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Chapter 1

 

Dawn opened the window to look down on the alley behind her apartment building and check for traffic, see if anyone was waiting--as in people who still needed to be convinced this trip was a good idea, heading out cross country on her motorcycle--before she went downstairs with her packed bag, her riding jacket and helmet. A flicker of shadows in the corner of her loft apartment made her stop, in case a Hound had come to visit her.

But no such occurrence. It was just the curtain, waving in an unusually chill breeze. Dawn sighed and crossed the room to close the window. After all, she was going away for several weeks. It wouldn't be good to come back and find that wall and several feet into the apartment drenched from rain and blown apart from whatever freak weather patterns descended on Neighborlee. Her roommate, Cinden, was away visiting her adopted grandmother.

Blue, green, and pink sparkles shimmered into being in front of her nose as she turned to leave. Dawn held her breath, waiting for the winkies to pass on some impression or mental image. They winked out after just a few seconds. She sighed. The brainless little magical creatures were just "making their rounds", as Angela called their activity. Keeping watch on friends and allies, making sure no inimical Talents or other-dimensional invaders tried to sneak in, piggybacking on an innocent pawn. Or worse, sleeping inside something, to wait until an opportune time, like the creature everyone referred to as Big Ugly, trapped between multiple dimensions and trying to ooze out underneath Neighborlee. The winkies couldn't do anything, but they made effective watchdogs. Supposedly. Angela laughed a little, and sometimes smirked when people like Maurice complained about the winkies butting into every move he made. She claimed they were just being protective. Dawn and Lanie and others in Neighborlee who could see the little bits of light and noise called it being nosey.

"I have to get out of here," she muttered as she caught up the strap of her helmet in the crook of her elbow and headed for the door again. Dawn snorted. She sounded like she was trying to convince herself.

No convincing needed. Her vivid dreams had increased over the last year. As members of the Hunt found the website she had created to make contact, or Stayn's, Marak's, and Miss Salem's connections had picked up more clues and identified the lost children, those dreams had proven painfully, sharply accurate. Dawn would violate her vows as a member of the Hunt if she ignored the clear message in this latest recurring dream. A member of the Hunt was alone, traveling by foot, and according to the dreams only Dawn could help the thin, ragged girl reach safety. Many dreams showed mountain roads. One member of the Hunt had arrived on Earth just in the last few months--on Smokeytop Mountain, near the town of Cameron, to be more precise, and nearly in the lap of a reluctant member of the Hunt, Aireen Cairn, now called Iris Davenport. 

Dawn's first destination was to visit Iris and her boyfriend, Nate, who was the son of two members of the Hunt. They had found each other, married, and then were killed by a traitor. Miss Salem was using her federal connections to investigate Nate's parents and the dead traitor, to dredge up some clue as to their identities, to mark them off the list of who still had to show up or make contact. Stayn's cousin, Lin, was one of those who had yet to be identified.

Definitely, Dawn would go check on Iris, first. Just on the off chance the girl had had another member of the Hunt drop on her doorstep, and she was trying to get the newcomer settled before making contact. Dawn understood how Iris--or rather, Aireen--felt. If she had a family that adopted her, and a real home, rather than being big sister to the little girls at the orphanage where she had grown up, she might have been just as reluctant to walk away from her new life when Stayn found her. If Stayn hadn't been her best friend from childhood, from back home, and if he hadn't been her betrothed.

And that was another reason to get out and away from Neighorlee, to put some distance and space between her and Stayn. He had promised not to put pressure on her, to let her grow up. The man was honorable, but when did honor and patience go too far? Had he decided he didn't want to marry her after all? Or was she putting out signals telling him to back away, and never be more than good friends? She needed to get away, to see new sights, meet new people, change the air in her lungs, and straighten out all the things tangled up in her heart and her mind.

The only thing she knew was that if Stayn didn't kiss her soon, she was going to blow some circuits. It had been too long since those fumbling, disastrous kisses when they were playing cat-and-mouse with that crime boss, Archby, at Cedar Point Amusement Park. She could barely remember what they felt like.

Dawn pulled her apartment door closed behind her, tugging hard to make it click and latch. Shimmers of subliminal sound down her back told her thunder rumbled in the distance. She shivered and let her boots clatter and thud on the flights of switchback stairs taking her from the sixth floor to the ground level door into the back room of Stayn and Ethan's detective agency.

"The heck with it," she murmured, on the third floor landing. "Why do I have to wait for him? Maybe that's the problem--he's waiting for me to give him the signal?" A snicker escaped her as a scenario burst full-blown into her mind. "Give him something to think about, maybe, while I'm away?" 

Stayn was edgy enough about her taking this reconnaissance trip alone, she wouldn't be out of his thoughts for a minute, the whole time she was away. That was a very comforting, gratifying realization.

The aroma of fresh coffee greeted her when she reached the office, which was empty of people. It was still early in the morning, so that even the start-of-the-business-day traffic wasn't visible in the intersection framed in the plate glass windows of the office. Dawn fought down a sigh. She had mentioned at the last meeting of the Hunt that she was leaving today to follow the dreams, but hadn't said when. Still, she had thought Stayn would be waiting to say good-bye. Yes, she could go looking for him to say good-bye, but she had let herself hope...

What she hoped, she wasn't quite sure. But since she graduated from high school and more members of the Hunt joined them in Neighborlee, something had changed in her relationship with Stayn. Or maybe more accurately, it hadn't changed enough. He was no longer legally responsible for her. She knew she pulled her weight in the search for the rest of the Hunt, as well as his private investigations work. They worked together well, sometimes almost as if they could read each other's mind. As if they had worked together all their lives, instead of having just found each other a few years ago.

Maybe that was why that funny little dropping sensation kept dropping, making her feel a little hollow and a little teary. Stayn should be waiting here. Even though she hadn't told him the time she planned on leaving.

Definitely, something had to be done. But she wasn't sure she was the one who should get that "something" moving. What if--

"Coward," Stayn said, stepping into the office through the front door, and carrying a box from the Sipping Post. That meant bakery, fresh and warm from the oven.

"Me?" Dawn grinned, feeling that dropping sensation evaporate into something like giddiness. No, that was hunger. Her stomach grumbled loudly. "And what, pray tell, am I a coward about?"

"Sneaking out of here." He tossed the bakery box down on the desk next to her, and reached for the coffee machine and his glossy black extra large mug. "Figured I better feed you so you don't faint and fall off that deathtrap machine."

She muffled a chuckle--mostly because she feared it would come out as a totally brainless, ditzoid giggle--and reached for the box. The aroma reached her nose before she slit the sealing tape with her fingernail. Her stomach rumbled again and her mouth watered. Fresh, warm, fragrant blueberry scones with extra thick, dripping icing.

"I wasn't sneaking," she said as she debated which scone was the biggest, and if she should take it or be virtuous and leave the biggest one for him. "If you didn't notice, I stopped in here instead of heading out the other door to my bike."

"Sure you weren't going to raid the petty cash before you took off?" He dropped into his swivel chair before taking his first long gulp of fresh coffee. Letting out a long sigh of satisfaction, he leaned back and put both feet up on the desk, on top of the folders spread across it, waiting for his attention.

Just for that, she took the largest scone, and then made him wait for an answer as she took a bite and closed her eyes to savor that first warm, moist, rich mouthful.

"What if I asked you not to go?" he said, his voice softly thoughtful.

Dawn slowly opened her eyes. She took another bite as she settled down on the edge of the desk and studied him, sitting five feet away from her. So many responses she could give him, and as many explanations for just why he didn't want her to go. She feared making the wrong choice, getting the wrong answer from him.

"I have to," she began.

"And the Hounds will protect you, because you're obeying them. I know." He lowered his feet to the floor and sat up, putting the three-quarters-full mug down.

That made this conversation even more serious than she guessed, because Stayn's first cup of coffee for the day was nearly a sacred ritual that was never interrupted.

"Here. It's stupid, I know, but I'd feel better if you took this with you." He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out what looked like a tube of white paper.

Tissue paper, she realized a moment later, seeing how it bent and crinkled at the slightest movement. Stayn stood and crossed to her, holding out the thin bundle. A faint whisper of rose scent reached her before she held out her hand to take it. Dawn's heart skipped a half-dozen beats in the time it took to put down the scone and unwrap the tissue paper to find a single, deep blushing pink rose.

This meant more to her than the cell phone Stayn had insisted on giving her. More than the explanation that although he trusted the Hounds to come to her rescue if she ran into trouble when he wasn't there, he didn't want to take any chances. More than realizing that he had already programmed his name into her phone, on the very first speed dial button.

"I figured a dozen would be a mess. I mean, where could you put them on a motorcycle? You could put it in your pocket, and if you were careful it would last a while, and maybe even dry before it fell apart and I'm being a total idiot, right?" He wouldn't meet her gaze as he spoke, and his mouth trembled a little bit, like he couldn't decide if he wanted to grin or not.

"Not really." She swallowed hard. There was something scratching inside her throat, but she didn't think it was the scone. "I still have the dozen you gave me for graduation."

"Yeah?" His eyes locked with hers for a few seconds. "So I'm not being a bozo, asking you to take it with you?"

"You're being a bozo if you think I'd forget you just in the few weeks I'll be gone."

"Hmm. Maybe. The thing is, I don't want to push you, Dawn--I promised you I'd let things happen naturally."

"What is supposed to be natural for us?" she half-whispered.

"Exactly. But I have to tell you, it's starting to get...I don't know. Painful. I watch Ethan and Angela, and I know they're busy making up for being separated for centuries, and they're being pretty discrete, but sometimes..." He sighed and raked both hands through his hair. "Dawn...Dandova Kale...I just want you to be as happy paired with me as I am to be paired with you."

"You are?" Her voice cracked. "I mean--happy to be stuck with me?"

"I don't see it as 'stuck'. But if that's how you see it--"

"No, I don't. But you're...well, you're taking it so slow. And yeah, it's kind of awkward, watching Angela and Ethan, even though they're not gooey or gross or going overboard all the time." She tried to laugh. 

"Dawn--" He stopped, eyes, widening, as she quickly pressed two fingers against his lips, stopping him.

"I'm...glad you're happy," she said quickly, trying to ignore the tingling sensations racing up and down her arm from the contact of her fingertips on his lips. Not a smart move, Dandova! "I thought you were just comfortable, you know? If I was lucky, you were content with being paired with me. You're a good, kind, thoughtful man, and I just figured all the nice little things you did for me were because you are good and kind and thoughtful and...well, from duty."

"I like doing special things for you. Making you smile," he said, after grasping her wrist gently and lowering her hand.

"Have you been...courting me?" she asked, her voice rasping at the end.

"Not doing a very good job at it, am I?"

Dawn went up on her toes and grabbed hold of his collar with both hands and kissed him. At the back of her mind, as she dove in, she planned to make a hasty exit, and if she was lucky, manage to get her helmet on and the pack on the back of her bike and get out of there before Stayn caught up with her. If he chased her. She wanted him to chase her.

Stayn caught hold of both her wrists before she could take her lips off his. He pulled her off balance, so she fell into him, and in a lightning move released her wrists to wrap both arms around her, drawing her in for a second, longer kiss. Too soon, just a few racing heartbeats later, he stepped back and released her, after making sure she was steady on her feet.

Okay, I guess that was the absolutely right thing to do.

Dawn couldn't persuade her eyes to open, until that low, utterly masculine chuckle of satisfaction rumbled out of Stayn. For half a second, she felt cold, until she opened her eyes and saw him watching her, red-faced and looking just as nervous-edgy-uncertain as she felt.

"Okay," she said, sounding as breathless as she felt. "I guess we have a lot of talking to do when I get back."

"Just talking?" Stayn tried to force his mouth into a frown, but it trembled too much with the laughter that spilled from his eyes.

"Maybe if we had talked more, things would be different." She swallowed hard. "Closer."

"I have never felt 'stuck' with you, Dandova." He cupped her cheek with all the gentleness she could have wanted, as delicately as Serena moved when she coaxed wild birds to perch on her arms. "When we were children and they betrothed us, I was just old enough to understand a lot of what marriage meant, old enough to be curious, young enough to be disgusted." He grinned when she choked and the sound turned to laughter. "But more than anything, what mattered was that you were my friend and I was glad that we would spend the rest of our lives together. That has never changed." He sighed and stepped back, breaking the warm, soft contact. "Even when I thought I would grow old and die in this alien world and never find another member of the Hunt."

"We have a lot of wasted time to make up for."

A shiver of energy washed over her, letting her know that someone with considerable talent or magical strength approached the office. Dawn sighed, and yet felt a cool sense of relief. Even if she wanted to try a few more kisses, common sense said wasting the morning quiet by experimenting with--and celebrating--this new step in their relationship would just make it harder to leave. And she had to leave.

Stayn brushed a kiss across her cheek and hooked his arm through hers, turning her toward the door. He handed her the remainder of her scone and broke off most of the stem of her rose, making it the perfect length to go in the upper pocket of her jacket, so the blossom stuck out and brushed against her collar. She caught up her helmet and he picked up her pack, and they headed for the doorway out to the alley where her motorcycle waited.
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Stayn stayed in the doorway of the back room of his office, looking down the street where Dawn had vanished, long after the sound of her motorcycle had faded away. He shuddered, imagining all the accidents that could ambush her on her beloved bike. What had Marac been thinking when he bought it for her graduation present? Yes, until they were married, Marac had authority over her as her cousin and Firstborn of Clan Kale, and as a police officer he certainly had more accurate statistics on the safety of motorcycles. But what was wrong with the man, putting Dawn on a machine like that, when he could have just as easily bought her a nice safe car?

"You'd be grumbling about all the safety hazards of traveling the highways, no matter what she drove," he muttered, and reached to close the door. The fact was that the motorcycle gave her more flexibility, a lower profile in some sense, and made it less expensive to travel wherever she needed to. He shuddered again, thinking how easy it would be to hide the motorcycle if she got into trouble--and how bad that trouble had to be, if she needed to hide it.

"Empty nest syndrome?" Ethan Jarod, his P.I. partner, asked from the doorway behind him.

"How long have you been standing there, smirking?" Stayn pushed a little harder on the door than necessary. It slammed shut with a satisfying bang. He felt a little better--not enough, but a little.

"According to our friends, I smirk all the time." The big, dark-haired, blue-eyed man--a knight in another world and time--leaned back against the doorframe and crossed his arms. "To be honest, my face seems to hurt all the time. Just not used to smiling for the last couple centuries, according to Angela."

Stayn bit back the urge to snarl something nasty in his birth language, when the other man's eyes lit up just from mentioning his true love's name.

"Not long," Ethan added, finally answering the question. "It's pretty convenient, having dimensional windows through the town, for traveling in bad weather. I don't have to deal with traffic or storms, or even put a coat on."

"It's summer, traffic during Neighborlee's rush hour means twenty cars in the center of town instead of five at any one time, and it's a gorgeous day." He tried to plaster a disgruntled expression on his face, but Ethan's good mood was always contagious.

Besides, Dawn had kissed him, and if he heard her correctly, she didn't resent being betrothed to him. Just the opposite--she liked it. She felt just as awkward about their situation as he did at times. And most important, Dawn might just be impatient with how slowly and carefully he was taking their whole relationship.

She admitted she had kept the dozen yellow roses he gave her for graduation.

Who wouldn't be in a good mood, after the great morning he had just had? Other than the fact that his betrothed had just driven away for an unspecified time, following that dangerously vivid guiding dream the Hounds of Hamin had put in her head.

"I need more coffee," he muttered, and sidestepped to get around Ethan and through the door into the main office.

"Didn't know you liked scones," Ethan offered, following him.

"Dandova loves blueberry ones."

"Ah." He snatched up his mug--one of the incredibly perceptive children who frequented Divine's Emporium had given him one with a knight in black armor charging a fire-breathing dragon--and held it out when Stayn finished filling his mug with fresh coffee. "Besides, you're wrong. About the weather."

"How?" Stayn made a show of stepping over to the window and pressing down on some of the slats of the blinds to look out. Sparkling sunshine slanted down from the swatch of brilliant blue sky visible between the tops of the buildings.

"Maurice popped in to let us know he and Holly both had bad vibes this morning about an incoming storm. We went down into the cellar and sub-cellar, just to check." Ethan dropped into his desk chair and leaned back, cradling his mug. "I really hate it when that guy is right. And even worse, the feeling coming up through the ground."

"You're just jealous because Maurice was living in Divine's for two years before you showed up. It's not like a guy shrunk down to six inches tall could make any moves on Angela--and she would have zapped him a dozen times over if he tried. Any idiot could tell she was waiting for someone specific." He snickered when Ethan's eyes lit up. "Well, looking back, it's obvious, now that we can see how she is whenever you walk into the room. The thing is, Maurice was never a threat. The guy was nuts for Holly long before he figured it out."

"Hmm. Maybe."

Stayn paused, halfway into his seat. A shiver ran up and down his spine and made the hairs stand up at the nape of his neck. The best way to get either a growl or a grin and rumbling chuckle from Ethan was to tease him about Maurice being a rival. The dis-enchanted Fae, now liaison and guide for Fae visiting Neighborlee from the Fae realms, had never been interested in Angela, even in pretend, to tease her. Maurice was too smart for that. Ethan's reaction to the teasing was always a good barometer to how things were at Divine's Emporium, meaning how Angela felt, reacting to the vibrations of good and evil, safety and danger, humming through the foundations of the town. For Ethan to have such a non-reaction...made Stayn feel uneasy. Maybe he should call Dawn's phone and demand she return now. Or better yet, contact Marac and tell him to make her come home. Using his authority as a police officer, if necessary.

"The ground makes my feet itch through my boots. And there was this pressure in the air when we went up into the attics and checked the secret library and the painting room," Ethan continued after taking a slow sip of his coffee. "It made the back of my head ache."

"Does Maurice think Big Ugly is waking up?"

Stayn knew that was a stupid question, but he had to say something.

"He's calling in some friends in dimensions that brush up against Neighborlee where the barriers are weak. No idea how long it'll take to test things. Guber and Epsi are hard at work, playing with his gizmos, trying to come up with something to monitor the dimensional barriers, see if Big Ugly is trying to make a break for it. There's a reason why he's been imprisoned underneath the town all these centuries, caught between dimensions." Ethan let out a gusting sigh, took a big gulp of his coffee, and thumped the mug down on his indecently clean desk. "It'd be a big help if we could find out just what that reason is."

"Yeah." Stayn shivered.

"What?" The other man's blue eyes darkened and narrowed, the intensity of his gaze nearly skewering Stayn into his chair. "You just thought of something."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"Just a theory some of us...the Hunt...have played with." Stayn flinched when thunder rumbled through the air. The sunshine was still bright, no clouds marring the blue strip visible between the tops of the buildings. That was one thing he loved about Neighborlee--not a single building in the entire town was taller than six stories.

"Nobody but us can hear that," Ethan said, his voice soft. "It's coming from under us, not the sky. At least, not yet."

"Oh, joy. I'd actually prefer a gully-washer. A real storm."

"What's real?" The big man shrugged, offering a lopsided smile. "Whatever that storm is that's coming at us, whether it starts out as a blue storm, reacting to nasty tectonic activity in the interdimensional level, or it's just nasty physical weather...it'll end up as a hard, cold, driving downpour. Like I said, glad I can just walk through the wall at Divine's and end up here."

"My friend, for a knight, you're quite a hedonist." He grinned when the other man just shrugged, his face settled into another smug grin, and he slouched, stretching out his legs.

"Practical. A realist. After all the centuries of suffering Angela and I endured, to find each other again...I am not going to be a self-righteous idiot and deny myself all the little luxuries available for my use. Besides, it gives me fifteen more minutes at home with her in the morning and gets me home fifteen minutes earlier at the end of the day. Maybe you don't appreciate that, living in the same building where you work." Ethan cocked an eyebrow at him. "Then again, I imagine you've griped about all those flights of steps between you and Dawn. And the years in age, too."

"Hmm. Maybe." He felt a cold wind move in serpentine fashion around him--despite the fact no windows or doors were open. 

"Angela had bad dreams last night. I was relieved when Maurice showed up, just to know it was Big Ugly getting restless, and not some other old enemy trying to come after her like the Von Helados did last year," Ethan admitted. "She conferred with others who have faced him down over the years here, and they agree he's never been like this before. There's a new feeling to the vibes he's putting out. They aren't sure what they're sensing yet. I had to get out of there, just so I wouldn't get in the way." He sighed and gazed down into his coffee. "It's a pretty helpless, frustrating feeling, knowing you can't do anything to help your ladylove."

"Yeah, I know," Stayn muttered. The other man met his gaze, and they shared a long look of mutual suffering and understanding.

Then Ethan grinned and gestured down the street, in the direction Dawn had gone. "Told you so."

"Told me what?" He snatched up the last scone in the box and bit into it. A flicker of amusement touched him when he noted Dawn had taken the bigger scone.

"The girl wants to fall in love with you, but you have to give her the push, get her moving."

"Depends on your idea of moving," he muttered through the mouthful of scone. 

It occurred to him that Dawn had good taste. The whole idea of a scone, so old-fashioned and English, had never really appealed to him, but this was incredible. Maybe he should find those scone pans and packaged mixes he had seen in that odd-and-ends store Dawn loved to browse, and have them waiting when she came back. It would be something they could do together. Or he could surprise her--give her a heart attack--by baking them for her. A new, nebulous thought solidified at the back of his mind, turning the scone dry and tasteless in his mouth. He had to wash it down with suddenly bitter coffee before he choked. 

"Is it too late?" he blurted. "Or too soon?"

"For what?" Ethan asked, slipping on that non-committal, unfeeling, unreadable private investigator mask that he wore all too well.

"There's no guarantee we'll survive the gathering, the trip home--if we can even get home--and Gahlmorag catching up with us." Stayn sighed and sank back in his chair. "That's the thing I was thinking about before. That maybe Big Ugly is Gahlmorag. That he got here centuries ahead of us and was trapped by the Hounds. They played with time with the rest of us, after all, why not him, too? And the time is coming, with most of the Hunt in Neighborlee, or in contact with us. Our concentrated presence is making something happen, waking up Gahlmorag or Big Ugly or whatever is down there, maybe energizing him...and we need to fight him here, instead of going home to battle him."

"Okay, that's kind of depressing. But only if you want it to be."

"Only if I want..." Stayn scowled at his partner, hating that glint of amusement in the man's blue eyes.

"Did you ever think that after centuries of being locked up, of trying to bull his way out of his prison, of being trapped between dimensions, this Gahlmorag guy is going nuts, and he's probably so worn down and beat up, he's going to be easy to beat?"

"If only," he snarled.

But ironically, amazingly, a chuckle escaped his throat, startling him. And an instant later, he felt as if a bubble of painful pressure inside his chest, his gut, and enclosing his head had either burst or deflated.

Thunder boomed, rattling the windows and the blinds and the coffee mugs hanging on the mug tree. Both men got up and stepped over to the inset door and looked out as the sky turned blue-black in a visible sweep, like a wipe effect in an old-time serial movie. Ethan opened the door, and warm air gushed into the office, pushed by a wall of chill, damp air. Rain crashed down in a visible, sharply defined line where the black took over the crystalline blue of summer.

At the edges of the black storm cloud--a physical storm that had the people out on the sidewalks dashing for cover, darting into storefronts and prompting merchants and clerks to hurry to close doors--Stayn saw flickers of blue lightning. No one but the Hunt and the Lost Boys, as Lanie Zephyr and her friends referred to themselves, could see that particular hue in the lightning. Was that a comforting thought, or just another frustration?

Stayn's fingertips prickled with static, and he turned to see a Hound step through the wall and Ethan's desk. The big silver-eyed, black beast was tall enough it could have stepped over the desk without its belly fur disturbing any papers. The two men exchanged glances and crooked grins as the guardian beast settled down on the floor in front of the water cooler, put its head down on its crossed paws, and closed its glowing silver eyes.

"That is not comforting at all," Stayn muttered. It wasn't there to warn him or give him a prompt into action, and the beast definitely hadn't shown up to protect him from imminent attack--so what was it there for?

Ethan burst out laughing, stepped carefully around the Hound, and settled down at his desk.
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Iris Davenport felt her cell phone buzz on her hip, and nearly let go of the rock face to slap at the irritating gizmo. She dug her fingers into the crevice that seemed to be the only thing keeping her from falling about forty feet straight down, and tipped her head back. Pandora, Cody and Nate were all about three to six feet above her and closer to the top of the cliff. Why the four of them had chosen today to challenge the precipice called Idiot's Drop, she didn't know.

Right now, the temptation to yank the cell phone off her hip and let it fall to the rocks far below almost overwhelmed common sense. She knew who was calling--Renetta Rill, who went by the name of Miss Salem here on Earth, had given her the phone specifically for contact with members of the Hunt. If she didn't answer the phone in a reasonable amount of time, what were the chances a Hound would come after her and force her to respond?

Worse than a Hound nudging her to accept her duty as a member of the Hunt, Nate would see and nag her. Iris looked up again, wondering where Nate had his phone, also a gift from Miss Salem. Maybe he would answer it as soon as he reached the top of the cliff, and that would serve for both of them?

"You're being stupid," she murmured. Why wouldn't she want to talk to a member of the Hunt? Whoever it was probably had news about her cousin, Andris, reporting how the boy was adapting to Earth. Iris wished he could have stayed with her, but explaining the boy's presence to her adopted parents--how they were relatives and how he had arrived on Smokeytop Mountain--was just too much for her to handle. 

"What's taking you so long?" Pandora called, perched on the edge of the precipice.

"Trying not to break my neck, thanks very much." Iris stuck her tongue out. That earned snorts and chuckles from the other three and did help her feel a little better.

"Need some help?" Nate called, pausing just one foot from the top.

"Just get out of my way." She wanted to ask him if his phone had buzzed, but there were several problems with that. First, their friends didn't know about Miss Salem or the Hunt, and therefore didn't know about their phones. Iris had always considered cell phones a nuisance, just from observing everyone enslaved to voice mail and texting. So she didn't have a phone. She didn't need friends in school and around the small town of Cameron pestering her with inane comments and distracting texts. As evidenced by the call in the middle of this climb.

More important, she didn't want Nate to get frustrated with her over the whole issue of making contact with the Hunt--which he would be, if she admitted she was trying to ignore that call. He was fascinated with his parents' history, the heritage of the members of the Hunt. She teased him that he didn't care about her as his girlfriend anymore--he only spent time with her to go over the books his parents had created, to teach him. They had published books about their homeworld under the guise of gaming manuals, to reach out and contact the Hunt.

If whoever had called her also called Nate when she didn't answer right away, what did it mean? Trouble? Good news? Something that dealt with them both, obviously. 

If the call was only for her, what did that mean? Iris flinched, and for a horrifying second felt her center of gravity shift, threatening her balance. Teeth bared, she pressed herself harder against the cliff face and dug her fingers in harder and pulled herself up. She refused to fall--just like she refused to consider the possibility that something bad had happened to Andris.

When she got her chin above the precipice, Nate knelt a foot back from the edge and offered both hands to help her over the edge. Iris half-expected a shock between them, a single blue spark of power, some sign of Hunt talents being activated. But there was nothing. Just the grit and sweat pressed between their gloved hands, and the heart-stopping single second when she thought she had lost her grip and would fall. But Nate would never let her fall. She shifted her balance to push herself up while he pulled. In two heartbeats, she knelt with her ankles hanging over the side and resting on her hands and knees.

"Whose brilliant idea was this, anyway?" Pandora lay on her back, her legs hanging over the precipice from the knees down.

Cody grinned sheepishly, looking just as breathless and wrung out as Iris felt, and raised his hand. Pandora blew raspberries at him. Nate settled back on his haunches and grinned.

"You okay?" he murmured, and rested his left hand on her right hand.

Too much on my mind. She jerked her chin at her hip, where the cell phone rested in the neat little pouch. Did you get a call while we were climbing?

I really hate the buzzer option--I turned it completely off, he added, and got to his feet, cutting off their touch-link. He tottered away, digging in his fanny pack. He had his cell phone in his hand before he stepped out of sight around a clump of berry bushes.

"No wonder he got to the top so fast," Cody said.

"You're so third grade," Pandora moaned. Her mouth twitched as she fought not to grin.

Iris realized it looked like Nate was looking for some privacy. What if she had followed him, to see if he had a message when he turned on his phone? Her face felt warm, but she was sure she wasn't blushing enough to be noticeable.

Her phone didn't buzz again, but she imagined it vibrating, insisting that she answer as soon as possible. Like it had taken on sentience and wouldn't leave her alone until she followed through on her duty. Iris muffled a groan and pushed herself upright. The sooner she dealt with it and found out who wanted to make contact and why, the better.

Since Pandora and Cody both thought Nate had gone to relieve himself, Iris decided to use that excuse. She jerked her head in the opposite direction, at a thicker clump of bushes, and caught Pandora's gaze. Her friend grinned and nodded, but  made no move to get up and follow her. Iris was glad--she still couldn't figure out what the reasoning was behind girls going to the restroom in herds. Especially out here, under the blue sky.

Yes, it was still blue. Not a shred of storm clouds. No sign or hint that this spring had brought storms that created enough mudslides and threatened earthquakes to tear Smokeytop down to its roots. And among all those storms had been blue lightning, signaling a disturbance in the dimensions, someone or something tearing at the barrier between worlds. Andris had come through not a day older than he had been when all the children of Clan Cairn gave themselves to the Hounds and fled to this alien world called Earth. Iris found it hard to believe all that disturbance had been just for one small, eleven-year-old boy to come through. The few times she had talked to Miss Salem, they had skirted the proposition that Gahlmorag was trying to force his way through the dimensional barriers to follow the Hunt.

Well, that was one fear she didn't have to face--if Gahlmorag had arrived on Earth, other members of the Hunt wouldn't be using a phone to tell her. Iris expected Hounds would come for her and Nate. Or Gahlmorag would come after them, since they were separated from the rest of the forces intended to defeat him someday.

"Lovely thought," she mumbled, as she flipped her phone open and saw the little readout that announced someone had left a message for her. 

The number wasn't programmed into her phone. It wasn't Miss Salem or other Hunt contacts the woman had programmed into her phone. Was that good or bad? Only one way to find out. Iris sighed, scrolled through her options, and pushed the button to play the message.

She was impressed that a phone signal could get through, this deep into the mountains.

"Are you decent?" Nate called softly, crunching loudly through the bushes around her.

"Depends on your definition of decent." She laughed in response to his groan. "I'm getting a message. Come on in." 

"Hi, Aireen," a young woman said in the voicemail, as Nate slid through the last layer of bushes. "Or Iris. Do you have as hard a time deciding which you prefer, our home names or our Earth names? I'm Dandova Kale, but everybody calls me Dawn. No emergency, nothing to worry about. I'm on a...well, I guess you could call it a dream quest. The Hounds give me dreams. I'm seeing a lot of mountains, so I thought of your territory. I'm about an hour from Cameron, and if we could meet somewhere when I pass through, I'd appreciate it. I'll stop for lunch there, and I'll call you once more before I leave, if you don't call me back before then. Bye."

"She sounds nice," Nate said, when Iris gave him the gist of her message. "She said she was checking with me, in case you were busy and couldn't meet and I was available."

"You are definitely not available, in so many definitions of the word," she said, crossing her eyes at him.

"You know what I mean, what she means."

"Yeah, I do." She sighed when Nate wrapped his arm around her and drew her sideways against him. She closed her eyes and rested her head on his shoulder, just for a moment. "You want to call her back, or should I?"

"You sure?"

"What's that supposed to mean?" Iris fought the urge to whine when Nate gripped her shoulders and stepped back, putting her at arms' length. All she saw when she opened her eyes was the concern crinkling around his eyes and mouth. That loosened half her tension.

"Sometimes it's like you think everybody in the Hunt is out to get us. It's not like that."

"Nate, we are here for one reason--"

"I know. To protect us, give us time to grow up and grow into our powers, so we can fight a guy who makes Darth Vader and the People's Republic of Haven look like a bunch of giggly little girls having a tea party. And we need to get back before Cody and Pandora start telling really weird stories about us."

"Such as?" She wrinkled up her nose at him. He laughed and grabbed her hand and pulled her along behind him as he stepped out of the bushes. "In case you've forgotten, under our galactic warrior armor, we're just stupid, hormonal teenagers."

"Hmm..." He stopped short, turning sharply on one heel so she was nearly nose-to-nose with him before she realized it. "Stupid, no. Hormonal...maybe." Then he bent down and kissed her nose. Before she could react, he turned and fled.

She shrieked and ran after him. It felt good to let go and be exactly what she wanted and needed to be. A teenager goofing around on the mountainside with her boyfriend.

When they reached Pandora and Cody, they found both of them taking care of phone calls. Cody was checking in with his ranger father, making sure of their arrangements for a ride down the mountainside with one of the regular patrols. Pandora had a call that sounded like good news, judging by her squeals and incoherent starts and stops and broken off words.

Iris pulled out her phone and turned her back on the other two before hitting redial for Dawn's phone number. She was relieved when Dawn wasn't immediately available, and left a message, inviting her up to Davenport Lodge. At this time of the summer, the lodge was full of guests, and hikers using it as a jumping off spot. It was also full of college students earning money for the fall, meaning her parents wouldn't expect Iris to take an afternoon or evening shift after spending the day with Nate, Cody and Pandora. 

Twenty minutes later, a park service truck pulled into the parking lot of the ranger station just moments after the four of them reached it. Ranger Cage Hawkins drove the four hikers down the mountain, and asked questions as both ranger and father about the climb and the condition of Idiots' Drop. Iris gladly let Nate and Cody take most of the conversation while she thought about meeting Dawn. Miss Salem had taken Andris to Neighborlee, where Dawn lived, to teach him English and local customs, and help him adapt to living on Earth. Dawn could tell Iris how Andris was doing. A funny little pang grabbed at her chest, when it occurred to her that he hadn't tried to communicate since going to Neighborlee. Was he hurt that she wouldn't come to Neighborlee with him?

Not going to do us any good to worry myself into a headache about it beforehand, she mused. As the elder, she had a responsibility to check on Andris, didn't she?

"Guess it's time to go visit Neighborlee," she murmured, after Ranger Hawkins dropped her and Nate off at the lodge, and drove off to take Pandora home.

"That wasn't so hard to admit, was it?" Nate wrapped his arm around her shoulders, laughing when she glared at him. It occurred to her that their position made punching him in the side a little hard.

"When there's a nine-hundred-pound gorilla in the room, you have to admit it."

"Hmm, isn't that kind of a skinny--" He gave up with a muffled ooph, jerking sideways as Iris managed to dig her elbow into his ribs, despite the proximity and angle.

"It's all an adventure for you. I get that. But for me..." Iris glanced up at the lodge, wondering if Dawn had arrived already. But if she had, wouldn't the Hounds show up, with three members of the Hunt here, just reacting to their presence?

"Yeah, I get that it's different for you," he said, and rested a hand on her shoulder. "I get that you don't want to leave your folks, but don't you miss your real folks? From what you've told me about them, about your home, about my parents' home, it sounds like an incredible place." He shrugged and offered a snort of laughter. "Heck, it sounds like we're royalty."

"Not 'like'. We are."

"Why don't you want to go back?"

"When do we go? And how?"

"From what my folks put in their books, it sounds like that's something you leave to the Hounds, just like you left it to them to bring you here."

"Easy for you to say. Sorry." She tried to take a few steps away. "Nate, I'm not that much better educated than you are, weird as that seems. I was just a little kid when I came through. Most of my life has been spent here. Most of my memories are here. If it wasn't for my scars and the Hounds and what Laisha did to us and then Andris falling through, most of the time I can convince myself it's all just a story, or a big, overdone game of make-believe."

"Yeah, a game I want to learn better, so I can play it for the rest of my life." He smirked, daring her to argue with him.

Iris swallowed hard, fighting the words that threatened to erupt as a shriek, reminding him that his parents had essentially lost their lives because of the "game" they would be required to "play" one of these days. Some allies had become traitors, and still others might yet be traitors, and some either hadn't come through the vortex or might be dead.

"You know what I think?" he whispered, leaning close. "I think you're ashamed."

"Of what, exactly? I am not ashamed to be a member of the Hunt. That's stupid."

"You're ashamed you wanted to forget. You'd stop being part of the Hunt in a heartbeat, if you could." The somberness of his gaze, the intensity underlying his softened voice mesmerized her. Iris flinched when he grasped her other shoulder with his free hand, but she couldn't have tried to pull away to save her life. "You're ashamed of how you fought with Troy, I think. How you wouldn't make contact with the people in Neighborlee after he gave you all that information and asked you--"

"Ordered me. And you agreed with me, he's nothing but a know-it-all. A pushy know-it-all, flaunting his rank and the fact he's older and he's been here longer and--" Her voice cracked. She couldn't break away from his gaze.

"You blame yourself for everything that happened when Laisha found me."

"Don't be--"

"If you obeyed Troy--yeah, he ordered you around, and if you had told me what was going on, I probably would have told you to tell him to take a hike." Nate shook her, once. "Did you ever think that if you had contacted the others, someone might have taken you away? I wouldn't have come running to you when things got weird with my foster-parents, and Laisha might have caught me and killed me."

"The Hounds were showing up for you. They would have protected you." 

Funny, how much better she felt in reaction to Nate's words. She hadn't seen the past spring's events from that particular angle before. The pressure eased up inside her chest a little--pressure she hadn't been aware of until it decreased enough to be noticeable.
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