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Chapter
One

 


"Weirdest readings
you'll ever see." Dr. Toby Harris looked up from his computer and
winked at Beth McGuire, his assistant for that afternoon, before
clearing his throat and raising his voice. "Colonel Jenkins, could
you come over here, sir?"

The colonel
hurried. Unlike his predecessor, he valued the input of the
civilian scientists and interns at the Hawk's Nest Meteorological
Station.

"Harris, please
tell me you're programming the computer for video games," he said
in a deceptively soft voice, after studying the readings that
scrolled up the screen and repeated themselves.

"I've
double checked the program and the back ups, sir," Beth
said. "It's all real. No glitches or false echoes of any kind."

"But it makes no
sense. Look at that." The colonel turned to a map that etched
itself in color coding across the triple size screen at the
front of the room. That the computer displayed a visual without
manual orders meant the situation had risen to a high priority
rating--high enough for computer over ride. And had risen too
quickly.

"Exactly. Magnetic
readings off the scale, high and low pressure cells with no
discernable causes, all centered around mountainous regions." Toby
typed new instructions into his own console, still studying the big
screen. By this time, the readings had attracted the attention of
most of the other scientists in the day shift, and small groups of
whisperers formed all around the room.

"It's like
whatever is causing the change is occurring at each spot, not some
all over weather pattern affecting the whole country at once,"
Beth offered. She shivered and rubbed at her wrists. Maybe it
wasn't her imagination, after all, when she woke from strange
dreams she couldn't remember, with her scars itching? Maybe she
hadn't imagined the blue sparks she saw dancing across her scars
before she was fully awake?

"Simultaneously?
It would have to be a very powerful, wide spread effect,
whatever it is. There doesn't seem to be any indication of a
central point where it could be coming from." Colonel Jenkins shook
his head, never taking his eyes off the big screen as more bits of
information were added with each passing second. "At least it looks
like the effect has leveled off. Is it all over the globe, or just
the continental U.S.?"

"Continental
only." Beth sat back from her terminal. Her wrists itched. Not
enough to hurt, but enough to distract her from her work. Power of
suggestion, or reality? She didn't dare look at them. Chances were
good, even if blue sparks of power danced across her scars, no one
in the room would be able to see them.

Except another
member of the Hunt – and what were her chances of that? It had been
seven years since she arrived on Earth, brought by the Hounds of
Hamin, and she had yet to meet or be contacted by any other members
of the Hunt. The few times she managed to reach the dreamrealm, she
hadn't even sensed any other people, much less seen them moving
among the shadows or heard voices.

Surreptitiously,
she slipped her fingers in the cuffs of her sleeves and massaged
all around her wrists. For once she was grateful for the dress code
that required all workers, even the summer youth interns at the
meteorological station, to wear long sleeves and either dress
trousers or skirts while on duty. Her fingertips tingled at the
contact, and she longed to tear at her skin with her nails, or bury
her arms in ice to her elbows. Or sit and stare and concentrate
until by force of will alone, she made a Hound appear from thin
air.

Did she want a
Hound to appear? Was it time for the Hunt to gather? Did she want
her cousins and the other refugees from Gahlmorag's attacks to see
the lump she had grown into? Her physical appearance was in direct
opposite proportion to the brilliance of her mind. She looked like
the typical fourteen-year-old, overweight, unpopular,
super-brilliant geek. Unruly hair versus hyper-organized mental
processes. Slow, clumsy limbs versus lightning-swift imagination.
Acne blotches all over her skin versus...hmm, she couldn't find a
comparison.

"McGuire, are you
listening?" Colonel Jenkins asked, leaning over her.

"Hmm? Sorry. I
was..." Beth ducked her head and tucked a strand of hair behind her
ear while she scrambled to get away from her usual silent
self-loathing. "I was trying to remember where I'd seen these
readings before."

"Before?"
Comprehension dawned across his face. "Good thinking. Harris--"

"Already on it,
sir." Toby's fingers danced across his keyboard. "If such readings
ever appeared since we've been able to record meteorological
patterns, we'll be able to find them. Eventually," he added with
another sideways grin for Beth, and a roll of his eyes.

"If the equipment
was sensitive enough to catch it," she added softly.

What if these
readings had been beyond the ability of Earth's science to record
them, until now? What if the odd energy readings meant something
more than just weather--interference from another dimension of
reality, for example?

Beth forced
herself to wait until her silent count reached fifty. She clenched
her hands in the pockets of her skirt to keep her fingers off her
wrists and concentrated to slow the furious pace of her heart.

"Colonel, could I
be excused? I missed lunch today, and I'm feeling a little
faint."

"Of course." He
nodded, barely glancing her way.

Beth hurried out
of her chair and across the room to the door. Out of the corner of
her eye, she caught a glimpse of Colonel Jenkins slowly sinking
into her vacated chair. She smiled, and hurried to the outside
door. It banged open, as loud as the pounding of her heart in her
ears as she raised her face and hands to the sun coming through the
windows on the opposite wall.

"The Hunt!" she
whispered, her voice breaking at the excitement that tightened
every muscle in her body.

Beth Ann McGuire
closed her eyes and remembered. A seven year old,
frightened child named Bethayna Jaym. Lost on the mountainside near
the McGuires' summer cabin. Drenched and shivering in the aftermath
of a storm exactly like those that covered the country and so
puzzled Toby Harris and Colonel Jenkins.

She held her
wrists before her eyes. The scars ran in thin, neat, parallel
lines, white against the tan of her skin. They seemed to glow in
the brilliant sunshine, but she wanted to see the blue sparks.

"I have to get
ready," she whispered.

In the section of
windows where trees blocked the sunlight, she caught her
reflection. Beth studied her pudgy cheeks and dull complexion full
of red blotches, her tangle of hair that kept sliding free of the
twisty, her slumped shoulders and wrinkled shirt. She tried to look
at herself as another problem to be solved. A science project. Her
prize was to be able to stand proudly with the other members of the
Hunt and to be physically fit to do battle with Gahlmorag when they
returned to their homeworld.

"Don't think about
the rest of it," she muttered as she headed down the long, curving
hallway from the control room to the living facilities of the
station. She was only a third-level Firstborn. She would leave the
logistics of how to get home and how to find the rest of the Hunt
to the first-level Firstborn. Her job was simply to be ready.

First step:
renovate her appearance and improve her physical health and
fitness.

Today was June
twentieth. She had until the end of August before her summer
internship at the meteorological station ended and she had to go
home, back to her high school where she was a geek and a lump that
the nice girls pitied, the nice boys ignored, the vicious girls
taunted, and the loser boys only paid attention to when they
couldn't get more popular girls to take them seriously. Her brains
hadn't been worthwhile until she won her scholarship and the
internship. And she wouldn't have even attempted that if Mr.
Gagliotti, the advisor for the Gifted program, hadn't pushed her.
Even now, Beth thought she entered her application just because to
him, she hadn't been invisible.

After that, things
changed. She earned the surprised notice of the other students in
the Gifted program homeroom, who didn't even realize she was there
until Mr. Gagliotti announced her achievement. That had been
interesting. And then there had been the scorn and not-so-subtle
accusations of cheating or unfair help, from the ones who thought
other members of the Gifted program were more deserving. Beth
ignored them, just like they had ignored her all year.

The popular kids
in the science club at school had finally swallowed their
pride--worn down by the insistence of their advisor--and invited
her to join them. Not that she was desperate enough to be grateful
for the crumbs of acceptance they grudgingly held out to her. She
was a member of the Hunt. She didn't need the approval or
admiration or acceptance of the mere mortals of her high
school.

Even though it
would have been nice.

"I'm a member of
the Hunt," Beth whispered, as she flashed her ID card with the
barcode across the scanner at the electric door, that let the
security system track everyone's movements when they went from one
section of the station to another. "It's about time I started
acting like one."

The door hissed
open and Dr. Terri Hunt started through the door. Her sharp-boned
face brightened in a smile, even as she skidded to a stop to keep
from running into Beth.

No one could ever
call Terri pretty, but she had an attractive neatness and sense of
confidence that Beth admired much more than a keen fashion sense.
Besides, she had seen Beth sitting in the corner at the orientation
get-together last week and shook off a handful of other
eager-to-impress interns to cross the room and introduce
herself.

"Hey, shift can't
be over so soon, can it?" Terri said, gesturing for Beth to come
through the door.

"Low blood sugar.
I missed lunch," Beth said, glad she had made up that excuse – and
relieved she remembered it.

"That's not good.
Gotta keep that incredible brain of yours at top speed." She winked
and stepped through the door, most likely heading for the control
room.

"Terri – when
you're off shift – could I ask you for some advice?" She couldn't
believe how her voice trembled.

"Sure. What's
wrong?" Terri stepped back through the door, and led Beth down the
hall a few steps, taking them out of range of the sensors so the
door closed. The concern that put a little wrinkle between her eyes
warmed the girl and calmed her nerves.

"Everything." Beth
pulled out a wad of hair that had come loose of her twisty and
gestured down at her wrinkled shirt and shapeless dark pants with
the embarrassing elastic waistband – gripping a non-existent
waist.

"Uh huh. Girl
stuff." The older woman's eyes sparkled. "It's about time that swan
started pushing at your ugly duckling shell. Promise never to tell
a soul?" she said, lowering her voice nearly to a whisper.

"About what?" Beth
leaned closer, barely curbing the urge to look in both directions
to make sure they weren't overheard.

"Back when I was
your age, I was...well, to be painfully honest, I was in even worse
shape than you, honey. If you're willing to put in a lot of hard
work, reprogram that amazing brain of yours to a new lifestyle, we
can make the outer package nearly as stunning as what's in here."
She tapped Beth's forehead. "You trust me?"

"Absolutely," she
said on a sigh, and grinned.

"First step – go
take care of that low blood sugar, and think hard about what you
put on your plate." She gripped Beth's shoulders and turned her
around, to head down the hall. "I'll meet you after shift in your
room, and we'll set up a plan."

"Thanks, Terri."
Beth's voice cracked as the woman flashed her ID at the scanner and
the door slid open.

"Let's see how
much you thank me when I've made your off-duty hours a living
nightmare." She winked again, and hurried down the hall.

Beth stifled a
giggle. She had always loathed girls who giggled. Her adopted
father always said it sounded like they had helium instead of
brains. Well, maybe by the end of this summer, she would look more
like a girl with helium for brains. Those were the kinds of girls
who fought vampires and other monsters on TV and in the movies,
anyway.

And Gahlmorag was
a lot worse than anything Hollywood could ever come up with.

Her high spirits
plummeted and her scurry down the hallway slowed to a determined
stride. From now on...she wasn't preparing to go to the prom, she
was preparing to go to war.

* * * * *

One benefit of
spending her evenings with Terri and meeting her for early morning
walks and "strategizing" was that Beth spent practically no time at
all with her roommate, who made a lie out of the adage that beauty
and brains never went together. Crissy Phipps had an amazing talent
for compartmentalizing her life, devouring salacious gossip
magazines and lounging around the tiny pool in a string bikini that
could have been mailed in a business envelope, in off-duty time –
and then performing with professional attitude and demeanor, and
dress code, that made Beth wonder for the first few days if she was
rooming with Dr. Jekyl and Ms. Hyde. To top it all off, Crissy was
nice. Beth would have preferred if her roommate was like the
"pretty people" at school, who snickered at her clothes and hair
and offered, in loud voices the entire cafeteria could hear, to
give her fashion advice, or even fix her up on blind dates.
Instead, Crissy offered to share her magazines and makeup –
somehow, her brilliance couldn't seem to digest the fact that such
a practice was a health hazard. And Beth never caught the skinny,
perky, too-cute-for-words girl giving her disgusted looks or
mocking her behind her back.

Beth had learned
long ago not to trust the "pretty people", even when they seemed to
be as honestly nice as Crissy. She was glad to spend her time with
Terri and put her makeover into the woman's hands. Still, when she
got back to their room that first evening with the short, sleek
haircut Terri gave her, Beth couldn't help preening a little under
Crissy's admiration and assurance that it was 'so cute, and it
makes your eyes bigger and enhances your cheekbones'. She had
forgotten she had cheekbones, along with hip bones and other bones
that she hoped to excavate, under the influence of Terri's exercise
and eating plan.

The constant
off-hours exercise made her feel more alert on duty, and let her
sleep better, sometimes straight through the night. In contrast,
Beth remembered her dreams of blue lightning and the Hounds of
Hamin that much clearer when she woke in the morning. After the
third night of this, she took to getting up a half hour earlier,
and went to the picnic table outside, where she was to meet Terri
for before-breakfast exercise, to write down all the details of her
dreams. If the Hounds of Hamin appeared in her dreams, then that
had to mean something.

Beth's parents
sent her a big package of goodies for her birthday in July – junk
food, as well as movies to watch on her notebook computer and
several books by her favorite authors. She fought the temptation to
keep her absolute favorite candy for herself, and took all the food
to the lounge of her dormitory to share with the other interns. To
her surprise, Crissy was upset that she hadn't told anyone it was
her birthday until then. When Beth returned from her nightly
exercise with Terri – which, after four weeks, had graduated from
brisk walking to jogging – she found the other girls gathered in
their dorm room for an impromptu party.

"Honestly,
McGuire, somebody would think you didn't like anybody here," Trish
Silverfoot said in her usual lazy drawl.

"The exact
opposite," Beth stammered, glad she had taken a shower and changed
into a T-shirt and shorts before coming to the room.

"What's that
supposed to mean?" Crissy asked with a giggle.

"I'm not used to
anybody liking me, so I don't much try anymore." The moment those
words left her lips, Beth wished she could reverse time and take
them back.

Please, can't
you do that? she thought, wishing a Hound was in the room. Her
wrists itched and a few blue sparks danced along the scars, but she
had no response beyond that. Of course, what could she expect? She
was a third-level Firstborn. Only the most talented and strong of
the second-levels and the Firstborn of the Firstborn were able to
summon a Hound at need. The only time Beth could ever expect to see
a Hound was when her life was in danger, or another, stronger
member of the Hunt summoned it.

"Yeah, well, we've
all been through that. People make fun of you because you're
brilliant, huh? I bet they hate you for ruining the curve and
making everybody else look like dweebs in science club." Penny
Williams lounged against the wall, sitting on Crissy's bed, holding
an enormous bowl of popcorn.

Fortunately, the
party was supplied with diet sodas in flavors that definitely
weren't available in the machines on the landing of every floor.
Beth looked at the other refreshments – popcorn, flavored rice
cakes – and realized someone had left the research station and gone
down from the mountaintop to the nearest town to get everything.
She found it hard to breathe for a moment. Except for her parents
and a couple teachers in school who willingly kept her brilliant
mind a secret, no one had ever made that much effort on her behalf
before.

"Nobody knew, up
until the principal had to announce to the whole school that I got
my internship here," Beth said. She settled down on the edge of her
bed, glad to be able to concentrate on opening her can of diet
ginger ale, to keep herself busy for a few seconds. "A bunch of
people sitting right next to me in class even said 'who's that?'
when the announcement came over the PA."

"The original
invisible woman," Trish said with a snort. "You're lucky. My school
is so small – there's only two hundred in my graduating class next
year – they called an assembly. A bunch of jerks thought it was a
joke, because there was no way I could be that smart. I have five
brothers, and all of them are either dumb jocks or juvenile
delinquents. Sometimes I swear I'm adopted."

"Or from another
planet," Penny added with a grin, and raised her can of diet grape
in a toast.

"Guilty on both
counts." Beth caught her breath, and then the next moment nearly
collapsed in relief when the other five girls burst out laughing,
taking her words as a joke.

* * * * *

This wasn't
part of the job description. Mark allowed himself a wry grin at
his incongruous thought, and turned his mind back to the business
at hand.

Namely: One police
lieutenant out in the middle of a stormy night. A ramshackle cabin
on a thickly wooded mountainside. The whole scene put together by a
designer for a grade B movie; heavy on the shadows and mud. And a
missing child, the five-year-old granddaughter of Mayor Elayne
Juniper.

Mark wiped his
streaming face with his waterlogged hand and tugged his cap lower
on his head. His hunch had proved right again, he knew, but could
not help wishing his instinct had warned him about the storm that
settled over the mountainside half an hour after he started
climbing. His resistance to most colds did not make his sopping
suit--minus a coat--any more comfortable.

Overhead,
lightning flashed and burned, thunder snapping at its heels. The
heavy electricity in the air made Mark's scalp tingle and sent a
hot shiver of apprehension down his back. Vague memories of old,
faded nightmares tugged at the edges of his concentration, and he
could not afford that. Not now, with reinforcements at least half
an hour down the mountain and the roads turned to sludge by the
storm.

The forest turned
noonday bright white for an instant and all sound vanished. Mark
threw himself into the mud, his ears aching as if he had reached
the mountain peak without adjusting for air pressure.

When he looked up,
the tree next to the cabin had been neatly sheered in half, smoking
in the rain. One long limb poked through a window. Shreds of light
streamed out past the torn curtain that whipped in the grasp of the
wind. The echoes of shattering glass penetrated the howling
gusts.

He thought he
heard a little girl shrieking in terror.

Mark moved in
closer and bent to crawl under the tree to the window. He listened
for voices, anything at all from the cabin. The sound of the child
crying had died away, and he could not be sure it was not his
imagination.


Finally--impatience said too long, caution and regulations said too
soon--he crept up the incline of the shattered trunk and peered
through at the bottom of the window. He smelled the blood before he
saw the broken glass and felt the thin wire of fire along his palm
and fingers.

The lantern
sitting on the table could have been the sun, with his eyes used to
darkness and shifting shadows. Mark blinked and looked away, trying
to see the whole cabin through a three-inch gap in the window. A
shard of glass sliced his cheek but he ignored the hot trickle down
his chin and kept searching.

He found the
little girl huddled in a bunk directly to his left, shivering
enough to move the blanket wrapped around her. He chanced another
look around the cabin. There was no one else there. But who lit the
lantern then? The idea of kidnappers was not far from his mind, or
anyone else's, even though the child had reportedly wandered away
from a family picnic. The lantern did not threaten to blind him
this time. Mark climbed into the cabin, past the length of tree
limb still intruding into the cabin. He slid down to the floor and
crouched in the shadow of the wood. His heart picked up its pace a
bit and he scowled at the sudden leap of adrenaline all through his
body. He looked again at the child, almost within arm's reach.
Shards of glass lay under the bunk.

No wonder she
started shrieking when the window broke.

A floorboard
creaked under his foot as he moved across the few feet of open
space to the bunk. It sounded like a screaming gunshot to his
heightened senses.

The girl squeaked
and pulled away from him when he touched her arm, but she didn't
scream as he had feared she would. Her face shone a pale white blur
in the shadows beyond the lantern light, made even whiter by her
fear and the probable chill from her damp clothes. She looked like
a rag doll his little cousin had left out in the rain one
night.

It had been
twenty, twenty-five years since he had thought about his family,
left behind so long ago. Another lifetime. Another world.

"It's okay, Becky.
I'm here to help you. See? Policeman." He pulled his badge folder
from his pocket, rubbed the mud off, flipped it open, and hoped it
caught enough light to be recognizable.

For a moment, she
continued to stare, wide-eyed and trembling, then his words
penetrated to wherever she had retreated. A tiny spark of life
returned to her eyes and she reached out and touched his badge with
one mud-crusted finger. Tears welled up in her eyes and he knew for
sure she was about to start wailing again.

"Let's go see
Grandma," he said, to cut off the cry, and reached out his arms for
her. She practically leaped at him, fear giving strength and
sharpness to her tiny fingers, which threatened to pierce his
shirt. Mark shifted her so she sat on one hip, tucked into the
crook of his arm, and leaving the other one free to maneuver.

The creak of the
floorboards under his steps was drowned in the roaring flash of
light that seemed to burst through the roof. Mark saw the stove
turn white, traveling from the chimney pipe down. He threw himself
towards the window, putting Becky under him as the stove exploded
and the roof flew away into a thousand shattered pieces.

A little voice
somewhere told him he had been hit in the leg. Mark didn't really
care. His whole body buzzed and throbbed with the energy that
seemed to have flowed from the sky directly into his flesh.

He wondered if
this was death. It wasn't so bad--except he was sure he had
something else to do before he was allowed to die. Then the light
vanished from under his eyelids.

Cold rain on his
face and the sound of a child crying broke through the black haze
that clogged his eyes and ears and brain. His wrists itched. That
alone drove him into moving his arms and starting the blood flowing
again. It was an aggravating itch, like the time Sandor and Dandova
teamed up against him and put sand and itch dust in his festival
clothes.

"Sandor!" His
voice cracked and broke and the world spun around him as Mark
fought to sit up.

The child's crying
stopped. Mark opened his eyes to a blur of dark shadows and faint
glistening wetness.

Sandor. And
Dandova. How could he have forgotten? Mark pushed his cuffs off his
wrists with fingers that seemed to have lost their bones. The soft,
blue-white glow in the scars on his wrists didn't surprise him at
all. It shamed him.

Nearly thirty
years was a long time--but no excuse, even then. He was Firstborn
of the Firstborn. Marac Kale, born to lead his clan.

He had wanted to
forget.

A lightning flash
short-circuited his tumble into a well of guilt. It illuminated the
blasted remains of the cabin. The corner where he huddled with the
child was the only part not reduced to char and splinters.

"Y'okay?" he asked
the little girl, who sat on his chest, even more like a wet rag
doll than before. She nodded, a blur of movement underscored by
another flash of lightning, further away now. "Let's get out of
here."

Somehow, his leg
made no complaint as he climbed back to his feet. He looked down
and saw the blood still moving in a slow trickle down his torn
pants leg. He shifted Becky so he could bend over. A splinter of
wood as thick as his little finger protruded from his calf. But he
felt no pain. Mark studied it a moment, and buried memories
scrambled to the surface. He grinned, half in shame, and gritted
his teeth as he braced himself. He pulled it out. No blood
followed. No pain.

His wrists still
itched, but didn't bother him as much. The glow died down after the
first few steps and he didn't bother pulling his cuffs back down to
cover them. Becky clung to him like a monkey and never made a sound
as he stumbled out of the wreckage and down the mountainside. Ten
minutes and fifty yards later, they met the reinforcements coming
up.

 



Chapter Two

 


The evening of her
impromptu birthday party was a turning point in her summer. Beth
regretted the fact that there were only four weeks left of her
internship, to spend getting to know her new friends. She felt
guilty when Terri relaxed their routine, to give her some
socializing time.

"That's part of
the transformation process," her mentor said with a sigh and a
smile. "Changing something inside you, too. I swear, you haven't
looked in a mirror since we cut your hair."

"Every day." Beth
shrugged and felt her face warm in a blush. "Crissy has been
teaching me to use makeup."

"Then you aren't
looking at what you see there. How much weight have you lost?"
Terri rolled her eyes in exaggerated exasperation when Beth
admitted she hadn't used the scale in the women's bathroom since
the beginning of July. "I'll just bet you've lost thirty pounds,
easy." She hooked her arm through Beth's and pretended to drag her
off to the bathroom to check.

Beth had lost
thirty-seven pounds. If all her clothes hadn't had elastic
waistbands, they would have been sliding off her hips. She had
delighted in the increasing bagginess of her clothes, positive it
was just her imagination, because she always wore her clothes
loose, believing that 'flowing lines' hid her awkward figure.

"First thing you
do, my girl, is demand your mother take you on a shopping spree
when you get home. I bet you've never worn jeans to school, or
those nice Spandex T-shirts with the embroidery and sequins." Terri
sighed again when Beth wrinkled up her nose at those clothes.
"You're fifteen years old now. Dress like a fifteen-year-old.
You've got a nice face, a nice shape. Get people to notice you for
a change. And for heaven's sake, remember how people treated you
when you were a lump, so you don't let the users and twits hurt you
now that you're...hmm, somewhat ornamental," she added with a wink
and a return of her satisfied grin.

Beth thought about
Terri's advice on the long, noisy van ride from the meteorological
station to the airport with a large group of interns. It would be
nice to get a second look from some of the people in her school. It
would be nice to be able to say 'no' to some of the boys if they
ever asked her on dates – especially the ones who had taken long
bathroom breaks when they were square dancing in gym class, to
avoid having to dance with her. She couldn't quite wrap her mind
around the idea that she would be pretty enough now to be
popular.

Besides, the
bottom line was that she couldn't afford to attract that kind of
attention. As a member of the Hunt, she had work waiting for her.
She had to be ready for when the Hounds appeared and brought the
Hunt together. Being more visible might not be safe. How could she
explain when strangers appeared in her small Indiana town, and the
storms full of blue lightning grew more frequent, and stronger?

She mulled that
question after she had said her last farewells to her new friends
and settled into a chair at her plane's gate to wait another hour
to board. Beth had been able to use the weather station's equipment
to pinpoint and track and record details of every storm that summer
that fit the odd details of that first freak storm. She wasn't
quite sure of a pattern yet, but she had risked her internship and
her security clearance by asking for permission to record and make
printouts, as well as save all the data on a flash drive that she
wore on a leather thong around her neck. It might take her months,
years, to interpret the data and figure out a pattern. And now that
she was away from the station, keeping up-to-date on new storms
would be difficult. She was still waiting word on whether her
proposed research project through the coming school year would be
approved. The state university had a secure access portal to the
government computer network that tracked the weather and linked
into observatories across the planet. If she could get a security
clearance, that would let her access the data that was collected
daily. It was a long shot--after all, she was only fifteen, even if
she had a superior rating for her internship and Terri Hunt wanted
her to come back next summer. But she needed that information. Even
more than earning a future position at the meteorological station
with her research program, Beth was sure the data she gleaned would
lead her to other members of the Hunt. If she had earned her place
at Hawk's Nest, perhaps it was specifically so she would notice the
weather patterns and meteorological conditions. That meant despite
her doubts and youth, she had the talent and skills to do something
with that information.

And when she found
the Hunt, what would she do? Was she supposed to just take off, run
away from home without a word of explanation to her adopted
parents? Just prepare to step through a slit in time and space, to
go home to a world she barely remembered, to fight a galactic
despot who wanted to enslave her powers as a Firstborn?

If not for the
scars on her wrists and the blue sparks that danced over them and
made them itch when storms raged anywhere within fifty miles of
her, and the dreams of the Hounds of Hamin...Beth would have
dismissed her memories of home and the Hunt and Gahlmorag as a
particularly strange, unpleasant dream or a faerie tale.

"There's no way in
the world I can expect everyone to just gather around me," she
murmured, staring out the window at the planes moving toward or
away from the gates. "I'm only a third-level. Limited talents,
limited authority...and I can't even remember if..."

She closed her
eyes and swallowed hard against a dropping sensation in her stomach
when a fragment of memory drifted up to the front of her mind. She
hadn't thought of Marac Kale in years. She couldn't even remember
what he looked like. Beth thought she had met him maybe three
times. Just before Gahlmorag appeared in the skies of her world,
her parents and the leaders of Clan Kale had been negotiating a
betrothal, between her and Marac, first-level Firstborn and the
heir.

Beth laughed at
the thought that if any of the boys in her school tried to ask her
out now that she had changed so much, she might be able to honestly
say, "Sorry, I can't date anyone. I'm engaged. No, you don't know
him. He's from another country. A prince, actually."

She snorted a
moment later. That kind of talk could get her in a lot of trouble.
She would give her detractors more reason to mock her, and her
parents would be worried, afraid, suspicious of the strange
influences she had come under during the summer, and probably
refuse to let her come back to Hawk's Nest to work next year.

"If there is a
next year," Beth murmured, and flinched as the flight attendant
stepped up to the desk and picked up the microphone, which crackled
and squealed, obliterating half of her announcement. Who knows
where I'll be by then, if the Hunt is gathering? That's what the
storms have to mean.

As if in answer to
her words, lightning flashed far in the distance, beyond the wide
expanse of concrete and warning lights and airplanes. And it was
tinged with blue.

Beth's plane was
delayed half an hour, and flew around the edges of a storm that
filled the sky with turbulence. She had a window seat, and spent
the flight with her face pressed against the tiny window, watching
for more flashes of blue in the lightning among the black, churning
clouds. She wondered if anyone else noticed the blue, or if she was
the only one who could because she was a member of the Hunt.

When the
turbulence smoothed out a little, she actually fell asleep, and
dreamed.

This time, instead
of watching lightning strike the landscape, illuminating moving
silhouettes that might be people who walked away from her, Beth was
part of the dream-action. The blue lightning struck the ground at
her feet and she felt the sizzle of energy in the soles of her
feet, bare on the sandy, rolling ground. She held out her arms, and
blue sparks spun around her wrists and clung to her scars like
beads on a bracelet.

A shadow bubbled
up from the ground, turning into a Hound with enormous glowing
silver eyes. No other feature was visible. Her own body was nothing
more than a shadow, just like the others walking across the
landscape. Beth reached out a hand to the Hound. It opened its
mouth, and inside was a maelstrom of swirling blue and silver
energy. The Hound's mouth closed gently around her wrist, buzzing
and humming against her skin, filling her blood with blue sparks
that hazed her vision. She laughed, feeling like something tickled
her from inside her skin.

Who's
there?

A man's voice
echoed through her head, and one of the distant, constantly moving
shadows grew still. Beth tried to turn, to wave, to call, but she
was frozen in place and she couldn't make a sound.

Is that you,
Bethayna Jaym? I've been trying to find you. Are you there? Have
you finally remembered how to come to the dreamrealm?

Beth felt laughter
bubbling in her throat, as more fragments of memory melded into a
whole. She had just been learning to try to access the dreamrealm,
to converse across distances to others of talent. Even though she
was a third-level Firstborn, her parents had believed she would
reveal extraordinary talents when she grew up, and they had tried
to bring her into the dreamrealm as a head start on her lessons.
She pushed hard with her mind, trying to break the paralysis, the
silence that gripped her throat. To her amazement, blue sparks
gathered around her, then coalesced to a shimmering orb the size of
her fist and shot out to her left across the dark landscape,
leaving a sparkling trail of blue as it aimed toward the origin of
that voice.

Where are you,
Bethayna Jaym? Are any others with you?

A silhouette
turned into a man-shape with wide shoulders and a faint shimmer of
blue around his head and hands. He grew larger – did that mean he
grew closer?

Beth frantically
tried to force sound from her throat, and panic shot through her
when she realized for the first time she wasn't even breathing.

If people dreamed
they died, they died in reality, didn't they? Or was that just
another old wives' tale? Because honestly, how could someone know
that someone had dreamed they died, because they weren't able to
wake up and tell someone they died?

You're not
going to die, Bethayna. Not now. Hamin wouldn't do that to us. I've
been alone for so long, and now that I've found someone, it's you.
It has to be a sign. Exasperated laughter buzzed in the man's
voice in her head.

He could hear her
thoughts, or at least catch the images in them. Beth latched onto
that discovery and thought hard about her hometown, about the
street where she lived, maps and street signs and her high
school.

Good girl.
The voice in her head grew warmer. I'll find you. Sit tight and
wait for me. So you're a teacher in a school, are you?

Something jolted
inside her. He thought she was a teacher? Why? And just who was he?
She tried to call up an image in her mind that would convey to him
her question. The best she could get was a face with no features,
and a cloud of question marks floating around it. She inwardly
groaned at such a lame tactic. She was supposed to be part of the
Gifted program at school, and this was the best she could do?

Who am I?
The man laughed again. Marac Kale. We're supposed to be
together. Wait for me, Bethayna. Wait just a little longer, and
we'll be together. Finally. Are any of the others near you? Have
you seen Dandova or Sandor?

Beth fought a sob
that created pressure deep inside her head, so she thought it might
burst. She had hoped when someone in the Hunt found her, he would
bring others. Marac was just as alone as she was.

Marac? A jolt of a
different kind raced through her. She had wondered about him,
trying to remember if the proposed betrothal had ever been
formalized. It might explain how he had been able to find her.
There was some bonding between them, even if no formal ceremony had
occurred.

All but the
ceremony, Marac said. You don't remember, do you? We were so
young. I spent most of the gathering of clan heads with the adults,
but I did get up to the Aerie and spend time with you. You were
working on bracelets for both of us, with our hair braided
together, remember?

Beth remembered
now. She might have been young, not quite eight, but Marac was
nearly an adult, at fifteen. She had adored him. She remembered how
she had cried when she had only been able to finish one bracelet
before Gahlmorag's attacks grew so vicious, all over their world.
The clan heads had separated then to go to their homes and prepare
to give their children to the Hounds. Marac had taken the finished
bracelet, and she had meant to finish the other and wear it, but
somewhere in the journey from home to Earth, she had lost it. And
forgotten so much. Until this summer.

Yes, Marac
said. That's how I found you. The bracelet of our hair. The
longer we do this, the clearer the images. Soon, maybe you'll be
able to speak here. Bethayna, have you –

Beth gasped,
sitting up, staring terrified into the eyes of the flight attendant
who had shaken her awake.

"I'm sorry," the
young man said. "We're landing in about ten minutes. Please bring
your seat upright."

She nodded,
ignoring the rest of the instructions for preparing to land at the
airport. Beth took deep breaths, feeling again that moment of panic
at the sensation of not being able to breathe. It was ridiculous,
she realized – there were no bodies in whatever dreamplain she had
visited and met with Marac. How could she feel like she breathed,
when she didn't have a body?

Marac.

She wasn't alone.
Not totally. Maybe when two of them were together, they would have
enough power to draw a Hound to them, and with the Hound's
help...they could find the rest of the Hunt.

If only that
flight attendant hadn't awakened her before Marac could finish
whatever he was saying. She hoped he realized she hadn't broken off
communications voluntarily.

Don't be a
nitwit, she scolded herself. Marac is a Firstborn. He knows
a lot more about powers and talents and what's possible than you.
He's twenty-three years old and has a lot more experience in this
world than you.

Beth looked down
at her clothes, wrinkled from travel and baggy from her weight loss
all summer. Her hair looked good, at least, and her skin had
improved tremendously under Terri's eating regimen. She needed to
go shopping and get a whole new wardrobe for school – not that she
cared about fashion, but Beth wanted clothes that fit and showed
off her new physique.

And she wanted to
look good when she met her betrothed for the first time in eight
years.

A giggle caught in
her throat, almost at the same moment the plane's wheels touched
the runway. She had been silly, fantasizing about turning down the
jocks and cool guys at school with the excuse that she was engaged
– but it was the truth, wasn't it?

* * * * *

Beth's parents
were waiting at the security checkpoint at the end of the concourse
at the airport. She had a good time watching their faces change as
she walked down the slight slope – and realized how much easier the
journey was than when she had trudged up it to her gate nearly
three months ago. Beth fought not to laugh as her father's gaze
slid over her three times before coming back to rest on her, his
eyes widening, his mouth dropping open. She did laugh when he
nudged her mother and pointed at her, and her mother shook her
head.

Panic touched her
parents' expressions a few times, and Beth was glad for the press
of people heading toward baggage claim, to keep them from calling
to her. That panic gave way to concern and a little confusion, and
she wondered if maybe she had been wrong to go for the ultra-short
hairstyle. Terri had offered her several options, including leaving
her hair long, but she had chosen short for the sake of
convenience.

"Hey, Mom, Dad."
Beth felt her tension drop in half when her parents hugged her.
Then she laughed again when her mother hugged her twice. "What's
wrong?

"Were you sick?
No, you couldn't have been sick," her mother hurried on. "You would
have told us."

"I guess that
mountain air..." Her father shrugged.

"Lots of exercise
and using my brains before I put anything into my body." Beth
scooted over to the wall to let the people around her get past
them. Then she pulled out her pants legs to demonstrate how baggy
they were. "Mom, we have got to get some shopping done before
school starts."

Her father's mouth
dropped open and stayed open, but her mother tipped her head back
and laughed.

* * * * *

"Well, Olson, if
you hadn't requested a leave of absence, I would have ordered you
to take one. It bothers me as it is, for you to finish out this
week's patrols." Dr. Smythe sat back and interlaced his fingers,
nodding solemnly for a moment. "I should have ordered you to take
time off when you and the mayor's granddaughter were first hit by
that bolt of lightning. More for morale than anything, I agreed
with your captain to let you go back to work after only two
days."

Marac kept his
expression neutral, though he found it amusing that the
department's staff physician was visibly caught between being
pleased someone had listened to him, and upset. True, he had been
fine for the last two weeks, since that night of the storm.
Physically fine, at least. The burning wood that had pierced his
leg had cauterized the wound, but some damage had been done when
the doctors dug out the last fragments. He had been able to carry
out his duties by rote, grateful to have desk duty rather than
being out on patrol, because it gave him time to sit and think and
remember things he had tried to forget over the last twenty years.
Fortunately, when he had fallen into the dreamrealm at the end of
his shift yesterday, he had been sitting down and no one had
noticed.

Marac could kick
himself now for his stupidity, even as he was grateful for the
emotional blindness that let him hold onto the frayed, ragged
bracelet of braided hair that Bethayna Jaym had given him, without
remembering what it was. After that night full of lightning on the
mountainside, he had dug through his footlocker of memorabilia and
fragments of his nomadic life, from foster home to the Marine Corps
to the police academy. It frustrated him how very little he had
held onto, as he made his way in this world. And how much he had
deliberately tried to forget. Somehow, he had never thrown out that
bracelet, though it took a few days to remember just what it was,
the significance. He had started wearing it when he went to bed, to
help him find the dreamrealm, believing it would create a bond with
Bethayna--if she had ever made it to Earth, and if she had learned
to visit the dreamrealm and had remembered how to do it. He had put
it in his pocket when he went to work yesterday, and had actually
put it on his wrist during an idle moment. He could almost kick
himself now, realizing that the physical contact had been part of
the key in breaking through, almost yanking him into the dreamrealm
and allowing him to find Bethayna.

It worried him
that something on her side of things had pulled her out of the
dreamrealm so easily. He hoped she hadn't been harmed by the shock
of it. What had she been doing? The school year was about to start,
so he assumed she was enjoying her last few days of relaxation
before she went back to work. He wondered what it revealed about
Bethayna, the woman she had grown into, that when she searched for
images to share her life with him, she chose the school. He
supposed she was a kind, giving woman who loved her students. Too
bad she hadn't thought to show him a highway sign, to show him what
town she lived in. Just fragments of a residential neighborhood,
shopping area, street signs that could be in any city across the
country. Next time they communicated, she would be able to show
him. He hoped she wasn't clear across the country.

That would explain
why he hadn't been able to find other members of the Hunt, despite
using his police data network connections, wouldn't it?

After meeting up
with Bethayna yesterday, however briefly, what else was he supposed
to do, but take time off and follow the clues she had given him? He
had plenty of leave time piled up. He would take two weeks now,
then as necessary he would take a week at a time, doing Internet
research and even physically driving to wherever the clues took
him. If he had to past the states contiguous to Ohio, he would take
two weeks at a time. Until all his leave time was used up, and
beyond that.

"Be careful the
next few weeks," Dr. Smythe said, dragging him out of his thoughts.
"I'm still concerned about those odd electrical readings the ER
doctors got when they checked you out at the hospital. You might
have a delayed reaction."

"I thought doctors
weren't allowed to talk like that." Marac smiled and bit his tongue
to keep from laughing aloud his exuberance. He had never felt so
alive and strong. Out of the doctor's sight, he rubbed the scars on
his wrist and felt the tingle of energy run up his spine.

"I don't believe
in coddling." The doctor signed the paper in front of him and
pushed it across the desk to him. "Where are you going?"

"I'll know when I
get there." At the doctor's raised eyebrows, he laughed and picked
up the paper, folding it as he continued. "I haven't left this town
since I joined the department. I need to wander, y'know? Getting
hit by that lightning made me think about everything I've been
doing wrong, everything I've been neglecting." He shrugged. "I have
a couple big holes in my past, my memories. Maybe that lightning
bolt jolted some things into place, and I've got a big need to fill
some of those holes. There are people I have to talk to..." Marac
stood up, to break the hold the doctor's eyes had on him. "Thanks,
doctor."

"That's quite all
right. You just get a good rest. Your captain says you're a good
man and he'd hate to lose you."

"Well, I do my
best. I'll see you in two weeks."

Outside, under a
blue sky turning to clouds, promising a late summer storm, Marac
took a deep breath and felt a weight leave his back, felt the
pressure ease around his throat.

"Soon," he
whispered. His wrists tingled with the approaching energies of the
storm.

* * * * *

"I don't know,"
Mr. McGuire said, as the car pulled up to the sidewalk in front of
the high school Wednesday morning. "I'm starting to think your mom
should have put a can of pepper spray on that back-to-school
list."

"Dad..." Beth
swallowed down a giggle. She hoped her father was teasing to help
her get over her jitters. "I do look okay, don't I?" She smoothed
her hands over her new jeans and her long, hot pink paisley tunic
that went nearly to her knees. It wasn't exactly the 'in' style,
but Terri had told her the first rule of makeovers was to be and
wear and do what made her feel good, and to stop worrying about
what other people thought. That was part of how she had made such a
lump of herself in the first place – letting people's opinions of
her impact her actions, even if negatively.

Beth and Mrs.
McGuire had gone on a shopping spree at all their favorite
second-hand and discount stores, pillaging the clothes racks
instead of the unusual dishes and odd books and furniture. It had
been fun, and Beth had put together a dozen new outfits that made
her feel good, with fashions that reminded her of the sleek,
flowing lines and gem-tone colors of her home world.

Wherever her home
world really was. If it still existed, and hadn't fallen to
Gahlmorag's forces after the Clan heads sent their children away to
safety.

"You look good,
honey. You're...well, you're a different person. I'm still getting
used to having a Bohemian artist in my house." He chuckled when
Beth rolled her eyes. "Better get going before the security guard
over there comes over and wants to know if we're scoping the place
out for a raid or something."

"Bohemian my..."
Beth stuck her tongue out at him and bent to snatch up the straps
of her rainbow-streaked army surplus backpack – a gift that had
come from Trish on Monday, just because she had admired the other
intern's backpack and said so. Beth wondered how much else she had
missed out on in life because she never talked to people. How many
other opportunities had slipped past her, how many friends had she
not made, because she chose safety and anonymity?

"I'm coming back
through about the time classes let out. Want me to wait for you?"
her father asked, as she hit the latch and pushed the car door
open.

"You haven't
listened to me at all, Dad. I have to exercise to keep looking this
good – and get better. I'm walking home, and if the power hadn't
gone out last night, I would have gotten up in time to walk to
school today, too." She bit her tongue against adding that she was
considering changing her health trends class for a gym class, maybe
jogging or weight training. Or maybe self-defense?

She had put her
parents through enough surprises and changes in the last week, and
common sense said to slow down a little bit before they really did
get concerned. It had taken her two days to convince her parents
she was healthy and hadn't come down with some horrid wasting
disease when she was in the mountains.

"Definitely have
to get you that pepper spray." He winked and pretended shock when
Beth crossed her eyes and stuck her tongue out at him. Then he
laughed, the sound coming through the closed window after she shut
the door. He waved and pulled away from the curb.

"I could really
use a Hound as an escort," Beth muttered, as she slung her new
backpack over her shoulder and watched her father drive away.

This felt like her
first day of school after she had learned enough English to get by
in this new world the Hounds had dropped her in. For a few seconds,
as her heart stuttered and she though she might get sick, Beth
wished she hadn't so drastically and quickly changed herself.
Wasn't she so much safer when people didn't notice her? Who did
Gahlmorag want to either enslave or destroy, when he attacked her
world? The strong, agile, intelligent, and talented, of course.

Stop it,
she commanded herself, and consciously got her legs moving down the
sidewalk, toward the front door of the building. Gahlmorag isn't
here, and this is just high school. You don't need Hounds to
protect you.

Beth had dreamed
about the Hounds and Gahlmorag and Marac and a sky filled with
blinding blue lightning bolts last night. She wondered if
she had brought on the electrical storm that killed the
power in half the city, and made the sky so overcast she hadn't
realized that morning had come until she heard the mantel clock
chime seven.

By the time she
got through the front door and the lobby and bypassed the homeroom
listing that papered the entire wall outside the school office--the
Gifted program homeroom was always the same--Beth had noticed a
dozen people giving her a second look. She wondered if those looks
came because of her clothes, or if someone actually recognized her
and realized she had changed over the summer.

Stop being so
paranoid and arrogant, she commanded herself, and grinned when
the girl next to her grumbled because her homeroom was on the third
floor, and she would have to take the stairs because the elevators
were always full. Beth had discovered she liked exercise. Climbing
those stairs wouldn't be an embarrassing, sweaty, noisy chore now,
like it had been last May.

Another girl Beth
slightly recognized looped her arm through the first girl's arm and
offered to help her climb the stairs, because she had to go to
third floor, too. After following a few steps behind the two girls,
Beth decided she recognized her from the Gifted program, which
meant they had the same homeroom. She hurried her pace for a few
steps, to catch up with the two. Then she walked beside the girls
in silence, trying not to watch the girl from her homeroom while at
the same time alert for that second look that other people had
given her already. Partly confused, partly something she couldn't
read, but wanted explained. Maybe this time she would get an
explanation – or maybe a question from the other girl would be more
appropriate. Beth sometimes caught blue sparks dancing on the scars
on her wrist, but what were the chances someone else, someone not
of the Hunt, could see those sparks? She wanted to know what other
people saw, but how could she find out without asking and sounding
like an arrogant, egotistical weirdo?

By the time they
got to the foot of the main stairs going up through the building
dating from the forties, Beth placed a name with the vaguely
familiar face of the second girl.

Tanya Smith. She
had transferred in to the school last April, and had kept to a
corner of the Gifted homeroom, as if she was ashamed to be there.
Beth hadn't spoken with her just because she didn't talk with
anyone except Mr. Gagliotti.

"Are you new
here?" Tanya asked, turning to her when they reached the second
floor landing and they had to pause to let the noisy freshmen boys
– they had to be freshmen because they were so short – cut in front
of them to hurry down the hall. It was either let the boys go first
or get run over.

"Not exactly."
Beth bit her lip against a grin. "We didn't talk last year, but I
recognize you from when you transferred in. I'm Beth McGuire."

It irked her a
little when she didn't get widened eyes and some remark of surprise
from Tanya. Maybe the fact she won the internship wasn't as much a
shock to the entire school as she had thought.

A member of the
Hunt shouldn't seek recognition or envy. You have a lot of
straightening out to do this year, Bethayna Jaym.

"Cool top," Tanya
said instead, as they started up the stairs to the third floor.
"Where are you headed?"

"Thanks. Gifted,
just like you."

"Another brain,"
the first girl said with a grin. "Thanks, Tanya. I don't suppose
you'll help me climb the stairs every day?" she added, as she
unhooked her arm and turned aside for an open classroom door.

"Wimp. Think of it
as exercise without having to go into the locker room." Tanya
laughed and hurried her steps to keep up with Beth, who had kept
moving down the hall. "You know, if they're gonna exile us, they
should do it through the whole day instead of just a few periods.
It's really embarrassing when the teachers in the other classes
always expect you to know more than everybody else, just because of
a few classes where you're a super-brain. You know?" She pulled a
pack of gum cubes out of her purse, so deep purple they were almost
black, and offered Beth one.

"You just have to
figure out how to be invisible in all your classes, then nobody
calls on you. Thanks." Beth took the gum and gasped when she popped
it into her mouth and the concentrated sweetness made her teeth
ache.

"Yeah, I know. Who
needs drugs when you can get an instant buzz from all that sugar?
The artificial colors are probably more toxic than anything they
feed us in the cafeteria," she added. "Here we are. Home un-sweet
home."

Beth forbore
responding and followed her into the room. Tanya nodded to her and
scurried down the first aisle between the desks, aiming for a chair
at the very back of the room. She obviously hadn't made any mental
changes over the summer. Beth halted in the doorway, scanning the
room for a place to sit. It wasn't that the Gifted program homeroom
was full of people – only seventeen – but it was half the size of a
normal classroom and it looked like someone had decided to make it
a storage room, full of filing cabinets and several carts of
battered audio-visual equipment. She did a quick tally, four rows
of five desks. So where were the other two free desks, now that
Tanya had taken number eighteen?

"Lost?" a familiar
rasping, male voice asked over Beth's shoulder.

 



Chapter
Three

 


Beth looked back
and up, into the long face reminiscent of Abraham Lincoln, framed
in straggly silver curls, perched on a beanpole body that would
have made him a basketball coach's dream – thirty years ago. Mr.
Galgiotti was the Gifted program coordinator and advisor. And Beth
was delighted to see his eyes widen in shock when he got a good
look at her. He actually took a step back and looked her over, head
to foot.

"McGuire?" He
shook his head and shifted his armload of books from left to
right.

"Coming through,"
a baritone voice called, then a black-garbed shape slid past her
and Mr. Gagliotti, just as the bell rang.

Beth recognized
the elegant stride and the way that male body twisted and turned
and slid into the nineteenth desk in the room just as the bell rang
for homeroom to begin. Tommy DiCorsi was supposedly part of the
"bad element" in town, but Beth had decided last year that the
impression came more from his eternally black wardrobe, his slouch,
and the fact that when he could be persuaded to participate in
class, he answered before the teacher finished asking the question
– and was always right. Not that she had much understanding of the
"bad element", or would recognize a criminal on sight, but she
doubted Tommy actually hung around with any of them. He was as much
a loner trying to be invisible as she was.

And the only other
seat left open in the room was right next to him.

"Ah...did you have
a good summer at the station?" Mr. Gagliotti asked, and gestured
for Beth to go into the room.

"Fantastic. We
tracked a number of unusual weather patterns and I'm part of a
group that's going to try to keep up on it all through the year,
and make a report when we go back," she said as she crossed the
front of the room to get to the last row of seats.

Too late, Beth
realized everyone in the class was looking at them. She remembered
a few people who chewed her out for "stealing" the opportunity that
should have gone to Simon Carr, All-American boy, top athlete,
class president and voted most likely to become the next Stephen
Hawking. The fact that he only got into the Gifted program by one
point and Beth was at the top of the ranking didn't matter to some
people. Popularity mattered more than actual talent and scientific
understanding.

Sure enough, Simon
and his gang of toadies sat together in the front two rows,
clustered around him like an honor guard, and they glared at her.
She would probably get a lecture by the end of the day on how
"selfish" she was for taking the internship away from someone next
summer. She wasn't going to waste her breath explaining that she
wouldn't be going on an internship, but working and getting college
credit as well as a stipend. Nor was she going to explain why that
didn't matter. Getting access to the meteorological satellites and
observatories and the government network of computers for her
private research was far more important.

Then again, if her
dreams were right and the Hunt was gathering...she wouldn't go back
to Hawk's Nest next summer anyway.

"Mr. DiCorsi," Mr.
Gagliotti began. To Beth's surprise, her teacher grinned. "How did
that dig in Chichen Itza turn out?"

Now it was Tommy
DiCorsi's turn to have the entire class turn to look at him, in the
back of the room. He didn't writhe or slouch. He just shrugged, but
Beth caught a corner of his mouth twitch like he fought a smile.
She thought she only saw it because she headed down the aisle to
the seat next to him and was close enough to see it.

"Dusty. Hot. The
food was pretty good." He pulled a flash drive out of his pocket.
"Pictures?"

"Please." Mr.
Gagliotti's long face nearly split in half horizontally as his grin
widened. He held out his big, long-fingered hand, and Tommy tossed
the flash drive neatly into his grasp.

Beth remembered
some things Mr. Gagliotti had said about archeology. She knew it was his passion,
but she hadn't thought Aztec – or was it Incan or Mayan? –
archeology was his
specialty. And how had Tommy DiCorsi landed a summer at an actual
dig?

"I spent the
summer working on a new manual for gifted-talented coordinators, so
the last thing I want to do is look at a pile of 'What I did over
summer break' essays." Mr. Gagliotti sank down into his
old-fashioned wooden swivel chair and pivoted to put his battered
hiking boot-clad feet up on his desk, next to the stack of books he
brought with him. "So all you rampant introverts will just have to
suffer and talk about your summers during the homeroom
period."

"Whew," Tommy
said, just loud enough that Beth could hear him. He glanced at her
and grinned. "By the time he gets to this part of the room, the
period'll be over."

"You hope," she
said, just as softly.

"Why do you think
I offered him the flash drive? Blatant bribery." He leaned across
the narrow aisle. "But I'd really like to hear about your stint
–"

"Do you want to go
first, DiCorsi?" Mr. Gagliotti called.

"Hear no evil,
speak no evil," Tommy said, and sank back into his previous
slouching position. He tipped his head so his long black curls slid
over to cover most of his face – but he managed to wink at Beth.
She smothered a chuckle and copied his pose, which she realized let
her sink down enough to hide behind the people sitting in front of
her, but let her see the rest of the classroom.

True to Tommy's
prediction, their fellow Gifted students took up the homeroom
period, reporting on the various projects they were involved in
over the summer – charity work in inner city missions, medical
assisting projects with foreign medical mission teams, shadowing
scientists and engineers in major industry and aeronautics. Beth
was impressed with the brain trust resident in her little Indiana
border town. Mr. Gagliotti pointed at Kyle Hanks, sitting at the
head of Beth's row, and before Kyle could open his mouth, the bell
rang to end homeroom.

Beth didn't
realize that Tommy followed her to her next class, Advanced
Chemistry, until he grabbed her arm, only two steps into the room,
and half-dragged her down the aisle between the tables, to the only
table that hadn't been claimed by anyone. He grinned and released
her arm to pull out one of the two chairs, gesturing for her to
sit.

"I don't know
about you, but I don't want to sit with any of those geeks. We
should stick together." He dropped into the second seat. When Beth
didn't move, trying to shift from shock to comprehension, he took
her notebook and set it down at the other spot at the table. "You
okay? I didn't hit your head against the wall when we came flying
through, did I?"

"What do you want
from me?" She sank slowly into the chair, resisting the urge to
shove it a good two or three feet away from him.

"Well, it's
probably too soon for a date to the prom, but how about lab
partners?" He gestured at the other students still filtering into
the room. All of them were seniors. Tommy was a junior and Beth was
a sophomore. "You and me, we don't fit with the rest of them. Like,
protect each other's back, you know?"

"How would you
know where I fit?" Fragments of warnings from Terri, about how
people would treat her differently thanks to her new look, streamed
through Beth's mind. "I bet you didn't even notice I was around
last year."

"I noticed, I just
figured you were working so hard on being invisible, I wasn't going
to ruin it for you. People notice if you hang around with guys like
me."

"Arrogant and too
cool for their own good?"

"From the wrong
side of the tracks, and my brains just make them even madder." He
shrugged.

Mr. Petrakis
strode into the room, snagging his pristine lab coat from the rack
by the door and shrugging into it as he walked up to the long
counter full of equipment and racks of supplies at the front of the
room. His gaze seemed to snag on Beth and Tommy at the back of the
room, then he continued looking around, staring at anybody who was
talking or not paying attention, until that little problem was
rectified. When the room was silent, everyone facing the front, he
launched into his introductory lecture. Beth wondered if he might
be lip-synching a recording, and he used the same speech every
year. She muffled a snort of laughter at a mental image of his
lecture stopping with a loud crackle, but his mouth still moving.
For a moment, she considered sharing her idea with Tommy, but Mr.
Gagliotti had given her a few tips on how to survive being a
sophomore in a traditionally seniors-only class, and she decided it
was wiser to keep silent.

"Mr. DiCorsi," Mr.
Petrakis said, after only a slight pause at the end of his lecture.
"Do you mind explaining what you're doing bringing a date to the
first day of class?"

Tommy turned to
Beth, his mouth dropping open, then he snickered. She wanted to hit
him for about two seconds, then the idiocy of the situation hit her
and she pressed her hand to her mouth to muffle any sound she
couldn't control.

"She's my lab
partner, not my date." He added under his breath, "At least, not
yet."

"Dream on," Beth
muttered, earning another snicker from him.

"And you are?" Mr.
Petrakis walked down the middle aisle, stopping just past the first
table.

"Beth McGuire."
She held her breath, wondering if no one had notified her that Mr.
Petrakis had lived down to his reputation for prejudice. They would
have told her when she picked up her class schedule if he managed
to get her thrown out of his Advanced Chemistry class, wouldn't
they? It was a known fact in the whole school that he believed no
one but seniors could comprehend what he was teaching. She had
heard a few rumors that Sheila Gillespie had faced opposition last
year when she took the class, because she was only two credits shy
of being considered a senior. Just because Mr. Gagliotti said Beth
was accepted this year didn't mean anything – he had told her the
school board's decision last May. A lot could happen over the
summer.

"You're Beth
McGuire?" Mr. Petrakis walked the rest of the way down the aisle
and towered over her.

"Yes, sir." She
rubbed her index finger over the scars on the opposite wrist and
felt a few sparks tingle against her skin. Beth took strength from
that – she was a member of the Hunt, technically a princess, and
she had earned the right to be in this class. No misogynistic,
gray-haired bully of a chemistry teacher was going to keep her
out.

Would it be too
much to hope a Hound would show up to defend her, if Mr. Petrakis
decided to punish her for the board's decision to let her take his
class?

"Dr. Hunt asked me
to look out for you," he said, after a long moment looking her
over, head to foot.

"Dr. Hunt – oh,
umm, she didn't say she knew you." Beth was painfully aware of the
stares from the other fourteen students in the class. All senior
boys.

"She assured me
your little makeover didn't reduce your brainpower. I'll hold you
to that, McGuire." He nodded sharply, turned just as sharply, and
stalked back to the front of the room.

Beth refused to
look at Tommy. She knew – though she really didn't know him that
well – he would be making a face at her, and she would burst out
laughing if she looked at him.

* * * * *

A message from the
school office was delivered during World History class, asking Beth
to report to the office at lunch. She almost laughed, even as she
wondered what she had done to get called to the office on the first
day of school. The last time she had been called to the office –
the only time so far in her entire school career – it had been to
inform her she had won the internship at Hawk's Nest. That memory
gave her a clue. She had been waiting for arrangements to be
finalized to use the university's computers for her school year
weather tracking project. Beth ignored the whispering from the
girls sitting around her. They could save themselves a lot of time
and getting yelled at by their teacher if they would just
ask her what the note was about, but that would take away
their fun, wouldn't it? She had learned a lot about people that she
hadn't realized before, just listening to the other interns at
Hawk's Nest this summer. It had never occurred to Beth, until Terri
started working her miracle transformation, that people might have
teased and ignored her because they were jealous, and maybe even
frightened of her, not because they considered themselves superior
or they were just plain mean.

She thought once
about Tommy as she hurried down the hallway and stairs to the front
lobby and the office. He had left her after Chemistry, promising he
would save a seat for her in the lunchroom, without even finding
out if they had the same lunch hour. What was he thinking? She
seriously doubted that losing thirty-some pounds, upgrading her
wardrobe and cutting her hair was drastic enough to get his
attention, so what was he up to?

Beth knew better
than to believe him when he said that two eggheads should stick
together. Just because he wanted her as his lab partner in Advanced
Chemistry didn't mean he needed – or wanted – her company during
the rest of the school day.

Tommy DiCorsi was
one of the town "bad boys". It didn't matter that he was brilliant.
If anything, Beth supposed that made him even more dangerous,
because whatever he set out to do in breaking the law and causing
trouble, he had the intelligence to succeed and to evade either
discovery or capture.

The bad boy and
the awkward geek just didn't make a likely couple, by any stretch
of the imagination.

"I didn't say I'd
sit with him," she muttered as she crossed the lobby to the front
office. "I probably won't get to the lunchroom until there's
nowhere to sit, so he can figure it out for himself."

A packet from the
university science department was waiting in the school office,
with her card key and password information to get into the computer
lab and access the link to the government satellites and weather
tracking systems. Beth sat in a chair and examined the information,
grinning and not caring who saw her. Once she had enough data, she
would be able to backtrack through records and data and pinpoint
the places where other members of the Hunt had landed on Earth. She
hadn't met up with Marac in her dreams since that dream on the
plane ride home, but he knew where she was, he was older, he was
more mobile. Once he found her, he could be on the move,
investigating all the places that a high school sophomore couldn't
go without raising eyebrows and alarming her parents.

Adopted parents,
Beth reminded herself, with a dropping feeling that went from her
lungs, through her stomach, and hit her hard enough to tie her guts
into knots. It hadn't occurred to her until right that moment that
once she found other members of the Hunt and they found a way to go
home, she would have to leave the McGuires. She loved them as much
as her birth parents. In many ways, they were more real to her than
her birth parents.

"Problem?" Mrs.
Allen, the school secretary on duty at the counter, leaned over and
looked at the pile of papers and envelopes filling Beth's lap.

"Uh...I'm trying
to remember the bus schedule," Beth hurried to say.

"You're not a
commuter, are you?" She reached across to a pile of papers in a
neat stack of sorting racks with labels on them.

"Not a school bus.
City bus." She slid all her paperwork for the university computer
labs back into the envelope and stepped up to the counter. Beth was
amazed she remembered that little detail of need, and grateful for
something to take her mind off her new discovery.

How could she have
forgotten? Going home meant leaving her present home. She loved her
Earth parents. Nobody could have been better to her.

"Why?" Mrs. Allen
looked puzzled, not scornful, like other office workers. Miss Tyler
had given Beth a disbelieving look, complete with a curled lip and
a snort of disgust, when the news came about the internship last
spring – as if someone so fat and sloppy couldn't possibly have the
intelligence to get such a plum summer opportunity.

"I'm putting in
time at the university, accessing the weather satellites and
government computer systems and..." Beth shrugged. "I'm supposed to
take a bus from here to there after school."

"When do they
expect you? Right away?" She stepped away from the counter, walking
backwards, still watching Beth, and approached an entire wall of
cubbyholes full of papers and folders, some slots with tags on
them.

"I'm on my own, so
whenever I want to show up, between school and ten, the place is
mine." Beth snorted. "Within limits."

"You must be
pretty good, to give you that much latitude." Mrs. Allen grinned,
winking at her. "Ah ha. I thought so." She pulled a tri-fold paper
out of one slot and returned to the counter. "Bus schedule. We have
everything here, seems like. The problem is remembering what we
have and where it is."

"Thanks." Her hand
shook a little as she took the paper. The sooner she got to work on
the government's project, the sooner she could get to work on her
own, as well.

By the time Beth
called her father at work and told him she would need a ride from
the university's science building, the lunch hour was almost over.
She was tempted to skip it altogether, but Terri had been a drill
master with her new eating and exercise routine, pounding it into
her mind and soul until wise choices and responsible eating were
almost second nature. Skipping meals was a sure way to set herself
up for binge eating later – and Murphy's Law stated that when
someone was starving, the only food available was high-sugar,
high-fat, highly processed junk. At least, that was Terri's
belief.

Beth slid through
the lunch line, grateful for the ala cart section, snatching up a
tuna sandwich on whole wheat and an apple. She ate the apple first,
on her way to Calculus, reasoning that she could get away with
eating a sandwich in class, but the fruit would crunch too
much.

She realized she
hadn't thought about Tommy DiCorsi the whole time, until she slid
into the last seat in the first row of chairs. Beth mentally
shrugged as she unwrapped the tuna and put the apple core in the
wrapper. She knew better than to be flattered or thrilled by the
first sign of a boy showing interest, because honestly, he couldn't
possibly be interested in her as a girl, as a real person – could
he? Besides, he was Tommy DiCorsi. The last person that she could
afford to befriend, as a member of the Hunt.

* * * * *

A prickle of
awareness raced up Beth's back, as she settled on the bus to head
to the university that afternoon. She tried not to show any change
in posture, any extra alertness, but it was an effort to settle her
backpack on the seat between her and the window, pull out her
instructions from the university, and read through them again.
Minutes passed, and just as she was ready to shrug off the
sensation, her scars tingled, just enough to catch her
attention.

Was that a good
warning, or a bad one?

Were those storms
she had tracked over the summer signs of Hunt activity – or had
Gahlmorag tracked them through the dimensional void, and he had
emerged on Earth to hunt down Beth's cousins and the other
Firstborn?

Please, Hounds
of Hamin...I could really use one of you showing up right about
now.

That prickling
settled into a sense of direction. Behind her, somewhere among the
seats down the length of the bus. Beth pretended to adjust herself
on the lumpy old bus seat, and looked down the length of the bus.
Next time, she told herself, she would sit in the back of the bus,
where she could see everyone getting on and off. Sitting up front,
even though it gave her quick access to the door, didn't do her
much good if she couldn't see who was coming up behind her.

The man was big
and dirty and had a nasty grin that grew wider and nastier when
their gazes met. Beth held her breath, imagining that he smelled of
cigarette smoke and beer and dirty sweat. Was that sweat or grease
shining on his face? She hoped those were shadows that made his
teeth look dark, and not decay. She continued looking around the
bus, dragging her gaze free of his, and mentally slapped herself
for meeting his gaze long enough to take in the details of his
face. No doubt, if she had to she could identify him in a police
lineup – but she didn't want to have to do that.

She had turned
around and faced forward again before she realized that she had
recognized one of the other five faces on the bus. What was Tommy
DiCorsi doing on this bus? Had he followed her?

Beth fought a
churning sensation in her stomach, and wondered if she would regret
that tuna sandwich.

Don't be an
idiot. He's not stalking you. He's here because this is probably
his regular bus. He couldn't care less about you – you're just
convenient company at school.

The bus stopped at
a red light. Beth heard a seat creak loudly – bad springs – and
heavy footsteps as someone came up the aisle. She bent her head
over her paperwork and prayed someone was just coming to the door
to get off the bus. Then the stink of beer, grease, sour sweat, and
that metallic tang of male bodies that had been sweating too long
in the sun, with a lot of toxins in their blood, passed over her in
a cloud. Another seat creaked--behind her, in front of her, or next
to her, on the other side of the aisle? She held her breath, nearly
choking on the stink that seemed to settle on her tongue.

"There you are,"
Tommy said, staggering a little as the bus lurched forward while he
was still on his feet. He dropped into the seat on the other side
of the aisle and grinned. "I thought you missed the bus. How are we
gonna do our chemistry homework if you don't show up?"

Beth turned to
him, aware that the prickling sensation of warning had changed
location. Now it was in front of her. A big, stinky body had
settled into the seat directly in front of her. The big, dirty man,
who grinned like he wanted to take a bite out of her, wasn't
getting off the bus. She refused to look at him.

"I thought you
missed the bus," she said, concentrating on Tommy. He looked past
her, and something flashed cold and angry in his eyes, just for a
moment. "If we're going to be lab partners, one of us at least
needs to get his act together."

"His?" Tommy
laughed and scooted over against the window, patting the seat next
to him in invitation. "Keep it up, babe, and I won't buy you dinner
like I promised."

Beth's stomach
chose that moment to growl. She closed her eyes and fought a
groan.

Then she realized
that wasn't her stomach. She hadn't felt the pinching or the
vibrations that should have accompanied that growl.

Opening her eyes,
she turned just enough to look up the aisle, with the big, dirty
man visible now on the edge of her vision. He sat sideways in the
seat, with his back to the window, and he was watching her.

That didn't
matter, because a Hound stood in the aisle of the bus, staring at
the man and baring its shining silver teeth. Beth felt as if her
lungs had been frozen until that moment. She inhaled deeply, almost
giddy from a burst of oxygen and shock and relief. Up until that
moment, she realized, she had been subconsciously afraid that the
Hounds were a figment of her imagination, warped memories of
whatever trauma had brought her to the mountainside where the
McGuires found her – that she had made up her family, her other
world, the void between worlds, and the Hounds to cover some truly
horrifying memories.

The Hounds were
real.

And if it had
shown up, now, here on this bus, then the man sitting there,
watching her, had a soul just as vile as his body odor.

"Considering I'll
probably be doing most of the homework for both of us, you'd better
make it a good dinner," she said, shoving her paperwork back into
her backpack. A heartbeat later, she was on her feet and sliding
across the aisle to settle next to Tommy.

The big, dirty man
didn't try to stop her, didn't grab her arm, didn't even move. That
didn't mean anything, Beth knew. He would just wait until she got
off the bus, and follow her.

The Hound moved
down the aisle, putting itself between her and the man – that meant
something. She almost wished the man would try something here, on
the bus, where the room for movement was confined and there were
witnesses, and the bus driver had radio access to the transit
authorities and the police.

A Hound was here.
She could touch it – but could it become solid, real, dangerous and
deadly to her enemies, if she had need? Beth couldn't remember.

"So, what's the
big deal?" Tommy said. He snagged her backpack from her hands and
dug inside, pulling out the paperwork before she could react.
"What's so fantastic you didn't see me getting on the bus?"

"You're cute, but
you're not that cute," she shot back. And her face immediately
burned. Beth couldn't believe such a brainless line slipped off her
tongue.

"Hot, babe. You're
supposed to think I'm hot. You think I wear all this black because
it's my favorite color? Hey, bub, we're havin' a private
conversation here," he added, that cold, hard expression flicking
over his face again as he addressed the big, dirty man.

The stranger
sneered at Tommy, but to Beth's amazed relief, he shifted around so
he faced forward in the seat.

"Where are we
getting off?" Tommy added, his voice dropping almost to a whisper.
He learned close enough his breath brushed Beth's cheek. It smelled
of spearmint. He wore English Leather lime – Beth didn't think
anyone in the entire world but her father wore English Leather.
Mostly because she had to hunt through every store in town and all
the surrounding malls to find it every year for Christmas, because
he specifically asked for it.

For answer, Beth
took the mangled papers from his hands and spread them out on her
lap, then tapped the address of the science building. Tommy nodded,
looking suitably impressed. She was so grateful for the implied
escort he would provide when she got off the bus, she let him read
the paperwork and her instructions for accessing the lab after
hours. Fortunately, she had put the keycard and her password
information in her jeans pocket as soon as she got them, so there
was nothing to hide from him.

"Yeah, didn't
think you were bragging or rubbing Carr's face in it, when you were
talking about next summer and all that." He grinned as he neatly
folded the papers and put them back in her pack. "You're too good a
kid to do something like that. Me, I'd have had a whole script
planned out and made sure where he was sitting, for the best
effect."

"You talk like you
know me really well, but I'm sure you didn't even know I existed
last year." Beth remembered just in time to keep her voice down, so
they wouldn't be overheard too easily. The last thing she wanted
was for the big, dirty man to suspect she and Tommy really weren't
good friends or even dating.

"Survival skills,
babe. Guys like me, with people always expecting the worst just
because of my old man, and where my digs used to be...gotta pay
attention to everything and everybody around you. Doesn't mean I
have to act on everything I see. Besides, like I said before, it
looked to me like you were trying to be invisible. Figured I owed
you to let you stay that way. You sure don't stay invisible if I'm
around."

"Invisible." Beth
choked on what she suspected would be slightly hysterical laughter.
There was a Hound standing right in front of her. If she wanted to
go invisible, if she needed to go invisible, supposedly the Hound
would do it for her, as long as she established physical contact
and maintained it.
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