, Tag, I can’t stand around chatting right now.” 

			Her eyebrows pulled together, and her ready smile drooped. “Are you all right?” 

			I shifted my pack on my shoulders. “Nothing I can’t handle.” 

			She sighed and stepped back. “Well, if you have time later, stop by the house.” 

			I nodded but was already loping away from her, aiming for the tall Council tower near the center of town.

			Tristan, Talia, and Tagatha. Payton and Tara went a little overboard on choosing those names. What a mouthful it had been when Tara called them to dinner each night. Of course, “Kieran and Kendra” was a bit much too, but at our house no one ever called our names. I had sometimes wondered if our father even remembered them.

			I dodged around slow-moving pedestrians and felt my annoyance grow. Cities would be so much better without all these people. In the central square, I paused to regroup. The round worship tower soared hundreds of feet above the city, with vaulted entries facing eight different directions. This was where the clans came on the season-end Feast days to meet with the One. Some people claimed that when they gathered on the floor a mist hovered in the vast empty space above their heads. Others said it was the place the One had decided to live. I’d been here for Feast days, of course. I usually stayed outside, listening. The music was nice enough, I suppose, but I also watched the faces of people as they left a morning spent in the tower. They always came out changed somehow. Why would they subject themselves to that? 

			Across the curved street, the smaller Council tower worked to assert its presence. Several grim Council guards with heavy leather vests over their tunics and plenty of conspicuous weapons protected the main entrance. I knew a few other ways in but hoped the Kahlareans didn’t. 

			My gaze swept left to the lower building that housed rooms for councilmembers and guests. Behind that was a Council office building. I turned to look at the other side of the central square and the guardian’s training tower. The Lyric guardians were quartered there, but first-years from other clans came here to train as well.

			So where had the Kahlareans gone? I waited for a clue. Someone screaming “Help! Murderers!” would work.

			Studying the scene for anything out of place, I noticed an odd figure near the edge of the alley alongside the Council office tower. I pulled back a few paces to remain hidden while I observed him. He was about the age of a first-year guardian, a few years shy of twenty. He wore an emblem on his short tunic, but it wasn’t for any clan or nation I was familiar with—and I’d done a lot of traveling. His trousers had pouches attached all over them. A clever idea for carrying weapons and supplies, but it would get uncomfortable sleeping on the ground with all those bulges. No visible weapons, but that didn’t mean anything. The Kahlarean assassins looked as harmless as songkeepers to someone who didn’t know better.

			What really caught my interest was how intently he scrutinized everything around him. His furtive movements triggered a flash of memory. I had moved with that same edginess my first illegal trip into Hazor as a young man. I had skulked in doorways, watching the unfamiliar people, figuring out how to avoid danger. 

			So he was likely a spy. But he didn’t look like any Hazorite or Kahlarean I had ever seen. Were our people going to have a new enemy to worry about? When he nervously brushed his long blond hair back, two metal studs glinted near the top of one ear. I shuddered. The Hazorites did inhuman things to their slaves. But why was an escaped slave loitering in the central square of Lyric? 

			My eyes roamed the key buildings again, but nothing else seemed out of place. When I looked back at the youth, he was heading directly to the Council tower entrance. He tried to walk past the guards. Interesting. Of course they stopped him, but instead of backing off, he seemed to be arguing with them. One of them shoved him away, and the boy sprawled onto the stone-paved street. 

			He picked himself up and backed away a few steps. The boy had the gaunt look of someone in short supply of food, sleep, or safety—another state I was familiar with. A group of councilmembers in their rust tunics came out of the tower, followed by the inevitable entourage of assistants and sycophants. One chief councilmember stopped to talk to the youth briefly and then continued on his way. The boy moved off down a side street in a different direction. 

			So he was a Council spy. It figured. The Council’s job was to lead and protect the people, but from all I had observed in my three and a half decades, they spent most of their time protecting themselves. I didn’t trust a single one of them.

			I stored the boy’s face in my memory. Some people collect bits of art—woodcarvings and weavings. Some collect magchips and tech gadgets. I collect information. Small facts can lead to canny strategies. For example, I knew that King Zarek didn’t actually live in Sidian most of the time. He preferred a village outside the Hazor capital. I also knew he drank lehken blood. You never knew what information might be useful one day.

			My surveillance of the central square wasn’t producing anything helpful. Time to explore inside a few buildings. I slipped in a side entrance of the guardian training tower and up the stairs that spiraled along the wall. From the balconies above, I searched for any sign of a disturbance. All I found were two young boys who had sneaked in to watch the sparring in one of the large rooms below. I ignored them and made my way back down to the main hall. A dozen paces from the exit, two Lyric guardians came around a corner toward me.

			“You!” one of them shouted. 

			I looked back over my shoulder, hoping he was addressing someone behind me. No such luck. 

			“What are you doing here?” He reached for his sword. 

			I squinted in recognition. Great. Of all the Lyric guardians, I had to run into one who had tried to keep me locked up during the last Council session. I refused to sit in a cell while the Council made their usual hash of things, so I broke out. The man glowering at me now obviously remembered me. 

			I backed up toward another doorway. I couldn’t blame the man for his scowl. Being ambushed and hit over the head isn’t a pleasant experience. He probably got demoted for letting me escape.

			“Just passing through.” I kept moving toward the door.

			“Hold!” he shouted.

			I ran. Heavy footfalls pounded as both guardians tore after me. I tried to lose myself in the crowd outside on the street, but when I glanced back, they were still coming. Apparently they weren’t content with merely chasing me out of the building.

			I’m not saying all guardians are overgrown bullies. Tristan is probably the only man I trust, and he’s a guardian. The troops that rode out to protect Braide Wood were willing to give their lives for the clans—and many did. Let’s just say some of these fellows are a little quicker to use their fists than their brains. Technically I’d been sanctioned to help Braide Wood prepare for the battle of Morsal Plains, so the Lyric guardians no longer had reason to treat me like an enemy, but I had no time for explanations. 

			Rounding the side of the central tower, I passed out of sight of them for a moment. I ducked into the entryway of the tower and flattened myself against the curved wall. The men lumbered past the arch and down the street.

			I let my breath out in a rush and ran a hand through my hair. Then I looked around the mammoth space of the tower while I caught my breath. Light poured down from the clear windows hundreds of feet overhead. More light washed in from the high arched entries on all eight sides. The tower easily held thousands of people on Feast days, but today only one small figure knelt at the curved railing in the center of the room.

			I took a few silent steps toward her. She probably wasn’t a threat, but I wanted to be sure of who she was and what she had seen. 

			My worry was unnecessary. She wasn’t aware of anything going on around her. Long blonde hair fell forward in a curtain from her bowed head, hiding her face. Her shoulders shook, but she didn’t make a sound. 

			“Linette?” I said softly. 

			Her head came up and she turned to look at me, dark smudges under her eyes. She brushed a hand across her wet cheeks. 

			I walked the rest of the way into the center of the room, forgetting my policy to avoid this tower. “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in Braide Wood?” 

			She had always seemed frail, but since Dylan had died last season, she looked almost transparent. Linette was a songkeeper. Not one of those pious, overbearing types who shouted Verses at people with a pointed finger. She was actually very shy. Even so, her zeal for the One was so strong that only days after learning her fiancé had been murdered at Cauldron Falls, she set aside her grief long enough to pull the Braide Wood clan together to sing the Verses at first light on the day Hazor attacked.

			Not that I believed it made any difference. That was one of those old myths I didn’t have time for. But it did keep the village from panicking. 

			“Kieran.” She stood with a small smile, making no apology for her obvious tears. “I didn’t know you were in Lyric.” 

			“And why are you here?” 

			Her smile faltered. “I needed to be closer. . . ” 

			The vast empty space towered over her. Seeking solace from the huge invisible One—seemed like a cold comfort to me. 

			“And you?” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

			Realization hit me. There were few people I could trust to get a message to Tristan, and one of them was standing a few paces in front of me. If I believed in miracles, this would qualify. “Technically I’m not here,” I said. 

			She tilted her head and raised her eyebrows. 

			“Linette, can you get back to Braide Wood before nightfall?”

			“Why?”

			“I need someone to tell Tristan. The whole patrol at the Falls was wiped out. Syncbeams again. Tell him to warn Rendor and send a large force. Everyone he can spare.” 

			Her face turned even whiter.

			Guilt twisted in my gut. Giving her this news to carry was cruel, even by my standards. “I can’t go myself. I don’t have time to explain. Can you do it?”

			She stared at me for a moment and then nodded. “I’ll leave right away. May the One guard your steps.” She turned to go but then looked back at me. Her eyes narrowed. For a moment she seemed to be listening to something I couldn’t hear. “And may He open your heart to receive His guidance.” She didn’t wait for a response but hurried toward one of the huge entries—leaving me alone in the tower. 

			I glanced upward, but no mist hovered overhead. I took a deep breath and realized all my muscles had knotted up. I rolled my shoulders.

			At least now Tristan would get word about the breached border. Next step was to find out what my assassin friends were up to. I walked from the center of the tower, then paused.

			“Thanks,” I whispered to the empty space. Then I ran for an entrance before anything odd could happen.

			Once again in the crowded square, I still had no clue where to look for the Kahlareans. With Lyric guardians searching for me, I couldn’t wait here for something to happen. Time for a new plan.

			The Kahlarean leader had said they would meet me at the hidden door in the wall. I’d go back there and wait. If their mission involved assassinating some councilmembers, I didn’t see what I could do to stop it at this point. Besides, they were probably just doing some reconnaissance—getting information about what had happened to the Restorer. They wouldn’t have much success there. I was one of only a handful who knew the truth.

			Unpopular streets helped me avoid the side of town where Tag lived with her husband and children. The outer edges of the city were quieter, and by the time I reached the wall, I had walked for several blocks in solitude. As the afternoon rain began to fall, I pulled up the hood of my cloak and hunkered down by the wall.

			I could probably disappear into the city. The assassins would track me, but I knew a few things about staying hidden. But then I wouldn’t learn what they were up to. I had to discover their plans. After all, I’d let them into the city. What if they had killed someone on the Council? I shrugged deeper into my cloak, shaking some of the water off. As far as I was concerned, the Council could use some thinning. I grinned. Susan would kill me if she knew I was thinking that. After all, her husband Markkel was a councilmember from Rendor. Technically. But he lived in Susan’s world. 

			I shook my head. What a mess. I still hadn’t quite sorted out how Markkel, a Restorer’s son, had disappeared as a youth and come back two years later—forty years old and married to Susan. 

			And for all those years, Susan had not known who Markkel really was. I snorted. That must have been some revelation. Susan was usually too tenderhearted for her own good, but I’d seen her fight, and she could be fierce when provoked. I was surprised she forgave Markkel for all the deception. Apparently she loved him with the same blind earnestness that Kendra had for Tristan.

			I shifted my back against the cold wall. That sort of commitment made no sense. Maybe companionship had some value, but there was no benefit to blind loyalty. Passion made you vulnerable. Look what it did to Tristan when Kendra was poisoned and nearly died. Or Linette. She was a hollow shell because of her grief. Much smarter never to care.

			Had Linette taken the midday transport? My thoughts caught on the image of her blonde hair and slim figure in the light of the Lyric tower. The hike to Braide Wood was chancy if it was too close to nightfall. I shook off my concern. Linette looked as fragile as a blue lace fern, but she was tough. She’d be fine. I hoped Tristan was still in Braide Wood so she could get the word to him fast.

			A muted sound caught my attention. By straining my hearing, I could make out the soggy footfalls of the two Kahlareans returning. They rounded a corner and came into sight. 

			Three of them.

			Caradung! How could I have been so stupid? This was why the Kahlareans had needed to stop in Lyric. They drew closer, and I marked the instant the third man recognized me. 

			His eyes bulged wider. “He was with them. The night we attacked the Restorer. He fought for them.” 

			“What? You’re crazy.” I sprang to my feet. 

			I had let assassins into the city to retrieve the one Kahlarean in existence who could connect me with the Restorer. I deserved a venblade to the heart for that bit of idiocy, but I didn’t plan to make it easy for them.

			I drew my sword. The door was at my back, but there was no time to release the lock.

			The lead assassin was assessing me. Over the cloth mask that covered much of his face, his eyes squinted. He was smiling.

			“Don’t kill him,” he rasped in his eerie half-whisper. “We need what he knows.” 

			Then the three of them closed in.

			
		


	
			Chapter

			4

			


		

		


			Kieran

		


		

		


		

		


			The newly escaped Kahlarean hung back. They probably hadn’t bothered to find his weapons when they broke him out. At least I hoped he wasn’t armed. 

			The shorter of my two travel companions moved in fast. He pulled his sword from the folds of his cloak. His attack was quick but predictable—a hacking swing, a forceful jab. He wasn’t bad, but I was better. I held him off with standard parries. Finally, I blocked upward and stepped in to envelope his blade. He was forced back and left an opening. I didn’t hesitate to run him through.

			Unfortunately my lunge drew me away from the wall.

			The tall, lead assassin moved in behind me. Cold metal pressed against my neck. “Drop your sword.”

			Right. That would be smart. Instead, I shifted my balance, lifted my foot, and grabbed my boot knife. In a fluid movement, I drove it backward.

			 I missed. He didn’t. Of course, he had the advantage. Even as I twisted and tried to pull away, his curved blade sliced into my skin. Now I knew the shock the bear felt last night as steel severed his arteries and his life bled away. 

			The leader froze for the space of a gasp as my blood poured over his hand. His desire to keep me alive gave me an edge. 

			I used his waver in concentration to break free and turn on him with my sword. But my movements were sluggish. Strength drained from me. How deeply had he cut me? I’d lost my dagger, so I pressed my left hand against my neck. I swung my sword toward the Kahlarean leader, but haze fell over my eyes and I missed him completely. I staggered back a few steps. 

			I could hold back two Kahlareans, especially with one of them unarmed. For a moment, as my vision grew fuzzy, I saw four of them. I stumbled back a few more paces and blinked them back into focus. The escapee had grabbed the sword from his downed rescuer. Make that two armed assassins. 

			My muscles grew heavy. If they had used a venblade, I’d be dead already. If they had intended to kill me, I’d be dead already. Even with them trying to keep me alive, I wasn’t sure I’d survive. But anything was better than letting them take me.

			The fog around my vision thickened. I wasn’t healing fast enough. Getting dizzy. Time for another plan.

			I turned and ran. One block. Two. Around the next corner I saw an old man crossing the street. His eyes widened. I tried to warn him, but my voice wasn’t working. I stumbled to one knee. My legs refused to obey me. The last strength fled my muscles and I fell headlong.  I caught myself with my elbow and looked up. The old man pulled out a signaler. The clear tone pierced the air. 

			I couldn’t see the two assassins, but their light feet approached from behind me. The shorter Kahlarean ran past and cut down the old man with one brutal stroke, then ripped the signaler from his hand and ground it under foot. In the sudden silence, shouts and running footsteps rang in my ears. My vision sparkled like a fried magchip. I collapsed against the wet street. Swirls of red swam in the puddles of rain near me. Then everything went black.

			The first thing I noticed when I woke was that the consuming weakness was gone. My first deep breath felt rich with new strength. I wasn’t on the street anymore, either. I was wet and cold, and the surface beneath me was hard but not as rough as pavement. I squinted my eyes open. I was resting on a molded plastic bench against the wall of a small, bare room. The light walls were dialed to a sharp glow, and excited voices projected through an open doorway.

			I pushed myself up and assessed my situation: empty boot sheath, missing sword. I patted my other hidden pockets. All my weapons were gone. My clothes were a mess, and the sweet metallic scent of fresh blood was already turning sour. 

			A sharp-faced woman in a green healer’s tunic strode into the room and glared at me. She turned and addressed the two guardians who hovered in the doorway behind her. “You pulled me away from mending a broken arm for this? Does he look like he’s dying? Why don’t you stop to get your story straight next time?”

			The two guardians gaped at me as though I were one of the ghosts said to haunt Shamgar. I would have laughed at their expressions, except I was trying to look innocent. 

			The healer opened her bag and pulled out a tech gadget and a cloth. “Get me some water,” she ordered. One of the guardians ran to obey, while she started her exam. She frowned at all the blood, then fingered the thin line at my throat where my wound had already healed. “You had a small scratch at your neck, but that wouldn’t have caused this. How do you feel? Any other injuries?”

			“I’m fine.” My voice rasped a bit, but I swallowed and tried again. “What happened?”

			She narrowed her eyes and didn’t respond. The guardian returned with some water, and she washed the blood away from my neck. The healer also pulled away the bloodstained bandage tied around my leg and looked at the whole skin beneath it. I kept my gaze fixed on the door to avoid her sharp glances. Let her draw her own conclusions. There was no explanation anyway.

			She stuffed her instruments into her bag with force and stood up. “He’s fine.” 

			“Able to be tried?” one of the guardians asked.

			“I don’t see why not. Now would you please excuse me? I have some patients who really need me.” She included us all in her glare and stalked out of the cell.

			“I need to be going too.” I stood and stretched.

			One of the guardians snorted. They both turned and left, sliding the thick metal door closed behind them. Well, it was worth a try.

			Low voices murmured, and I stretched my hearing.

			“I don’t know what strings Kieran pulled last time, but the Council will have to act now.”

			“They should have sent that half-breed back to Hazor years ago.”

			“This time there’s plenty of evidence. He had a scrambler on him.”

			“And Case reported seeing him in the guardian training tower.”

			“So they’ll pin the escape on him, but what about Davis’s murder?”

			“I don’t see why not. It was his fault if he let the Kahlareans into Lyric.”

			I stopped listening, but the words kept repeating. “It was his fault . . . murder . . . his fault.”

			I’ve killed people when necessary. I learned early on to tune out the guilt. It’s a skill like any other—sharpen your blade, cover your tracks, and ignore the nightmares that shake you out of sleep and make you relive the deaths on your head.

			I stared fiercely at the blank wall. The Kahlarean killed the old man. Not me. I only did what I’ve always done: protected my own skin. Things had gotten complicated. It wasn’t my fault.

			I wouldn’t have been traveling with Kahlareans if they hadn’t surprised me by the Falls. I wouldn’t have been at the Falls if Tristan hadn’t sent me there to check things out. He wouldn’t have sent me there if he hadn’t known I was the new Restorer. And I wouldn’t be the new Restorer if . . .

			It kept coming back to the One. 

			My teeth ground together. I knew what Tristan would say. Sometimes I envied his easy, blind faith. He’d say that the One had done exactly what He promised in the Verses. He had sent Susan as a Restorer. And I had to admit that there had been no human way for us to save Braide Wood from Hazor. 

			But Tristan’s theory had a big problem: If the One was really there—and really intervening—why didn’t He step in sooner? Before Bekkah was killed. Before Morsal Plains was destroyed. Before so many died in the battle with Hazor.

			I wasn’t foolish enough to think He didn’t exist. I wished I could believe He didn’t, but I’d seen and heard too much. So He was real. That didn’t mean I went along with Tristan and Susan’s theory that He had a benevolent interest in us. 

			As if in argument, images began to play through my mind. The day of the battle of Morsal Plains, Kendra, our father, and I struggled to keep the suppression field working. In spite of our efforts, the machine failed, and suddenly the Hazor syncbeams threatened again. The long-range weapons charred our guardians, and the battle grew hopeless. Until something terrifying happened.

			The sky fired its own syncbeams. Sounds louder than a waterfall rumbled overhead, and light seared our eyes. Susan told me later that it was a “thunderstorm” and was common on her world. My respect for her grew as I imagined the bizarre and unpredictable world that spawned her. The crackling and crashing from the sky destroyed the program chips in every Hazorite syncbeam on the field. Our odds improved from impossible to near impossible.

			But if the One could reach from the sky and crush Hazor’s syncbeams, why had He waited until then? And if the One had any wisdom at all, why had He chosen the wrong person to be the next Restorer? 

			“You make no sense,” I accused the silence. Pushing myself to my feet, I paced the room. The rain was drying from my clothes, but they were sticky with blood. As I paced the limited floor space, my restlessness grew. And I was thirsty.

			I paused to bang on the door. “Hey! How about something to drink?” I didn’t really expect an answer. I didn’t get one.

			I couldn’t figure out how late in the day it was . . . or if it was even the same day. Would the Council be in session this afternoon? Or tomorrow? Would they even ask me about what had happened?

			Probably not. The Council was never efficient at anything useful, though they were amazingly rapid at banishments. 

			To be thorough about my options, I checked the door. It was secure. Without my scrambler, I couldn’t do a thing with the lock. Fine. I was safe from the Kahlareans for the moment . . . and out of the rain. Not bleeding anymore. Things could be worse. Had been worse many times.

			With that comforting thought, I curled up on the bench and went to sleep.

			I dozed off and on, disturbed equally by dreams and by the persistent glare of the light walls. All sense of time had vanished when approaching footsteps echoed in the hall outside.

			I pushed myself up to lounge on the bench and wait. The door slid open and the guardians entered, swords drawn and ready. My mouth twitched. Guess I had them jumpy after the last time I was here. The moment of amusement faded as the guards stepped aside and a tall man in an immaculate Council tunic walked into the cell.

			Cameron was the chief councilmember of Lyric, but the power his position carried wasn’t enough for him. He wasn’t above using illegal alliances with enemy countries for his own advantage, and he had even tried to gain control of the entire Council last season, with the help of a Rhusican mind poisoner. When Susan convinced the Council to throw out the Rhusicans and fight Hazor, his influence had taken a hit—perhaps the reason behind the new scowl lines between his eyes. 
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