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			Praise for The Restorer’s Journey

		


			“What a terrific adventure and what engaging characters! Who knew that a warm family drama could include swords and songkeepers, enemy treachery, and the faithfulness of the One? Thank you, Sharon Hinck, for many hours of enjoyment and inspiration.”

			—KATHRYN MACKEL, author of Vanished

		


			“Sharon Hinck’s SWORD OF LYRIC series invites you to the faraway realm of Lyric, a place as thrilling as Middle Earth, as enchanting as Narnia, and as deep as the human soul. It just may change the fantasy genre forever.”

			—WAYNE THOMAS BATSON, author of The Door Within trilogy

		


			“Sharon Hinck has shown once again that she writes more than mere fiction. The Restorer’s Journey is a survival guide for anyone who has ever gone through a ‘dark night of the soul.’ Thank you, Sharon, for shining some light where it’s most needed.”

			—RANDY INGERMANSON, award-winning author of Oxygen

		


			“Riveting. Enriching. Compelling. Sharon Hinck has made this third journey to Lyric as fantastic as the first.”

			—LOIS RICHER, author of A Family for Summer

		


			“Sharon Hinck not only tells an intelligent and entertaining story but, once again, her compassionate insight into the human heart flows from pages rich with imagination. Anyone can read this book and come away challenged and encouraged. Highly recommended!” 

			—JILL ELIZABETH NELSON, author of the To Catch a Thief series.

		


			“Sharon Hinck weaves a magnificent tale, a collision of everyday life with the fantastical realms of the unknown. She masterfully portrays characters of no uncommon standing pitted in an epic fight to save all they hold dear. And in this is her great strength: to bring out the universal flaws of humanity while revealing that even the simplest of individuals has the innate ability to be heroic. I commend her for a series well written and well timed. Such a force is to be treasured for generations to come.”

			—CHRISTOPHER HOPPER, author of the White Lion Chronicles

		


			“Another thrilling adventure in the land of Lyric! Sharon Hinck not only transported me into a rich world with an epic tale of good versus evil, but through her characters she taught me truths that resonate in my soul. This is what Christian fiction is all about. Bravo to Sharon on a series every Christian should have on their shelf!

			—SUSAN MAY WARREN, award-winning author

		


			“Get ready for an exhilarating journey back to the world of the People of the Verses. Things have changed on the other side of the portal, and this time the price demanded of the Restorer-and his mother-may be more than either of them is able to pay. Sharon Hinck weaves a powerful tale of adventure, faith, and the victory that is found only when we truly surrender to the One.”

			—VIRGINIA SMITH, author of Lost Melody

		


		
			To the One who is with us in even the dark places
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			“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
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			Jake

			


			

			


			

			


			

			


			My mom was freaking out.

			She stared out the dining room window as if major-league monsters were hiding in the darkness beyond the glass. Give me a break. Our neighborhood was as boring as they come. Ridgeview Drive’s square lawns and generic houses held nothing more menacing than basketball hoops and tire swings. Still, Mom’s back was tight, and in the shadowed reflection on the pane, I could see her biting her lip. I wanted to crack a joke and chase the fear right out of the room, but I couldn’t think of anything to say.

			I ducked back into the kitchen and wiped off the counters. Clumps of flour turned to paste and smeared in gunky white arcs across the surface. I shook the rag over the garbage can, the mess raining down on the other debris we’d swept up. Broken jars of pasta and rice filled the bag. Our dented toaster lay on top, looking like it had been drop-kicked across the room. I stomped all the garbage down, twist-tied the bag, and jogged it out to the trashcan by the garage. Usually I hated taking out the trash. Not tonight. Maybe if I erased the signs of our intruders, Mom would relax a little.

			So Cameron and Medea dropped a few things when they searched for supplies. No biggie. Why did my folks have such a problem with those two anyway? They’d been great to me. I trudged back into the house, rubbing my forehead. Wait . . . that wasn’t right. A shiver snaked through my spine. Never mind. They were probably long gone by now.

			“Kitchen’s done.” I carried the broom into the dining room, hoping Mom had finished cleaning in there, but she was still hugging her arms and staring out the window. 

			She turned toward the china cabinet, then squeezed her eyes shut as if they hurt. “Why?” she whispered.

			Glass shards jutted from one cabinet door, and the other hung crooked with wood splinters poking out. Broken china covered the floor. Mom and Dad had collected those goofy teacups ever since they married. 

			I pushed the broom against the edge of the fragments, but the chinking sound made her wince, so I stopped. Dad strode past with an empty garbage bag and stopped to give Mom a squeeze. He nodded toward me. “Honey, Jake’s alive. Nothing else matters. We all got back safe.” He leaned his head against hers, and I edged toward the kitchen in case they started kissing. For an old married couple, they were a little too free with their public displays of affection. 

			But my mom didn’t look like she was in a kissing mood—not with her lips pressed together like that. I had a sneaking suspicion she was more freaked out about what had happened to my hand than to our house. Like when I had cancer as a kid. She’d stressed about the details of a church fund-raiser and become cranky about everything that went wrong—unimportant stuff. It gave her a place to be angry when she was being brave about a bigger problem.

			“It’s only a piece of furniture.” Dad was doing his soothing voice. When would he catch on that it only made things worse? 

			“Only a piece of furniture we bought as a wedding gift to each other.” She swiped at some wet spots on her face. “Only twenty years’ worth of poking around garage sales and thrift stores together. Don’t tell me what it’s only, okay?”

			“Okay.” Dad backed away from her prickles.

			I made another ineffectual push with the broom. My folks didn’t argue much, but when they did, it grated like a clutch struggling to find third gear. Maybe it was because I was an over-responsible firstborn, but when they fought, I always longed to make them run smooth again, if I could just figure out how.

			Mom picked up a Delft saucer—what was left of it—and laid the pieces gently into the garbage bag. Dad folded his arms and leaned against the high back of a chair. “I can repair the cabinet. That splintered door will need to be replaced, but the other one just needs new hinges. I can put in new glass.” His eyes always lit up when he talked about a woodworking project. The man loved his tools.

			Mom smiled at him. Her tension faded, and she got all moony-eyed, so I ducked into the kitchen just as the doorbell rang. Thank heaven. “Pizza’s here!” I yelled.

			Dad paid the delivery guy, and I carried the cartons into the living room. Flopping onto one end of the couch, I pried open a lid. “Hey, who ordered green peppers? Mom, you’ve gotta quit ruining good pizza with veggies.” 

			That made her laugh. “We’d better save a few pieces for the other kids.” She cleared the Legos off the coffee table and handed me a napkin.

			I gladly surrendered the top pizza box, along with the gross green peppers, and dove into the pepperoni below. “Where is everyone?” 

			“Karen’s spending the night at Amanda’s—trying out her new driver’s license. Jon and Anne are at Grandma’s. But if they see the pizza boxes when they get home tomorrow . . .”

			I nodded. “Yep. Pure outrage. I can hear it now: ‘It’s not fair. Jake always gets to have extra fun.’” I did a pretty good impression of the rug rats. What would the kids think if they found out what else they had missed? This had been the strangest Saturday the Mitchell family had ever seen.

			I popped open a can of soda. My third. Hey, I’d earned some extra caffeine. “So what do we tell the kids?”

			Mom smiled and looked me up and down, probably thinking I was one of the kids. When would it sink in that I was an adult now? I guzzled a third of my pop and set it down with a thump. “We could tell them there was a burglar, but then they’d want to help the police solve the case, and they’d never stop asking questions.”

			“Good point.” Mom licked sauce from her finger. “Jon and Anne would break out the detective kit you gave them for Christmas.”

			Dad tore a piece of crust from his slice of pepperoni. “If we finish cleaning everything, I don’t think they’ll pay much attention. The cabinet is the only obvious damage. If they ask, we’ll just say it got bumped and fell.” 

			Dad wanted us to lie? So not like him. Then again, when Kieran told me Dad wasn’t originally from our world, I realized there were a lot of things he’d not been honest about. Now I was part of the family secret too. 

			He rested his piece of pizza on the cardboard box and looked at Mom. “Do we need to warn them?”

			“Warn them?” She mumbled around a mouthful of melted cheese.

			“In case Cameron and Medea come back.” His voice was calm, but I suddenly had a hard time swallowing. Something cold twisted in me when he said their names. The same cold that had numbed my bones when I’d woken up in the attic. Why? They’d taken care of me. No . . . they’d threatened me. Confusing images warred inside my brain.

			“You think they’ll come back?” My baritone went up in pitch, and I quickly took another sip of pop.

			Dad didn’t answer for a moment. “It depends on why they came. If they plan to stay in our world, we need to find them—stop them. But my guess is that Cameron wants to return to Lyric with something from our world. That means they’ll be back to access the portal.”

			Mom sank deeper into the couch and looked out the living room windows. At the curb, our family van shimmered beneath a streetlight. 

			They might be out there too. They could be watching us right this second.

			“Maybe we should call the police.” Mom’s voice sounded thin. I’d suggested that earlier. After all, someone had broken in—well, broken out.

			Dad snorted. “And tell them what?”

			He had a point, but it’s not like there’s a rule book for dealing with visitors from other universes. Unless you attended Star Trek conventions.

			“So what’s your plan?” I asked.

			“I’ll get extra locks tomorrow. Maybe look into an alarm system.” Dad believed every problem could be solved with his Home Depot credit card.

			“And shades.” Mom chewed the edge of a fingernail.

			“What?”

			“We need some window shades.”

			He nodded, then turned to me. “What do you remember about your conversations with Cameron? What did he ask you about? What did he seem interested in?”

			A shudder moved through me, and pain pulsed behind my eyes.

			Mom gave Dad a worried glance, then rested a hand on my arm. “It’s okay, honey. We don’t have to talk about it right now.” She smoothed my hair back from my face. 

			“No problem.” I brushed her hand away, sprawled back on the couch, and studied the ceiling. “It just seems like it was all a dream.”

			“What’s the last thing you remember clearly?” Dad pulled his chair closer and watched me. 

			“Braide Wood.” I closed my eyes and smiled. “It reminded me of summer camp. And I was so tired of running and hiding in caves. I finally felt safe. Tara fussed over me, and I taught Dustin and Aubrey how to play soccer. It felt like home.”

			I struggled to recall the rest. My memories were tangled up, like the time I had a major fever and took too much cough medicine. Mom and Dad waited.

			“I went to see Morsal Plains with Tara. Brutal. The grain was all black, and it smelled weird. Tara told me about the attack—how Hazor poisoned it on purpose and how Susan the Restorer led the army to protect Braide Wood.” I slitted my eyes open and looked sideways at my mom. They’d told me she had ridden into battle with a sword. “Unbelievable.”

			Even though she was watching me with a worried pinch to her eyes, she smiled. “I know. I lived it, and it’s hard for me to believe.”

			“Anyway, I hiked back to Tara’s house, and some guys came to take me to Cameron. He made a big fuss over me. Said it was his job to welcome guests to the clans. Said I’d run into bad company, but he’d make it up to me. He gave me something to drink, and there was this lady. She was amazing.” No matter how fuzzy my memories were, Medea was easy to remember: the long curly hair, the sparkling green eyes, the dress that clung to all the right places. My cheeks heated. “I can’t remember everything we talked about. She made me feel important, like I wasn’t just some teenage kid. It was . . .” I sat taller and angled away from my parents, my jaw tightening. “She helped me realize that no one else had ever really understood me. I wanted to become a guardian. I had an important job to do.”

			“Jake.” Dad’s voice was sharp, and I flinched. “The woman you met was a Rhusican. They poison minds. Don’t trust everything you’re feeling right now.”

			A pulsing ache grabbed the base of my neck. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. Mom’s hand settled on my shoulder, and I stiffened. Weird static was messing with my head. 

			“Jake, they used you to find the portal. She doesn’t really understand you.” Mom’s voice was quiet and sounded far away. I felt as if I were falling away inside myself. She squeezed my shoulder. “Remember my favorite psalm?”

			I managed a tight smile. “How could I forget? You made us learn the whole thing one summer: ‘O Lord, you have searched me and you know me,’ blah, blah, blah.”

			Despite my smart-aleck tone, the words took hold, and some of the static quieted. 

			“What’s the rest?” Dad pressed me.

			What was he trying to prove? That I couldn’t think straight? I could have told him that. I struggled to form the words.

			“You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways.” Once I got started, I rattled off the verses by rote. In some strange way, the words actually stopped the sensation of falling away inside myself.

			“Sounds like there’s someone who understands you a lot better than Cameron and Medea. Remember that.” Dad stood up and tousled my hair. Then he yawned. “Let’s get some sleep.”

			Mom didn’t move. She was still watching me. “How’s the hand?”

			I rubbed my palm. “Still fine. Weird, huh?” I held it out.

			A scar, faint as a white thread, marked the skin where broken glass had cut a deep gash an hour earlier. My heart gave a weird double-thump. What did it mean? 

			Dad shook his head. “Come on. Bedtime.”

			Mom hesitated but then stood and gave me a quick kiss on the forehead. “Good night, Jake. We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

			Oh, great. She sure loved talking. I looked at Dad. His mouth twitched. “I’ll get us signed up at the fencing club.”

			Good—he hadn’t forgotten his promise. I couldn’t make sense of my trip through the portal or the sudden-healing thing, but I knew I wanted to learn to use a sword. 

			My parents gathered up the pizza stuff and carried it to the kitchen—out of sight but not out of earshot.

			“If we hide the portal stones, Cameron and Medea won’t be able to go back,” Dad said over the crinkling of aluminum foil.

			Someone slammed the fridge door shut hard enough to make the salad dressing bottles rattle. “We don’t want them running around our world. They don’t belong here.” Mom’s voice was a pitch sharper than usual.

			“I know. We have to send them back. But on our terms. Without anything that would hurt the People of the Verses. And what about Jake?”

			Silence crackled, and I leaned forward from my spot on the couch.

			When Mom refused to answer, Dad spoke again, so quietly that I almost couldn’t hear. “We need to keep the portal available in case he’s needed there. But how will we know?” 

			Needed there? Did he really think . . . ?

			I waited for them to head back to their bedroom, then slipped down the steps from the kitchen to the basement. Most of the basement was still unfinished—except for my corner bedroom and Dad’s workbench. 

			I hurried into my room and shut out the world behind me. Tonight everything looked different—the movie posters, the bookshelves, the soccer trophy. Smaller, foreign, unfamiliar.

			I pulled a thumbtack from my bulletin board and scratched it across my thumb. A line of blood appeared, but in a microsecond the tiny scrape healed completely. I had assumed the healing power was some heebie-jeebie thing that Medea had given me or that had transferred from my interactions with Kieran.

			But now that my head had stopped throbbing, I could piece it together. Excitement stronger than caffeine zipped around my nerve endings. My folks thought this was more than a weird effect from my travels through the portal. They thought I might be the next Restorer.
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			Water sprayed listlessly from the hose as I offered our geraniums a little encouragement in the August heat. The warm scent of grass clippings rose from the lawn. I used to enjoy gardening, but today my spine felt spider legs creeping up and down each nerve—the sensation of being watched.

			I turned off the hose. Without rolling it up, I hurried into the kitchen and reactivated the alarm system. 

			Don’t know why I bother. Cameron and Medea are long gone. And what good does a security system do when our family is struggling from the inside out? 

			Weeks had passed since our return through the portal. We’d tried to settle back into normal life, but I still looked over my shoulder at the grocery store and scanned the crowds at Jon and Anne’s summer soccer-league games. Karen was annoyed when we made an earlier curfew, and she kept setting off the new alarm system because she couldn’t remember to punch in the code.

			Mark and Jake joined a fencing club and talked the owner into letting them stay after class to “practice.” That’s when Jake’s real training occurred. I joined them occasionally, borrowing a long sword from the wall. I no longer had Restorer power and speed, but my muscle memory still appreciated the feel of a balanced blade in my hand. Training gave my mind a break from the tight knot of worry that twisted and frayed inside of me.

			I thought I was mentally ready for anything, but what actually happened was worse than all the scenarios I had imagined:

			Nothing.

			Mark hunted through our neighborhood and found no sign of Cameron and Medea. I jumped at every creak in the house, every rattle of a breeze at our windows. Each morning, my first thoughts revolved around protecting our family. I began to think my nerves would snap.

			And still nothing happened.

			The passing weeks had revealed a sad truth: We’d found our way back through the portal, but we couldn’t find our way back to normal. 

			I rifled through the stack of mail on the counter. A postcard from North Woods Bible Camp grabbed my attention:

			Mom, I got to canoe today and we have pop every day. But Jon’s in trouble cuz his cabin threw water balloons at the counselors. I knew he wouldn’t tell you, so I did. 

			Love, Anne

			My smile flickered, then faded as the heavy quiet of the empty house settled around me. No children hovered nearby, forcing me to pretend everything was fine. Karen had left for her band tour, and the young ones were at camp. The summer days stretched like long pale shadows. When I most needed activity, everything had slowed. I used to love these rare, empty days. Now I dreaded them.

			I squeezed the bridge of my nose, my eyes tingling. I probably needed some allergy medicine. The stress of waiting for our enemies to make a move had pushed a lot of emotions close to the surface, but I refused to give in to an irrational crying jag.

			On my way down the hall to the medicine cabinet, the pull-down cord for the trapdoor caught my eye. I stopped, staring at the frame that Mark had crafted in the ceiling with so much love.

			For the past several weeks, I’d avoided the attic completely, but my thoughts often felt the magnetic pull of the portal. Was Kieran succeeding at teaching the Verses in Hazor? Had Nolan adapted to having a father and vice versa? How was Kendra feeling? Had the baby been born yet? With Cameron gone for now, were she and Tristan safer? Had the Council united in supporting the guardians and protecting the borders from Kahlarea?

			The portal was bound up in the answers I was waiting for. 

			Time to stop hiding. 

			I yanked on the cord, releasing the ladder. The treads wobbled beneath my feet as I climbed the steps into the attic.

			Rafters pressed in from the darkness. Black boxes crouched in the corners. I pulled the string for the overhead bulb and the shadows retreated, but not the dark fears in my soul. I sank into the lone chair and buried my face in my hands.

			“God, none of this makes sense.”

			I waited for a sense of soft arms to wrap around me. I craved reassurance that I had done my best and all would be well. Instead, my words ricocheted back from the dusty boxes under the eaves. Even the old dressmaker’s mannequin jammed in the corner glared down at me.

			I poured out my restless frustration. “We haven’t found them. We’re all on edge. I want to do something. Show me what to do.”

			And if I ask you to wait?

			I moaned. “Then You need to help me, because I don’t do patience very well.” 

			In the dusty quiet, I sensed the Father’s smile. Yes, I know.

			I smiled too, finding some solace in His compassion. He understood me. Grace drew close and reminded me of His love. I snuggled deeper into the chair. The attic gave me a good place to practice some of that waiting that came so hard for me. I decided to stay until the chafing worry released its hold on me.

			Verses drifted into the harbor of my thoughts and anchored: “Do not be anxious about anything. . . . Do not let your hearts be troubled. . . . Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts. . . . Be strong and courageous.” An armada of powerful ships, they filled the waters of my mind and blocked the encroachment of worries. I remembered how to hope. 

			Hours passed. The attic grew stuffy under the afternoon sun, but I wanted to stay. Needed to stay. I pulled my legs up under me and rested my cheek against the overstuffed back of the chair. An intermittent buzz and the tap of a housefly throwing itself against the tiny window came from the far end of the attic. I rubbed grit from my eyes and then let my lids drift down. I must have dozed, floating in a gentle montage of soft images. Strolls in the park, pushing my children in swings, laughing with my small group Bible study friends, sipping clavo with Tara, riding a lehkan across wide open ranges . . .

			The buzz came again. Louder. Insistent. Why was that fly so agitated? 

			As my eyes opened reluctantly, the buzzing built to a steady vibration. An electrical crackle teased the air. My lungs struggled for breath. Wind moaned across the chimney—at least I hoped it was the wind. 

			The portal couldn’t be open. I didn’t know where Mark had hidden the third stone, but I was sure it wasn’t in the attic. Yet static prickled against my skin, and indistinct voices sounded from the eaves. My stomach flipped. I wanted to jump up and scramble down the ladder, but my body pulled deeper into the chair.

			Was it possible to go back to Lyric . . . even with one of the stones missing? Maybe I should. I could go warn the People of the Verses about Cameron and Medea. Anything would be better than waiting for something to happen. 

			“Susan?” Mark’s voice rumbled from the hallway. I hadn’t heard his car pull up or the rattle of his keys as he came into the house.

			“Up here.” My voice was thick, so I cleared my throat. “I’m in the attic.” 

			Mark’s face appeared in the opening. Worry tightened the muscles of his forehead. “What are you doing up here?”

			I bristled at his accusing tone, but took a slow breath. He needed me to reassure him, not fight with him. I reached out my hand. “Just thinking . . . and praying . . . and stuff.” 

			He clambered the rest of the way up and wedged his body into the space next to my chair. Silver-blue eyes scanned my face as he took my hand. 

			My heart tightened, and I looked away.

			“Are you all right?” His voice rasped.

			“Yes. But . . . do you feel that?” We both sat very still. The subtle buzzing and distant voices filled the air. “Why is it doing that?” I stared into his tense face.

			“I don’t know. Let’s go downstairs.” He tugged on my hand and shifted toward the trapdoor.

			“Wait. Mark, we need to talk.”

			“Fine. We can talk downstairs.”

			I refused to budge. “When we were in Lyric, you promised that once we got home you’d tell me everything. What it was like when you came here for the first time. About the portal.”

			He looked at the open trapdoor.

			“Mark, please. Why haven’t you talked about it?”

			He gave a heavy sigh and met my eyes. The harsh attic bulb created irregular glints on the waves of his hair. One curl curved against his temple, and I smoothed it back, letting it wrap around my finger. My hand slid down to run along his jaw. This late in the day, his skin was rough with stubble. I’d been so tense lately I hadn’t noticed the shadows under his eyes. Or maybe it was just the overhead light.

			“I love you, you know.” My voice was soft. 

			The corner of his mouth twitched. “I love you more.”

			“I love you more than you love hardware stores.”

			He squinted in concentration for a moment. “I love you more than you love reading a book in the bathtub.” 

			I giggled. “Good one.”

			“So now that we’ve got that settled, could we please go downstairs and away from . . . from whatever the portal is doing now?”

			“And you’ll tell me more about when you came here?”

			“Yes. Didn’t I say I would?” 

			He hadn’t, but I decided not to argue. The moment held too much warmth and contentment to spoil it. I stood up, bending to avoid the rafters.

			As if my movement had triggered it, a shrill wail burst from the rooms downstairs. I froze. 

			Mark recognized the sound first. “The alarm! Come on!” He scrambled down the stairs. 

			My heart battered against my rib cage at the same moment I heard a raised voice. I skidded around the hallway corner.

			Mark stood in the living room, every muscle in his back tight and alert. I stepped closer to see why he’d frozen. Cameron stood inside our front door, looking relaxed and confident. No wonder. He had a gun in his hand.

			“Turn it off,” Cameron shouted over the noise.

			Mark hesitated, and I glanced around the room. Medea stood near the window, looking like a New Age psychic in a flowing dress and wild auburn curls. She stared at the lengthening shadows in our front yard, her shoulders hunched. Even in profile, I could see the tension around her eyes. She seemed to be in pain.

			Mark walked slowly to the keypad and punched in the code.

			“The police will be here soon,” he said in the sudden quiet. My ears were still ringing, and I barely heard Cameron’s chuckle.

			“Call them.” He waved the gun in Mark’s direction, but Mark didn’t move. Cameron stepped closer. “You want them to die? No reason to bring others into this, is there?”

			Mark was probably weighing the same options I was. Getting Cameron safely locked up might be a great solution. 

			Suddenly, Cameron crossed the few yards to where I hovered in the doorway and grabbed my shirt, choking me as he pulled me into the room. Cold steel pressed against my temple.

			A new burst of terror hit me. I bit my lip and tasted blood.

			“I’m finished being polite.” Cameron’s voice vibrated with impatience. He wasn’t as relaxed as he had appeared. “Call them now.”

			Mark’s face became a blank mask, a sure barometer of the depth of his fear and rage. He stalked to the phone and called the security number. A tendon along his jaw jumped as he listened to their inevitable lecture about remembering to key in the code. He slammed the phone back into its cradle.

			“Sit down.” Cameron shoved me toward the couch and used his gun to wave Mark over to me. The Lyric councilmember still wore his black hair slicked back and longer than was common in our world. Arrogant ambition radiated from him, the way it had when I first met him on a transport to Lyric. But today instead of a Council tunic, he wore dress slacks, an oxford shirt, and a tie. He could pass as a slightly eccentric dot-com executive or a broker who had tossed his suit jacket aside for a moment. 

			The sight of this man in my living room with a gun in his hand was so bizarre and surreal I choked back a hysterical giggle.

			Mark sat down next to me and took my hand, but kept his eyes on Cameron.

			“Better?” Cameron asked Medea. 

			She turned to him with a bewitching smile and rubbed her ears. “Yes. Let’s go.”

			“I’ll tie them up first to be sure they don’t interfere.”

			A dimple deepened in her cheek. “Oh, I can take care of keeping them still.”

			Cameron frowned. “It’ll take too long. Save your strength.”

			Interesting exchange. Even though I had helped free several people from Rhusican mind poison, I still didn’t fully understand how it worked. I did know that Medea’s power was formidable, and I prayed that they would hurry and leave. I didn’t want her eyes looking into mine or her voice getting into my head.

			I waited for Mark to tell them about the missing portal stone, but he didn’t say anything. When I looked at him, he nodded toward two large duffel bags piled in the corner of the room. They weren’t ours. That’s why Mark was silent. He planned to keep Cameron and Medea from taking things from our world through the portal. 

			Cameron ripped cords from the new blinds and tossed them to Medea. She bound Mark’s hands behind him and then tied mine. Cameron kept his gun on us and stroked the top of the barrel with admiration. My stomach twisted harder than the knots around my wrists. 

			They forced us down to the basement, made us sit on the concrete floor, and tied us to an exposed plumbing pipe that ran up one wall. Once we were secured, Cameron rushed back toward the stairs, but Medea stood staring down at me with her head tilted. Her green eyes seemed to twirl. I thrust my chin out and glared back, defiance my only weapon against the terror that scraped chill fingernails down my spine. She took a step closer.

			“Let’s go.” Cameron’s tone was curt. Medea sighed and dropped her interest in me like a kitten tiring of a toy.

			The door at the top slammed shut, and they slid something heavy in front of it. I exhaled slowly and sagged against the pipe.

			“Are you okay?” Mark kept his voice soft, but he tugged at the ropes.

			“Mark, don’t you think it would have been better to tell them?”

			He didn’t answer for a minute. 

			“Here’s our story,” he said at last. “We don’t know why they aren’t able to get through. We’d be happy to help them leave, but the portal is a mystery to us. Maybe it’s because they’re trying to take something that isn’t supposed to go through. Got it?”

			The sick gnawing in my stomach must have made me grumpy. “They aren’t stupid.” 

			Mark had never fully comprehended what Cameron and Medea had done to me. At first he had been convinced that their interrogation had been a standard interview—part of Cameron’s job description. It had been hard for him to believe that any councilmember could be maliciously evil. He knew better now.

			“Susan, this is important. Don’t tell them anything—no matter what happens.” Mark’s words weren’t reassuring. I grappled to regain the insights I’d found during my prayer time. Mark didn’t need me to argue or blame. Besides, I had just told God I’d rather do anything than wait. The waiting was over now. 

			“Okay. It’s your call.” I fidgeted until I could rest my head back against his shoulder. The position strained my arms, but it was worth it. 

			I longed for more comfort than that slight touch. Cameron and Medea would try to use the portal and fail. Then they’d be back. 

			And they’d be angry.
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			We heard Cameron and Medea dragging their bags across the floor upstairs and the occasional mumble of distant voices.

			“What do you think they’re doing?” Rhetorical question, but if I kept talking, perhaps I wouldn’t shatter from the tension. “Maybe they’ll get through with just two stones. The portal was doing something strange when I was in the attic. I know you’re worried about the clans, but the One will look out for them. They have a Restorer. Unless Kieran lost his Restorer power when Jake got his, but—” I gasped. “Mark, what time is it?”

			“Um, I can’t really see my watch from here.” Mark jerked against the ropes for emphasis.

			“Very funny. When did you get home from work?”

			“Well, the meeting with the development team ran late, so it was probably about six. Why?”

			“Jake gets off work at eight.”

			Mark fell still, but I kept babbling. “They’ll capture him, too. They’ve controlled him before. Maybe they still can. He doesn’t know where you hid the third stone, but they might hurt him. And if they see that he heals . . .” I took shallow gasps between my sentences, tugging again at the ropes. “We’ve got to do something. I remember that when Nancy Drew got tied up, she held her wrists a certain way so she could get free. I tried, but Medea yanked the cords too tight. I can’t get loose.” 

			A strangled sound came from behind me. “Mark, are you okay?”

			“Yeah,” he gasped. He was shaking with his effort to stop laughing. “Nancy Drew?”

			Like he was contributing any great suggestions. “What about it? Karen and Anne love those books.” 

			“Nothing . . . it’s just . . .” He coughed and another laugh escaped. “If you’re going to use advice from books, couldn’t you pick Tom Clancy or Ian Fleming? Nancy Drew.” He barked, snorted, and finally wheezed. “Oh, honey, you’re amazing.”

			I wanted to laugh with him. His teasing humor usually helped me find a healthy perspective on our problems. But this wasn’t a frozen water pipe or a kid’s bad report card. “Mark, I’m scared,” I said in a small voice.

			He sobered quickly. “I know. We’ll be all right.”

			We struggled with the ropes for several minutes, but couldn’t get free. 

			 “Do you hear anything?” Mark asked suddenly.

			I listened for a long ten seconds. The house sounded still and empty. “Maybe they’ve gone.” I shifted to ease the pressure on my arms.

			Mark gave that comment the silence it deserved. 

			I didn’t want my thoughts to wander back to what Cameron and Medea would do to us. “Just keep talking, okay? If you keep talking, I don’t have to think.”

			“What should I talk about?” Mark wrestled against the ropes again, jerking against the pipe as if he could pull it free. But the solid metal dug deep into the concrete floor and didn’t budge.

			“Tell me about when you came here.”

			“Now? We were going to sit in front of a fireplace with a bowl of popcorn—”

			“Mark, it’s the middle of summer. We’re not going to have a fire any time soon. I want to hear about it. Why do you keep avoiding this subject? Please. I’m really scared.”

			He didn’t answer right away. 

			I tried again. “Maybe it will help us figure out what to do about the portal . . . if you explain it to me.”

			Mark sighed. “All right. Where should I start? You know about my father, and how my mother was murdered.”

			How had it felt to be sixteen and alone in his harsh world? I didn’t want to linger on that topic. “And when the Kahlareans targeted you, the Lyric songkeeper sent you here. What was that like?”

			He was quiet for a moment.

			“Ravon was only a few years older than me, but he excelled at his first-year guardian training and then spent a year doing advanced training in Rendor. We knew a lot of the same people. He was assigned to protect me, and we became friends.”

			I wanted to hurry him along, but he hadn’t indulged this stream of images from his past for a long time. Patience. He was netting memories like fish, selecting the ones he wanted to pull out and show me before releasing them again. 

			“I was Jake’s age back then. We’d sneak into the guardian tower to watch training matches. We found hidden doors in the Lyric walls and would slip out sometimes to explore. And we sparred every day.” Mark’s voice was warm with affection. “Ravon told me that if he was going to be my bodyguard, the least he could do was train me to watch his back while he was watching mine.”

			I was afraid I knew where this story was going. “He sounds like a good friend,” I said quietly. 

			“One evening after a Council session, we were coming around the curve into the main square. You know, near the Tower?” 

			I nodded, then realized he couldn’t see me. But he had already continued. 

			“Two guys appeared out of nowhere. We never heard them coming. Grey hoods, masks. One of them grabbed me before I could draw my sword. He had a blade to my neck and was dragging me away. Ravon was always quicker than me. He drew his sword in a flash and engaged the other guy. The attacker had only a small silver dagger. I figured the fight would be over in a second. So did Ravon. He was grinning as he swung at the guy. But then the Kahlarean threw the blade. Ravon barely winced when it hit his shoulder. He pulled it free and lunged forward to continue his attack, but he stumbled.

			“I still remember his face when he turned to look at me. He was so confused. Neither of us knew anything about venblades back then. It paralyzed him fast. Some of the Lyric guardians showed up, and the assassin holding me let go. I don’t know why he didn’t slit my throat. Both of the Kahlareans disappeared into the twilight, and I ran over to where Ravon had collapsed onto the street and held him.

			“‘Sorry,’ he said in a voice so choked I could barely understand him. 

			“‘Hey, you were great,’ I told him. ‘Did you see his eyes when you headed toward him with your sword? You had him scared.’

			“He smiled, but then his whole body stiffened. He wheezed trying to make his lungs work. I saw the panic in his eyes and heard the gurgle in his throat, and I couldn’t do anything to help him. I just held him and watched him die.” 

			Mark fell silent. 

			Whose stupid idea had it been to talk about this now? My eyes welled and I blinked back tears. I tried to find Mark’s fingers but couldn’t reach him.

			He cleared his throat. “So anyway, that was when I went to talk to the eldest songkeeper of Lyric. I couldn’t let anyone else die because of me. I didn’t know what the prophecy meant, but I hadn’t shown any signs of Restorer gifts.”

			He still wrestled with the choices he had made. Even with me, he felt the need to justify himself—to explain the dire events that had driven him to leave his world. The tautness in his voice told me that guilt still haunted him. I longed to reassure him. 

			Oh, Mark. You were just a boy. You’d watched too many people die. You’ve tortured yourself too long over this. 

			But I didn’t want to interrupt. 

			“The songkeeper was kind of an odd guy. He was tall and so thin it looked as if he never ate. He stared into space like he was focusing on something that wasn’t there. I begged him for help but wasn’t even sure he was listening. Then he turned with a look that burned into me. His hair was sticking out all over, and those eyes—I decided coming to him had been a bad idea.

			“‘Yes. It’s time.’ He said it as if he’d been waiting for me all along. He grabbed a small bag and headed for the door. When he reached the frame, he had to duck, and he turned back and frowned at me. I was still sitting at his table.

			“‘Come.’ That was all he said. And he started walking. I hurried along behind him. I hadn’t been assigned a new bodyguard yet, so I stayed alert for attack as we raced through the streets. He took me out a side door in the city wall, and I didn’t see anyone I knew along the way. If I’d had any clue what he was going to do, I would have insisted on talking to Jorgen or my friends, but everything happened too fast.

			“He led me to the grove, and we wove deep into the trees. He still hadn’t explained anything. Then he opened the bag and shook out three stones. Grey, white, and black. Smooth and heavy. They had sliding panels with a mechanism hidden inside, something beyond any transtech gadget I’d ever seen.

			“‘Pay attention,’ the songkeeper told me.” Mark gave a short laugh. “He had my attention, all right. I was beginning to think he was totally nuts.”

			I twisted my head to get a glimpse of Mark. “Did I ever see him when the songkeepers led the gathering?” 

			“No, he never leads singing. I don’t think he writes songs or teaches Verses, either. I’m not quite sure what he does. You wouldn’t have met him. He’s kind of reclusive.” Mark stopped talking and fidgeted against the ropes.

			I shouldn’t have interrupted him. This was the part of the story I had been longing to know. “So what did he do with the stones?” 

			“He laid them out in a pattern, told me to memorize it, then scrambled them and had me show him I could set them up correctly. We must have drilled that ten times. I still had no idea what they were for. But when they were lined up the right way, I could feel . . . a current in the air. Like the static that builds up when fabric rubs against a light wall. 

			“When he was sure I wouldn’t forget, he put the stones back in the bag and handed it to me. 

			“‘I’m sending you through a portal,’ he said. His head darted from side to side, looking every direction and making me nervous. ‘No one knows where it leads, but it is far from all the danger here. You won’t be followed, and Jorgen will tell the Council you’ve been sent to negotiate with the lost clans. Use the stones to return when you are needed.’

			“I guess I thought he was leading me to a tunnel that would take me to some land past Hazor. He motioned me forward, and I walked on ahead of him. I was about to ask him how I would know when I was needed, but something grabbed me.

			“I stumbled forward and fell to my knees. Pain shot through my head, and I closed my eyes. When I opened them, the songkeeper had disappeared. I was still in a grove of trees, but they had changed.”

			“Where were you?” I couldn’t stop myself from jumping in. There was so much I didn’t understand about the portal, and he had never talked about this before.

			Mark leaned his head back against the pipe. “I was right here. This spot. There weren’t any houses here back then. I wandered out of the trees just as a cloud moved away from the sun.” His voice was thick with remembered terror. “It was like an overloaded light cube about to explode. My eyes burned, and I stumbled back under cover of the nearest tree. I was sure if that light touched me I would incinerate. I’d never seen anything like it. The color where the rays hit. The intense shadows. The blue sky beyond the clouds. I couldn’t believe it was real . . .” His voice trailed off again. 

			I ached for the frightened young man thrown into this strange place without explanation. “What did you do when night fell?”

			“Camped here. At first I was afraid to wander far from the portal. That’s why years later when the new development was built, I wanted this house; it was over the site where I arrived. Silly, I guess. With the stones, it shouldn’t have mattered. At least I think they would work from other places. But it was my way of staying connected.”

			I remembered now. We had been living in a tiny apartment near Ridge Valley College. Almost overnight he had gotten worked up about buying a place of our own—not throwing money away in rent each month. It didn’t take much to convince me. We’d been saving every penny we could from both our jobs. Jake was a toddler, and I longed for him to have a back yard to play in.

			“So what did you do when it sank in that you weren’t in the same world as Lyric anymore?” I thought back to my confusion when I found myself in a rain-soaked street in Shamgar—pulled out of the safety of our attic into a strange world. “And why didn’t you try to go back? And why, why, why didn’t you ever tell me?” Mark shifted again and was about to answer, when we heard a scraping sound at the top of the stairs.

			Mark stiffened, and my stomach swooped as if I were in an elevator dropping too fast. What was that lie he wanted me to tell again? “We don’t know how it works. You can’t bring things through,” I muttered to myself. 

			The door above flew open and crashed against the wall.

		


		
			Chapter

		


			4

			


			

			


			Susan

			


			

			


			

			


			Cameron stalked down the stairs, soundless as a prowling panther. I looked for seething rage, but his face was bland—almost bored. The only clue to his intent was in his eyes. They glittered black and hard. 

			Ignoring me, he walked around to Mark and pulled his gun out. “Tell me how it works, or I’ll kill her now.” The barrel of the gun swung in my direction.

			I stopped breathing.

			“It opens at midday. That’s the only time you can go through.” Mark’s voice stayed calm and level. He was way too good at lying.

			I counted chips in the concrete floor. 

			Cameron crouched down. “You abandoned your people a long time ago.” His words to Mark were low and almost caressing. “No need for heroics now. Besides, we’ve always been on the same side. My job is to protect Lyric.”

			Mark didn’t bother arguing. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow. The portal will open at noon.” 

			I couldn’t see Cameron’s face, but I could hear his oily smile when he spoke. “How much is her life worth to you?” 

			Mark strained against the ropes, but he didn’t speak. Cameron stood up and walked around to stare down at me. He tucked his gun into his belt, and I prayed he would accidentally shoot himself. Instead, he untied the rope that held me to the pipe. He didn’t loosen the cords around my wrists as he jerked me to my feet.

			I groaned as circulation returned to my back and legs. He shoved me toward the stairs, and I didn’t fight him. I just concentrated on not falling.

			“Wait,” Mark shouted. “She doesn’t know anything. If you have questions about the portal, ask me.”

			“Oh, I will. Later.” Cameron’s lip curled, and he pulled me the rest of the way up the stairs, ignoring Mark’s yells. He slammed the door shut and thrust me into a chair.

			A wash of unreality ran through me like the head rush from standing up too fast. Medea sat across from me at my kitchen table. My kitchen—with gingham curtains and daisies on the oven mitts. The scent of chicken still lingered in the air from supper at this table last night, when we had eaten Karen’s favorite meal before she left for her band trip. I stared hard at the wooden napkin holder that Mark had made for me one Christmas. This was my home. This could not be happening.

			Medea didn’t say anything.

			I was careful not to look in her direction. Cameron rummaged in our kitchen drawers, but the sound didn’t register until he stepped in front of me. He grabbed my chin, and I had an instant to see the boning knife in his hand before he cut a methodical slit along my cheekbone. I was so shocked, it took a full two seconds to feel the stinging pain. My head jerked back, but Cameron tightened his bruising grip, his eyes fixed on the cut.

			I stared at him in horror. Blood trickled down my face and I tugged against the ropes, wanting to reach up and wipe it away. 

			Cameron looked at Medea. “So it is true.” Languidly, she drifted from the chair and came to stand beside him. She reached out and ran one fingertip along the cut, then studied the blood with mild interest.

			“Has that happened before?” she asked Cameron.

			“I don’t know. As far as I know, all the Restorers died while they still had their powers.”

			Medea stretched, all supple spine and sparkling eyes. “Then the Kahlareans won’t be interested in her.”

			Cameron sighed. “Fine. You win.”

			Anger churned inside me as my wrists chafed against rope. They had invaded our home, were holding us captive, had cut my face, and now were discussing me as if I were a piece of junk mail. I’d had about enough of this. “What kind of idiots are you? You both know that Kieran is the Restorer now.”

			Cameron released my chin with a shove and grabbed a cloth to meticulously polish the boning knife. “So you said.”

			“But you saw him heal. In the Council, and then when he faced Zarek. And don’t get blood on my good dish towel.” Somehow I had to grasp a fragment of control from this bizarre and terrifying scene.

			“I had no proof you were no longer a Restorer.” He stared at the side of my face and smiled. “Until now. So tell me about the portal.”

			I hunched up one shoulder and managed to blot the lower part of my cheek against it. My shirt would probably be hopelessly stained, but I couldn’t stand the feel of blood trailing down my face. “It opens only at noon.” What else had Mark said to tell them? “And you can’t bring anything through. It won’t work.”

			I stared at the wood table. Hadn’t I heard that people looked down and to the left when they were lying? Or was that when they were flirting? There had been a television special about it—a whole report about nonverbal communication. I couldn’t remember the details now, but I worked hard to stay still and not give anything away. In the silence that followed, I glanced up at Cameron. 

			He wasn’t buying it for a second. Mark always told me my face revealed everything. Cameron didn’t bother asking me any more questions. He pulled a chair out for Medea, and she settled into it and gave me a gentle smile.

			I squeezed my eyes shut, every muscle in my body tense. “Leave me alone. I know how you poison minds, so it won’t work on me anymore.” I didn’t know that to be true, but it sounded like a good theory. Still, if my hands had been free, I’d have clamped them over my ears.

			Medea’s laugh was a twinkling wind chime. “Oh, but once a connection has been made, it is so much easier the next time.” That surprised me enough that my eyes popped open. Her green eyes were close to mine, and my feet pushed against the floor, trying to scoot my chair back. Cameron had moved around behind me. Now he clamped his hands down onto my shoulders.

			“You forget.” Her voice was soothing. “I know so much about you—how alone you are. You tried so hard to do the right thing. You only wanted to help.”

			Yes. She understood. That was exactly right. I had just wanted to be useful. 

			“And I know how much you care about Markkel.” Some distant warning prickled in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t call it forward. “He has no right to keep us from going back. We don’t belong here. You know that. He’s not even a chief councilmember. He can’t make those kinds of decisions.”

			Of course he can’t. Their policy is none of our business. 

			“Cameron is the chief councilmember of Lyric,” she said. “The clans are counting on him.” 

			I had been taking rapid shallow breaths, but my breathing began to slow and I felt myself nodding. My head grew heavy. I was being pulled forward. Sinking. If something hadn’t been holding me, I would have fallen.

			“You don’t want to cause trouble for Markkel,” she crooned. “You can help him. You can help everyone. You like to help people, don’t you?” 

			Oh, yes. If I could just fix this—make everyone happy. That’s all that matters.

			“Why didn’t the portal open from this side?” Her words were smooth and liquid.

			I looked up and saw our family photo on the refrigerator behind Medea, held in place with daisy magnets. I sucked a breath in and remembered who I was. “No.” I tried to say the word with strength, but it came out as a whisper. 

			Medea shifted her position to move into my sight line again. I couldn’t see past her anymore. “How do we get the portal to send us back?” Her voice was as sweet as a little girl’s. 

			“Can’t.” I gasped and squeezed my eyes shut. 

			A flare of rage sprang up inside me. I stiffened and wrenched against the ropes. I felt a moment of confusion and then realized the burst of anger was hers. It had happened the other time she had gotten into my head. I had absorbed her feelings, not just the thoughts she had been deliberately projecting into me.

			“Patience,” Cameron hissed at Medea from behind me. 

			Medea gave a deep sigh. “I’ve been away from home too long.” The words were so soft I almost missed them, but in a brief instant of coherence, I filed that information away to think about later. 

			“Open your eyes.” At first I didn’t realize Cameron was talking to me. His fingers dug hard into my collarbone. I shrank down into the chair but couldn’t get away.

			“Look,” Medea said. 

			My eyes blinked open in reflex.

			She smiled. Light seemed to pulse in her green eyes. “Yessss. We are very grateful for your help. You are saving Markkel a lot of trouble. He’ll be so glad when this is over and we’ve left.”

			She was right. We could go back to normal life. 

			“So how do we make the portal work?”

			“You need all three stones.” It was a relief to say the words. The secret wasn’t my responsibility anymore. The weeks and weeks of carrying around hidden knowledge were over. 

			“Where are the stones?” Medea’s singsong continued to lull me.

			“Two are still in the attic, but Mark hid one.”

			“Where?”

			I frowned. I wanted to help them so much. “I don’t know.”

			“It’s true.” Medea broke eye contact to talk to Cameron. He let go of me.

			I sagged deeper into the chair. All my joints turned to liquid, and heavy fatigue weighted my entire body.

			“I’ll get him for you.” Cameron walked toward the basement door. 

			Medea shook her head. “I can’t. I’m tired.” 

			I watched from under heavy lids as he veered toward her. He stroked her hair, touching her with an admiration I’d seen him show only for the weapons he collected. “You rest. I’ll take care of it.” Cameron disappeared into the basement.

			Lethargy pulled me under—mine, Medea’s, or a combination—and everything faded away. I didn’t know how much time had passed, but when I came to, Medea was resting her head in her arms on the kitchen table. 

			Cameron came back from the basement. His tie was loosened, and his shirtsleeves were rolled up. His skin was flushed and damp as if he had been using a treadmill. He walked over to Medea, and she lifted her head. “Better?” he asked. She nodded. The tenderness in his voice disappeared as he grabbed my arm and yanked me to my feet. “Move.” 

			The fog was lifting from my brain, but I was still confused and unsteady on my legs. Vaguely aware of going downstairs, my eyelids floated closed. When I opened them again, I saw Mark. 

			Sweet God in heaven, help him. My heart screamed the prayer in silence.

			Cameron used a knife to cut away the cords on my wrists and released me to go to Mark. 

			I dropped to the floor, ignoring the pain in my shoulders as I brought my arms forward. Mark was unconscious, and I was glad for his sake. Jon had once fallen out of a tree, hitting several branches with his face on the way down. This was ten times worse. Swelling, bruises, gashes. 
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