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Chapter 1

 

The recent storms wreathing the slopes of Smokeytop Mountain had been rumbling overhead for nearly a week in the wettest, stormiest April in the memory of the town of Cameron. That Friday night, a dam break temporarily stranded Nate Wilson and the rest of the leadership of the hiking club with Iris Davenport and her parents at their lodge. Iris tried to make the best of the situation. Her boyfriend housebound in her home for the foreseeable future--not so bad. However, adding in three friends and her parents in the house turned the situation both reassuring and frustrating. After all, Nate had managed to steal a grand total of five kisses so far in the three months they had been dating. It was high time he raised those numbers. At least, Iris thought so.

If only those thunderstorms didn't keep rolling across the top of the mountain as if someone high above the clouds was trying to flatten it. Or maybe just the occupants of Davenport Lodge.

"Hey, you keep rubbing like that, you won't have any hair left on your arms," Cody Hawkins said.

Iris turned from her spot in front of the huge panorama windows looking out over the valley and opened her mouth to retort. Nate beat her to it.

"Yeah, you try feeling like somebody attached sparking wires all over your arms," he snarled, his lip curled in anger, but teasing laughter in his eyes.

Iris flinched. That was exactly how she felt, but most of the sensation was focused on the scars ringing her wrists. She wondered what her high school friends would do if they could see the blue sparks dancing over the white, jagged lines in her flesh. Not that any of them could see the sparks, even if she wanted them to see.

Which she didn't. She saw few benefits in being a member of the Hunt, and the awful sensation that maybe someone was arriving in that storm was definitely not one of them. More like the last thing she wanted to happen--whether it was now, or fifty years in the future.

"Now is not a good time," she whispered, and turned to stare out the window again.

Could anyone else see the electric blue streaks in the sky, like visible echoes or negative images of the lightning flashes?

"Let's try to get as much work done as we can," Pandora Tuttle said. "Then we won't have to have any more meetings until May."

"Sorry." Iris mentally pushed herself away from her post at the window and tried to stroll casually across the greatroom to the couches gathered around the fire pit. "Not such a great idea to meet out here after all, huh?"

"Sounded like the perfect place to me," Cody offered. "I mean, half our hikes start right here. And with your folks offering to host whatever we plan to do..." 

He shrugged and gave her that adorable, floppy puppy grin that had made her feel welcome on her first day of school nine years ago, after the Davenports decided to foster her. Sometimes Iris wondered what her life would be like if Cody hadn't taken her under his wing from the moment she crossed the threshold of the school, with only a minimal grasp of the English language. Would she have been so eager to stay with the Davenports? It never occurred to her to that it might not be smart to stay on the mountainside where the Hound had left her ten years ago, until she was in high school and started to have dreams about the Hunt coming to take her away from her home and parents.

The dichotomy that filled her life for the last two years made her feel as if she were two people. She loved the mountain where her parents ran a lodge that serviced hikers and camping groups. It wasn't just her gift for land and water, the sense of the life energies flowing through stone and soil and trees. This was her home, the place she wanted to stay for the rest of her life. Yet the dreams, the realization that eventually the Hunt would call her away, made her hate the mountain. Not because staying here made her easy to find. Because the mountain--and now the blue-tinged storms ringing it--reminded her of the terror that had thrown her from her homeworld, through the vortex of time and space. It frustrated her. It wasn't fair. When she didn't remember, when she didn't have nightmares about the journey, when her scars didn't prickle and sting and burn, she loved the mountainside, she loved her adopted parents, she loved everything about her life.

Especially since Nate came to Cameron with his foster family, the Hancocks. Life had been just about perfect, from the moment Cody reached out to the new kid who showed up halfway through their sophomore year of high school. Iris had been friends with Nate from the start because Cody made Nate his friend, and she and Cody had been inseparable since her first day of school, like brother and sister.

"Hey, Earth to Iris," Pandora said, waving her hand in front of Iris's eyes.

"Sorry. A million miles away." She shrugged and settled back in the deep cushions of the couch. She glanced over at Nate, who was feeding another log into the fire in the pit in the center of the room. One corner of his mouth quirked up and he nodded as his gaze met hers. He understood what she was feeling, even if she couldn't express herself.

"Sorry," Cody said. He scooted forward and held his palms out to the blaze that grew brighter and louder with the new wood.

"Sorry for what?" She managed a nearly normal chuckle.

"I forgot--this killer storm is too much like the one when you got found. Memories are pretty rotten, huh?"

Iris shrugged again, caught in the new intensity of Nate's gaze. She couldn't imagine him being jealous, mostly because he was such good friends with Cody and they both knew he was too honorable to try to "steal" his friend's girlfriend. But obviously he felt at least a little odd about this conversation, these pieces of a shared past that he didn't know about.

"What the hey-ha are you talking about?" Seth Zimmerman, the normally silent member of the committee asked.

"Well, since he asked, yeah," Pandora said. "'Fess up. Give us something to talk about, since no one wants to work."

"How can anyone work, with the sky tearing itself into little pieces overhead?" Nate scooted up off the lip of the fire pit and settled down on the couch next to Iris. "So, what's the Code-man talking about?"

"You tell it," Iris said, gesturing at Cody. She surprised herself, giving in. Maybe because it was inevitable. Nate wouldn't pester her, wouldn't nag, but the question would hang in the air between them. "You were there, too," she hurried to add. Just because the story had to come out didn't mean she had to tell it. "I was kind of out of it."

"Like--duh." Cody grinned and shook his shaggy head. "Okay, this was ten, so Iris and me, we were both six. We were having killer storms like this, but not so many all together, so it seemed like one storm. Things would quiet down, the rain would slow. People would think the storms were over and go up the mountain to camp or whatever, and then another one would hit without any warning. Mom had night shift at the hospital, so Dad took me with him when he got called up with the park service to look for some lost campers. He left me at the base camp, about halfway up the mountain, east of here. I was in charge of making sure there was hot coffee and lots of blankets, and to keep the radio going no matter what." He gave them his trademark grin. "Yeah, I know--put a six-year-old in charge of making coffee? Recipe for disaster. Well, I was used to helping Dad and the other rangers, so they were pretty sure I wouldn't burn the place down. I felt important enough not to have a hissy about being left behind."

"Knew you were crazy," Seth muttered. "Who'd want to go out in weather that bad, if it was anything like this?" The others chuckled.

"Hey, I got to play with the radio and pretend I was working a radio station for the Underground in World War II. What kid can resist that?"

Iris settled back a little more in the cushions, feeling a flicker of the pride in Cody's crooked grin. He had always been good with gizmos, able to keep radios and computers functioning when other people were ready to give up on them. If he didn't love nature as much as she did, being outdoors and exploring, he might have taken advantage of the offers for military training or go into engineering. He was smart enough to get scholarship offers, and recruiters had even pestered him at school a few times, until he made himself clear--he was staying on the mountain and joining the park service like his father.

"Anyway, Iris's folks came up that night to help. They've always known the mountain better than anyone, and with all the reports of washouts and mudslides from the search team, they were trying to find other ways up the mountain to the spots that hadn't been searched yet."

"And make sure they could get whoever they rescued back down the mountain in one piece," Iris offered.

"That too." Cody nodded, flinching when an especially bright and loud flash-boom seemed to enclose the entire lodge. "Think that was bad? There was this one lightning strike that you swore tore the sky open and kept it open for a couple seconds. I was dumb enough to be standing on the porch of the cabin. The rain was spilling off the roof thick enough it was like a solid sheet of water, but the light was so bright you could see through it. Then everything went black, and the thunder rumbled for at least an hour afterwards, and there was this electric smell in the air."

Iris fought not to close her eyes, or she would fall into the memory. Beside her, Nate rubbed his arms again. She let go of her wrists, which she had been clasping tightly in the opposite hand to fight the prickling, and she rested her hand on his bare arm. For a few seconds, her palm tingled, as if that electricity Cody spoke of did indeed dance over Nate's flesh.

"Anyway, the Davenports found Iris holding onto the roots of the granddaddy pine up on Husker's Point. She was soaked and half passed out, and it was so rough climbing down the mountain with her, they took turns carrying her. When they got to the base camp, I was the only one there. She wouldn't let go of them, so they stayed and took care of her. I bet you don't even remember me," he added.

"You say that every time you tell the story," Iris said, putting an exasperated growl into her voice--it was expected of her. "And every time, I tell you, I do remember. You spilled hot chocolate on me."

The other four laughed.

"When Dad and the other searchers showed up about twenty minutes later," Cody continued, "with the lost hikers, nobody knew who Iris was. She didn't belong with anyone who was supposed to be up on the mountain. When the storm finally passed, they searched again, but they didn't find any cars that got swept away, no signs of camps. Not even a crashed airplane."

"That's because I fell out of the sky, like I keep telling you," Iris said, staring into the leaping flames of the fire. She flinched when Nate twitched his arm free of her grasp. Before she could react, he caught hold of her hands. "What this totally awful storyteller forgets is that I didn't speak English, didn't write English, and nobody ever reported me missing. I hit it off with my folks--mostly because it was a couple more days until anyone could get down off the mountain without being airlifted. Kind of like now." She winced, momentarily stunned by the words she wouldn't have let out of her mouth if she had realized what she had been thinking. "By the time they were supposed to turn me over to the child welfare people, they decided they wanted to foster me. Then a year later they adopted me, when nobody showed up to claim me."

"So, like, do you keep going up the mountain to find some clues?" Pandora asked.

"After all this time, I don't really care." She shrugged. "I don't have any clear memories of my life before coming here, so what does it matter?" she lied.

"Other than you hating storms like this just as bad as I do," Nate said.

"Why do you?" Seth asked. "Are you a lost kid, too?"

"Nah. My folks died in a house fire on a night like this, that's all." He offered a stiff smile and scooted forward to put another piece of wood on the fire, though Iris knew it didn't need any more.

"That's all?" Pandora whispered.

"Okay, enough psychoanalyzing or whatever you want to call it," Seth said, lurching up out of the deep cushions of his couch that he had all to himself. "Pandora's right. We should get as much work done as we can. We aren't going to get any sleep while all that is going on out there."

The lights went out about half an hour later. That didn't bother them, because of the fire pit, but Iris left her friends to keep arguing over the best method of advertising their fundraising hike-a-thon while she went through the lodge, turning off lights and unplugging equipment that might be harmed by the first surge of electricity when the power came back on. Then she headed down into the basement, where her father was checking the sump pump. Normally the lodge didn't have any trouble with drainage, being built on bedrock with channels and drains to carry away excess moisture. However, with the freak weather the area had been having lately, it was better to be over-prepared.

Iris felt a little chill when Jack Davenport turned off the pump and they could hear the faint sound of running water below the basement floor.

"Nothing to worry about," he said, and slung his arm around her shoulders. "This place can take ten times as much water flow without thinking about it. The battery's fresh, the backup generator is clean and fueled up. We'll stay high and dry while the valleys on either side of us are hip-deep in mud."

"Lovely mental image." She felt a little better when her comment earned a bark of laughter from him.

"Ready, kid?" He waited for her nod, then strolled across the room to the generator. Together, they checked all the gauges and connections, especially the exhaust pipe leading outside. It wouldn't do to have enough energy to keep the entire lodge going, only to kill themselves with carbon monoxide poisoning.

After they made sure the generator was set for the first level of power output--enough to feed the absolute necessities, such as the refrigerator, the phone system, the satellite dish and computer, they headed upstairs. Ellie Davenport was just coming down to the main room after checking all the windows and inserting the reinforcements, in case the wind caused any damage or flying debris broke windows. Standard procedure was to leave the lights and other non-essential systems off until the normal power resumed. There had been a few snowstorms where power had been knocked out for more than a week, and it was always better to conserve the gas required to run the generators. The lodge was heated by the many fireplaces that filled it, and rooms not used by hikers or for emergency shelters were kept sealed. All in all, Davenport Lodge was solid and dry and warm, and prepared for a month of isolation, if necessary.

"Sounds like fun," Seth said, when Iris and her parents came back into the main room with hot chocolate and the popcorn popper, and her father gave his assessment of their situation. "Unfortunately, I have to take my SATs next week."

"Don't worry," Jack said. "I've never known any flood to last longer than two days before we could get into town. It's not like the bridge has been washed out or even covered--the roads are just shut down for safety reasons. Better safe than sorry."

"My Dad'll stop here on his way down," Cody offered. "The park service has trucks that can get through anything. He can take us both home, if you're in a hurry."

That seemed to take care of Seth's concerns. Their group wrapped up their hiking club work that had brought them to the lodge in the first place, and they spent the rest of the evening relaxing by firelight and lantern light, talking or playing games. When it was time for bed, Iris had Pandora share her room, while the boys were given some beds in the first-floor guest rooms.
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A Hound came in the night, between the flashes of lightning. Iris felt the tingle of energy building up in the air and wished she were dreaming. She slowly opened her eyes and rolled over. The Hound stood near the foot of her bed, in the three-foot gap between the twin beds.

At least it stood there alone. Lately, under the influence of the storms and the memories they dredged up, she feared that the next time a Hound arrived it would be with another member of the Hunt. Iris wished she had told the Hound to go away the last time it came for her--maybe if she told the Hounds to go away from now on, they would eventually forget she was there?

What good would that do? The scars on her wrists were reminders of a vow she had made without knowing what she promised.

"What was that?" Pandora mumbled, and rolled over, nearly falling out of the bed before she opened her eyes and sat up.

For two seconds, Iris thought her friend looked straight at the Hound. She thought Pandora could see the Hound, black fur wreathed in electric blue fire, its silver eyes glowing like fiery moonlight. Her heart stuttered, and she couldn't breathe for a second under the pressure of the sudden, frightening theory--maybe there were other members of the Hunt all around her, but they had never identified themselves to each other because the others didn't remember?

Then Pandora looked around the room and flinched as another flash of lightning penetrated the thick curtains. She grimaced and lay back down.

"How can you stand living so high up?" she mumbled as she scooted around in the bed until she lay on her side facing Iris. "I mean, so much closer to the lightning and all that. Doesn't lightning hit the highest points?"

"Yeah, but we have a lot of mountain above us." Iris grinned, feeling a little giddy at the relief that flooded through her like a dose of extra oxygen. Pandora couldn't see the Hound. She wasn't a member of the Hunt.

She waited until her friend closed her eyes and her breathing steadied and slowed, then Iris slid out of bed. The Hound would stand there all night, watching her, if she didn't respond in some way. It wanted something from her, or wanted to show her something--Hamin forbid that it would ever show up just to let her know it was there to protect her.

"All right," she whispered, "what is it this time?" She rested her hand on the Hound's neck, letting her fingers sink into the thick fur. Energy prickled against her fingertips and sparks danced up her arm.

When the Hound turned to leave the room, she went with it. She concentrated on the creaky hinges of the door to silence them. Just because she was feeling jumpy, she pulled with the force of her will and opened the door without physically touching it. Barefoot, she went down the hall with the Hound, down the stairs, into the main room of the lodge where guests rested and talked and compared stories after long days spent hiking the mountains. No guests had come into the lodge except her friends for the last week or two, thanks to the long-lived storm. Iris liked the peace and quiet, even though most people would look at her strangely if she said that. Certainly, with the constantly rumbling of thunder, roar of rain and flashes of lightning, it wasn't exactly peaceful or quiet.

The Hound led her to the big double doors that opened onto the porch wrapping around the front and sides of the lodge. Fifteen feet deep, only near-horizontal rain could penetrate to the windows. Tonight the puddles were only two feet away from the wall. Iris stood with her bare toes touching the edge of the closest puddle and looked out on the mountainside.

"What is it? What's out there?" She swallowed hard, fighting not to say the words, but they came out anyway. "Is it Gahlmorag? Is that what the storm means? He's finally followed us through?" She snorted. "Us. I seriously doubt you and me counts as an 'us'. Fat lot of good it'll do Gahlmorag to come all this way and find just me, a third-level Firstborn." She shivered at a cold that had nothing to do with the air and dampness. Even for a third-level, Iris knew she was strong. She used her ultra-sharp senses constantly in her search-and-rescue duties on the mountain, almost as much as she called on her sensitivity to land and water. It helped enormously that she had a tentative rapport with almost any wild animal. Not that she could make them do what she wanted--her cousins, the heir and his brother, had strong enough talent to control animals--but she could sometimes look through their eyes to spy on terrain up to a mile away, and when the animals were used to her mental presence, she could sometimes ask them to perform tasks, even bring her things that were out of her reach.

"What if I'm the only one left?" she whispered and dug her fingers a little deeper into the Hound's fur. "What if all the others died on the journey?"

Not that she would wish it, but it explained why she had been alone all this time.

She shook her head and glared at the flash of lightning that lit up the sky for such a distance, it seemed like a dome of white hovering above the mountain peak directly above her and stretching to touch the peaks on either side. Cody's words from a few hours before filled her mind. It didn't quite look like the sky had been ripped open--as in, someone coming through the dimensional vortex from another world, perhaps her homeworld--but Iris really didn't have a clear memory of the trip to Earth.

"What do you want? What's going on out there?" she whispered. Despite knowing the Hounds would only appear to protect her or guide her, or help in a rescue, as they had done dozens of times in the last six years since she joined her parents in search-and-rescue, Iris wanted this one to go away. The older she got, the bigger the chance that one of these storms would be the storm that changed her life, when either the dimensional vortex opened and another member of the Hunt came through, or it opened, and she would be expected to go through.

She was a third-level Firstborn. What did it matter if she joined the battle against Gahlmorag or not? Why couldn't she stay here, with parents who loved her and thought she was wonderful and didn't expect her to save an entire world she hardly remembered?

The door opened and Nate leaned out, looking sleepy and confused. His eyes widened and for a second it seemed as if the blue glow of energy that had enfolded the Hound reflected in his eyes. He took a step out onto the porch. He reached out a hand. Then stopped, frowning. Iris looked down, mouth opening to explain--how, she wasn't sure--but the Hound was gone.

No need to lie to her boyfriend.

That was the biggest reason of all to want the Hounds to go away and not come back. Iris didn't want to have to spend her life coming up with explanations for the inexplicable.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"What are you doing out here?" Iris asked. The best way to handle surprises was to take the aggressor's stance--both her fathers had taught her that. Nate wouldn't ask impossible questions such as why she had gone outside in the middle of the night, if she made him answer her questions first.

She took a step forward, reaching for the door handle. Nate backed up, saying nothing as the surprise faded from his expression. She kept walking even as her knees wobbled for a second with relief.

After all, how could he have seen the Hound?

In another flash of lightning, she saw he was bare-chested. It didn't make sense for the sight of his nicely defined, sleek muscles to affect her like that. She had seen them often enough all last summer when they went swimming in the ponds and streams of the mountainside. 

Maybe the fact that she was in her sleeping shorts and T-shirt, barefoot, and everything was dark inside the lodge made the whole situation suddenly feel dangerous. Made Nate seem like a stranger in the shadows.

"I thought I heard something." Nate stepped over to the fire pit and gestured at it. When she nodded, he picked up the poker and stirred the coals, then put a few thin pieces of wood on them.

"There's a lot of 'something' out there." She offered a smile and sank down on the couch opposite where he stood. 

Iris was both disappointed and relieved when Nate sat down on the couch behind him. Her parents weren't so old-fashioned that they were oblivious when it came to teenagers and rampaging hormones, but they expected her to hold to their standards of decency and self-control, especially within their own home. Iris knew she could get away with sitting around in her pajamas with Nate bare-chested if the room was dark and they had the fire pit between them.

"Do you ever see things, on nights like this?" he said, when the flames finally caught around the new wood and the background hissing of the coals turned to soft crackling.

"Like what?"

"My folks used to tell me that the lightning was people from another world, trying to build staircases down from cracks in the sky." He grinned crookedly and shrugged. "I could never figure out if those people were trying to get in, or my folks wanted to get out."

"You miss them? Dumb question. Sorry."

"Not a dumb question. Big macho guys like me, we don't feel things like wanting our mommies or remembering the--the accident that killed your folks right in front of your eyes." His eyes narrowed and he stared into the flames, his mouth going flat.

Iris wanted to get up and go to him, put her arm around him, tell him she knew a little of what he felt. She still remembered her family and missed them, even though she loved the Davenports as if they were her own parents, and the outdoor life of running the lodge and working search-and-rescue. The story she had always maintained, just to save herself awkward questions, was that whatever had dumped her on the mountainside in that freak storm ten years ago, the trauma had wiped her memory. She kept silent now, refusing to generate questions that she couldn't answer truthfully.

If she could, she really would wipe her memory of home, her uncle's tower, the clans, the responsibility for the welfare of their planet, and the threat of Gahlmorag. It wasn't like she could ever get home, after all.

Not even with the sky trying to split open under storms tinged with the blue like the power that wreathed the Hounds of Hamin.

"Does this make you remember?" He gestured at the sky, dark now as thunder rumbled down the mountainside in waves that threatened to make the windows rattle in their frames.

"All the time. The storm, trying to find shelter, freezing and half-drowned and..." Iris sighed and turned to look out the big front windows. 

She bit back an exclamation that she feared might be her father's favorite curse, when she saw four Hounds standing outside, their eyes glowing silver and the blue ripple of energy on the tips of their fur outlining them against the darkness. She got up and headed for the kitchen and bit her tongue until the need to curse in her mother tongue died away. It was like a bubble of pressure in her throat. Now was not the time to speak in a foreign language. That would be hard to explain. Harder than the scars on her wrists. Fortunately, the scars had been there when the Davenports found her on the mountainside, and she could conveniently tuck such awkward questions away behind the lie of the blank wall in her memory.

"Hot chocolate?" she said, pushing open the swinging door into the kitchen, and didn't wait for Nate to answer before stepping through.

He joined her just as she put the gallon of milk on the counter and stepped across the big, green-tiled room to the walk-in pantry to get the cocoa. Her mother believed in old-fashioned hot chocolate, with cocoa and sugar and salt in the milk, mugs big enough to swim in, and full-sized marshmallows floating in them.

"How come you never told me you were adopted?" Nate said, stepping over to lean against the long granite counter down the middle of the room. He watched her measure everything into the cast iron saucepan that had survived decades of trips up and down the mountainside.

"Never thought of it, I guess." Her hand shook just a little as she sprinkled the salt into the dry mix. If there was more than the usual dash of salt, she doubted either of them would notice. Especially if she added twice as much sugar and a double-sized dash of vanilla.

"Not even when I showed up and you found out I was a foster kid?" Nate had that crooked, tight little smile that was hard to read, and his head was bowed so his long chocolate curls hung down to shadow his face, making it hard to read his expression.

"I don't think about being adopted, because my folks are my folks. Then when something happens that makes me remember, like when Cody says something about the storm that night...I feel like I'm waking up from a weird dream." She shrugged. Her attempted chuckle caught in her throat. "Or maybe it's more accurate to say I'm falling into one. Sorry. I never meant to hurt you or anything. I just never think about being anywhere else than here."

That, she decided, was the problem. She didn't want to think about living anywhere else than here. The storms last summer, the freaky weather patterns all winter, now this incredibly wet and stormy spring--everything reminded her that she didn't belong, that her home and her family were only temporary. She felt like she had been increasingly jumpy with every stormy day that passed, poised on the knife's edge of irritable. The constant storms, the flash of blue, the presence of the Hounds, who seemed more interested in just coming to look at her, rather than help her with a rescue. They were all reminders of what she wanted to forget.

Someday, duty would call and she would have to leave Smokeytop Mountain.

Iris didn't want to leave.

Standing here in the half-lit kitchen, with her first real boyfriend--anything that lasted more than a week was definitely a real boyfriend and not a momentary infatuation--she vowed she wouldn't leave. What did the Hunt really need her for, anyway? She was a third-level Firstborn. True, Clan Cairn was one of the seven primary clans, not a sub-clan, like the Qari or Auros, but what difference did that make for her? She likely wouldn't pass on her gifts to her children unless she married another Firstborn. After ten years, she doubted she would ever meet another Firstborn, so why think about going home? Her talents were needed here, on the mountain, not in a battle against a galactic despot.

If she could remove the scars on her wrists that marked her as a member of the Hunt, she would. Even if it meant forfeiting the company and the aid of the Hounds.

"Are you okay?" Nate stepped around the counter and reached for her hand. 

Iris looked down and realized she had been holding the gallon of milk poised over the measuring cup, shaking enough to make a few drops slop out the mouth of the jug, frozen in the act of pouring.

"I think I need to go back to bed," she said with a shaky chuckle and even shakier smile. Iris didn't even try to tell herself her hand shook from the weight of the full gallon of milk, held up in the air so long. She poured and measured and set the pan on the stove.

I want to stay. I don't want to be a member of the Hunt. But what if I lose my gifts? That's if I could even renounce my place in the Hunt to begin with. Oh, straighten up. There's nothing I can do about it, and no one I can ask, and until other members of the Hunt show up, it's a moot question.

"What's that?" Nate asked, as the cocoa gave in to the heat and stirring and began to sink into the milk.

Iris turned and looked at the swinging door of the kitchen, focusing her attention on the room beyond. The crackle and hiss of the radio system was clear enough, but not the words of whoever spoke. She heard her father's voice, but not his words, either.

She turned off the gas under the hot chocolate and hurried out of the kitchen, to go to her parent's office and find out what had happened. This was probably why the Hound had come to her--to let her know something had happened up on the mountain and her talents would be needed.

No threat of having to leave.

Not this time, anyway.

When she reached the office, Jack and Ellie stood in front of the table where the radio equipment sat. Her father was writing down coordinates with one hand, and with the other dug in the long, flat drawer that held all the topographical maps of the mountain. Ellie had her back to the table and was at work going through the drawers of the tall equipment locker that filled the wall, pulling out radio packs and backpacks pre-packed with first aid kits and their standard mountain rescue gear. Iris waited, knowing better than to ask questions until Jack got off the radio. Nate came up behind her. She shivered, feeling the heat of his body radiating through the air, standing so close to her. Now was the wrong time for her hormones to complain.

 "Good," Jack said as he turned away from hanging up the radio. "Thought you'd hear." He raised one eyebrow, glancing past Iris, and she knew he had seen Nate. Fortunately, that was all the acknowledgement he got. "We have a downed plane, small private jet, Mercy Corps. They were heading for our airstrip to get out of the storm when they were struck by lightning. Everyone is alive, no serious injuries, but we're working against the clock."

"Can we help?" Nate said. "We're not certified for search and rescue, but we've had foul weather training."

"That would save time, get more of us up the mountain faster," Ellie said, when Iris fully expected her parents to say no.

She shivered, knowing the situation had to be serious for them to look at each other, have that flash of silent communication that she envied, and to accept help from half-trained high school kids.

Nate went to wake Cody and Seth while Iris went after Pandora. Her parents had all the gear pulled out to outfit all of them, and six different maps of the mountainside spread out on the big conference table in the room off the fire pit room, when the five of them were dressed and came back downstairs.

Jack handed out assignments. Iris and her parents would head up the mountainside right away. The other four would stay in the lodge and pack food, make coffee, and wait for the park service team to join them. The lodge lay between the possible crash site and the ranger station, which was why they were getting involved. Even limited to foot travel in this weather, the team from the lodge would reach the crash site sooner than the rangers. No one would be able to take vehicles any higher up the mountain than the lodge. All the roads were either covered with debris and fallen trees, or washed out under mudslides, and had been for several days, even before the dam break earlier that evening.
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