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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

Dread settled in even before Janelle and her friends crossed the border.

Janelle had spent the past few days making sure nobody in her party had an excuse to turn back or delay.

The world depended on it.

Passports? Check. Bottled water? Plenty of that, as she wasn't sure if the rumor about Mexico's supply had any truth to it. Clothing changes? Lots of those. Working air conditioner? In the desert, that was vital. But things always had a tendency to go wrong.

Janelle spent much time pacing up and down the camper that had been her home on wheels for the past few weeks. Cacti, sand, and the occasional coyote flew past as her trusted driver, Mel, drove. A couple of pickup trucks zoomed past them on the opposite side of the road. Like they were fleeing, almost, from what they sought. It wasn't every day you would wake up an ancient Mayan storm god who might or might not decide to help stop civilization's end.

Each crack in the dry ground looked deep and menacing. The mirages on the road ahead moved like amorphous monsters, waiting for the next car to fall into their traps. But if it weren't for the hot desert sun and the cloudless Arizona skies, she and the others would all have something much worse to worry about.

"There's no possible way she can be around. Not in this."

Gareth appeared at her side, so close that a single strand of black hair tickled her cheek. She loved his hair. Janelle hoped that he would never cut it. Some things had to stay the same because everything else fell apart.

She kissed him on the lips, brushing her nose against his and not caring if anyone else saw. As Tempest High Leader, no privacy was her way of life. But there was no point in complaining about the unfair hand life had dealt them until they figured out how to get the insane storm goddess to stop pursuing them across the world.

Gareth wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close.

His kiss brushed the side of her temple, parting her hair with a tickle. "I'm glad you changed your mind. I don't care how scary this Huracan god turns out to be. If he can take care of Cordelia, well…"

…I won't have to become a goddess and fight her, Janelle thought for him.

Gareth didn't finish. A heavy silence lingered between them as the highway whizzed underneath. None of them wanted to talk about it, and they hadn't since they left Flint a few days ago.

Janelle was hoping. Praying.

This was their last chance…her last chance.

The thought gave her nightmares every night.

The camper rolled over a bump in the road.

"We should have flown," Janelle said for the millionth time.

Gareth sighed and stayed close. "Not with bad weather around the airports, we weren't."

Janelle sighed. Sky travel didn't bode well when your enemy used it to move around. And she had yet to find any close flights from Flint that didn't force a connection through the Windy City. The weather in Chicago was terrible over the past few weeks, delaying flights.

How much longer did they have before they reached the border? Mel had GPS running on the dashboard, but Janelle couldn't tell how close they were. There weren't too many exits to go by out here, and the mile markers were meaningless.

Her driver seemed to read her mind. He faced her. The wrinkles around his eyes seemed as deep as the cracks on the desert floor.

"We're about fifty miles out, Ma'am. I don't normally cross the border this way. Driving cross-country isn't my forte, so they say."

"Agreed. Flying would have been better. A lot better." Janelle couldn't say that the air was Cordelia's realm now. It was best to stay on the ground, but it felt like a waste of Mel's pilot skills to make him drive all the time. But they hadn't had any other choice. Driving was the fastest way they could have left. Janelle couldn't have her father come along for this.

She just couldn't. Deep down in her gut, a feeling told her this was her job.

Hers, Gareth's, Leslie's, Paul's, Kenna's, and Sophia's.

They had snuck away from the campsite back home together.

Her father would try to stop her from doing the one thing that could save her from going down the path of her biological mom since he had the best intentions.

That's what good parents did; Janelle had left him worried like she had so many times before. He deserved better.

"Come on," Gareth said, leading her away from the window. "Why don't you relax and stop thinking about this crap for a few minutes? All the stress will make you get gray hair and wrinkles at the ripe old age of twenty-five."

Janelle let him. There wasn't anything to look at out there, anyway. They had another hour before reaching the border. Maybe two. Time didn't have much meaning anymore. "Since when are you the one telling us to relax?"

Gareth managed to smile. "We'll have tons of time to freak out and worry when we get there, won't we?" He led her back to the others in the cramped RV.

Leslie, Paul, Kenna, and Sophia sat around the table. Playing cards and phones lay scattered everywhere among an army of pop cans and fast-food bags. Nobody else had taken Gareth's advice. Leslie picked at her nails, watching her phone for the call from her mom that would never come. Sophia lay back against her seat, eyes closed like she was gazing within.

Even Paul and Kenna sat slumped over, studying the carpet. Janelle couldn't even remember what they'd been playing. There was too much on their minds—all of theirs. Poor Leslie had spent most of the past few days quiet, which was never a good sign from someone who usually talked like an auctioneer.

"Any ideas yet?" Janelle asked Sophia for the millionth time. "Right now, we don't have many leads. Mexico has way too many Mayan ruins. Huracan could be dormant in any one of them."

Sophia shook her head. "I haven't had a chance to talk to Hyrokkin today."

Janelle's gaze moved towards Kenna, which was enough to explain it. Sophia shared her body with a bad-tempered Norse winter demon. It could surface whenever it wanted, using Sophia as a puppet…so long as Kenna wasn't very close. Hyrokkin disappeared like ice under a blowtorch when she was around, which, Janelle knew, was usually a good thing.

"We can stop at the next rest area and have Kenna get out of the camper," Janelle offered. Hopefully, Kenna wouldn't take offense. Lately, she'd developed some of her mother's jealousy and attitude. She needed to save it for if they faced Cordelia again.

Kenna shifted in her chair, a scowl brewing underneath. A hint of fire glinted in her eyes. They had better be careful. "That's fine. It's not like I'll burn by standing outside."

"You? Get a sunburn?" Paul asked, tying his long hair back. It was the first joke he'd made since they'd left the Flint campsite behind. "That's like Sophia freezing to death."

Nobody laughed. The mood in the camper plunged more and more the closer they got to their destination. Soon, it would hit the center of the Earth and explode. Janelle's skin prickled with the tension growing in their tight, cramped space. Never before had so many walking disasters gathered in one place like this.

Something ugly was going to happen sooner or later.

Would Huracan be angry that they were waking him up?

Probably, but this was the only thing they had. The only hope.

And if Huracan had turned all the Tempests and Outbreakers back in the days of the first Spanish explorers, he could reverse what he'd done. If they asked nicely enough.

It was probably dumb to hope for that, but Janelle held onto it, mainly for Leslie's sake.

"Mel," she said, walking back up to the front of the vehicle. The air conditioning blew against her, bringing a chill that made her think Hyrokkin was about to throw one of her tantrums. She glanced back to make sure the demon hadn't taken Sophia over. Sophia was shuffling the card deck. She had never looked less dangerous.

"Yes?" the driver asked. The wrinkles on his forehead grew into canyons as he turned his head.

"We need to stop at the next rest area. Sophia needs some air if you know what I mean."
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I do not like Arizona.

Hyrokkin already complained from her perch in the back of Sophia's mind, intruding like the world's worst backseat driver.

Great.

Sophia had only been off the camper for a minute. Things were guaranteed to get worse.

"Yes. I know. It's hot." Sophia slowed down, taking her sweet time walking to the rest area building. The sun warmed her dark hair, black shirt, and jeans. Even if they did have a truce now, Hyrokkin deserved this. The ceasefire wouldn't last, anyway. The demon would return to her old ways and threats as soon as Cordelia was gone. "We're both going to have to live with it. There aren't too many other ways to get us all to Mexico. That's going to get even hotter, by the way."

We could have flown. At least airplanes have air conditioning. I'd know. I flew with your mother before I jumped to you.

That stung. Sophia sucked in a breath and kept her thoughts a blank easel. In the silence, she could almost hear Hyrokkin chuckling.

Sophia pushed open the rest area door and slipped inside.

Air conditioning and the smell of cleaners wafted over her. An Arizona map dot told her they were close to the border. She quickly checked to ensure no one was around to see her talking to nobody. All clear.

"Kenna's terrified of heights and going over water. You should know about the water fear she has. I think it's a volcano goddess thing. The sky's also Cordelia's domain. It's not a good idea. At least, Janelle doesn't think it is."

Hyrokkin had nothing to say to that one because it was true. Sophia might as well have put a piece of duct tape over her nonexistent mouth.

Sophia found a stall and ducked inside. It wouldn't be suitable for anyone walking into the building to find her standing there, letting Hyrokkin lull her into some trance. At the same time, she wished someone would come in here with her to ensure nothing horrible happened while she was out. When the demon took over completely, Sophia remembered nothing of it.

Relax. I won't attack anyone. Cordelia is my target now.

"Until we get rid of her," Sophia said.

Hyrokkin had no answer for that one, either.

Sophia didn't want to trust her, not after she'd nearly frozen her new friends and dozens of people at Flint’s airport.

Hyrokkin had been all too willing to join Cordelia until the goddess found out she'd almost hurt Janelle.

That wouldn't have been a big deal except that Janelle turned out to be Cordelia's biological daughter. Now, the crazy storm goddess wanted their heads on a pike.

But Sophia had no choice but to trust Hyrokkin if they would find this Huracan guy.

Sophia sighed and leaned against the side of the stall. "Go ahead."

The cold spread through her limbs, signaling the start of the takeover. It flowed through her veins like water fresh from a melting iceberg. Soon, her vision would go gray, and she'd remember nothing until the demon let go. Then she'd have to return to the camper to let the others know what sleeping gods, if any, Hyrokkin had sensed.

That was provided she was even telling the truth.

Every time Sophia did this, there was a chance she'd wake up to something much worse.

The gray slipped into her vision, fuzzy at first. Still, it closed tighter and tighter as Sophia slipped away into nothingness. She wanted to plead with Hyrokkin not to try anything on her friends, but showing her any weakness would not be a good idea. If she had to live the rest of her life with this other inside her, she had better find a way to be firm about it. Her grandmother would probably tell her the same thing.

The world snapped back in a second. Sophia blinked. Was it already over?

No. Sophia hadn't even gone out completely. Kenna must be walking back to check on her. That by itself would keep Hryokkin from doing so much as to make the temperature in the room drop a couple of degrees.

But there were no footsteps.

Sophia, Hyrokkin said.

"Did you feel anything? Any nearby deities? Other than Kenna?" She tried to keep her voice upbeat, but something felt off about how the demon said her name. It was almost worried. Scared, even.

Yes, she said. We need to leave right away. Cordelia is approaching. 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

Sophia couldn't move at first. Fear itself kept her glued to the floor.

"She can't be. Not in full sunshine." It was the storm goddess's one weakness, and the desert was full of it.

She is. I can sense her. She's ten or fifteen miles away and coming fast.

Maybe it was a lie to get her to run back out to the camper, but she had to get outside just to make sure. At last, her feet came free. She bolted out into the lobby, past a vending machine, and out the door into the heat. She could feel Hyrokkin's strength melting away in it.  

Several cars were pulling into the rest area as if about to take shelter there. Half the space was filled now, and more cars, a whole line of them, pulled off the freeway.  

Look around, Hyrokkn managed, weak and far away.

Sophia did just as Paul called for her.  

Sunshine. Sand. 

Cacti everywhere. And to the west—

"Oh, no," she breathed.

A fuzzy brownish wall approached, towering up to the puffy clouds above and stretching as far to the sides as she could see.

A dust storm. Sophia had never seen one before, but there was no mistaking it.

Cordelia had found a way around the sun problem.  

"Sophia!" Paul shouted again from the window.

Run, Hyrokkin sputtered.

Sophia turned and ran back towards the camper. 

The brown wall loomed a little taller in the side of her vision. They had minutes before the dust storm reached them.

Everyone stared out the RV's window as she climbed the steps and shut the door behind her. "Mel, we have to leave," Sophia pleaded. "Cordelia's coming. Hyrokkin could sense it."

Someone, probably Paul, swore in the back of the camper.

Janelle's driver promptly turned on the ignition and gunned the camper forward, narrowly missing a minivan that was parked to ride it out. Next to him, Janelle gripped the vehicle's dash as she stared out the window at the approaching storm. Her arms trembled. The shell that Janelle usually kept around herself was crumbling.

"She knows what we're trying to do," Janelle managed.

Mel punched the gas on the on-ramp. The camper shook with the acceleration. 

Sophia had to grip the table to keep from falling back. Everyone else had already made their way to chairs and bunks. She staggered over and sat on the floor next to Paul's legs as he and Leslie huddled closely.

From this angle, she could see brown and tan with only a tiny sliver of the blue sky left. Already, the dust storm had towered closer. It was bearing down on them fast.  

"We shouldn't have stopped," Janelle managed. "Mel, do you think we can outrun it?"

"I'll try." The older man leaned forward.

Sophia raked her mind for any pointers Hyrokkin might have, but Kenna was only two feet away, holding the side of a bunk. 

Until they separated, she was on her own. Kenna couldn't protect them all, but she was already stiffening and facing the dust storm as if daring Cordelia to come closer and fight her. Kenna could have that opportunity. It wasn't one that Sophia wanted to have again. Even Hyrokkin knew better.

Mel reached the freeway, and the motor died off some. Sophia could stand up. She still couldn't see the edge of the dust storm. She wondered if it spanned the world, covering everything like the blizzard Hyrokkin had promised not too long ago.  

It couldn't be. But Sophia didn't put anything past Cordelia.

"What's going on?" Leslie asked. "Is that a dust storm? I've never seen one before. What if—-oh."
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Leslie felt her insides dropping.  

The leather on the seat squeaked as she and Paul huddled closer together. The scene outside the windshield and their windows looked like the world's end. 

For a moment, she imagined a face in front of that dust storm, a female face smiling at them both. It was anything but friendly.

Janelle beat the back of Mel's chair. "Come on. Can't this thing go faster than seventy?" Janelle glanced to her side again at the approaching wall and smacked the back of the chair as if Mel were a horse. "I know it can. I'll pay for the gas. Just go!"

The frantic pitch in her voice made Leslie hug Paul harder from the side. He hugged her back, said nothing, and stood.

"Paul—" Leslie started.

Paul and Kenna stared out the window at the dust. 

The blue sky grew scarcer and scarcer. 

What would it be like inside a dust storm? Dark, if Cordelia could hide inside of it. Like the storm that Leslie herself had floated through a few days ago when she had her first—

"Oh, no." She leaped off the cot and ran to join Janelle. "Mel, you have to step on it. If she catches up to us, it's all over. She'll make me give Janelle my breath and make her a goddess like her. Then she'll release me and Paul both." She faced her friend, who stared at her with wide, gray eyes. "Sorry. I didn't want to say that."

"It's true." Janelle stood quietly now, staring at the road ahead. "Cordelia won't stop until that happens."

The camper's engine whined with speed. A car passed by on the other side of the road, probably headed to the rest area. The wall of dust grew across the space ahead of them. It was definitely growing closer by the second. Fat arms of tan and brown reached toward them.

They weren't going to avoid the storm.

"I won't do it," Leslie assured her. "You know that I won't. Besides, what has she got on me now? We're in a desert. There have been no thunderstorms for ages. It's not like I can have an Outbreak out here." As soon as she said that she knew she was wrong. Cordelia could use Paul as leverage. What would she do if the goddess held him there, threatening to yank him out of his body forever and make him serve her? She wasn't sure. She could never bear to see him vaporize and fly away.

Janelle glanced back at Paul. He still stood with Kenna, conversing with her in a quiet voice. 

They must be coming up with some kind of battle strategy. It wouldn't work. Kenna's elements were earth and fire, not the sky. Heights terrified her. Water paralyzed her. She was useless against a goddess who could fly and control it like—

There was no water in this desert. Only dirt and sand. Leslie held up a finger. They might have a chance.

"Pull over!" Leslie ordered Mel. "I have a plan."

At first, Mel didn't even turn his head. The engine continued to whine, and the dust overtook the road ahead. The sun still shone. That wouldn't last long.

Janelle swallowed. "Do it. That's an order." She glanced at Leslie. "I hope you have some great ideas."

Mel slammed on the brakes. Leslie staggered and barely missed running into Sophia and Gareth. The camper stopped with a final lurch.

Everyone stared at her. Paul. Sophia. 

Even Kenna. No one said a word. It was time to speak.

"I think I know a way out," Leslie said. 

Talking fast was her talent. 

"We light a fire. Kenna uses fire travel to take us out of here."

Gareth shook his head. "That won't work. The wind in the dust storm will blow it out before we can all get out of here."

He was right. Leave it to Janelle's boyfriend to always point out the negative.

Leslie gulped as her heart pounded. The answer to this wouldn't please anyone. 

"We'll have to light it in here, then. We sacrifice the RV."

She waited for a round of protests.  

There were none. Paul looked out the window again. The world had already turned into a terrifying wall of brown.

"I agree," he said.

Kenna had already dug through her backpack for her matches. "I need something to burn!" She waved for someone to hand her something. 

"Even a small fire will work. But I can only take one person through at a time. Open a window, though. We don't need anyone dying of smoke inhalation."

Leslie wasn't crazy about traveling through a tunnel of lava way under the earth hundreds of miles to some other place, but they had no other options. At least she'd be unconscious. She hoped. 

It was a trip she hadn't dared take before and thought terrified her.

"Janelle leaves first," Gareth said, shouldering his way to Kenna. His hazel eyes darkened a shade. "Don't go too far. We need you back here fast."

Someone—probably Paul—handed Kenna a shirt because it read Executioner across the front. A match struck, and flames spewed up over it. A bitter smell filled the camper. Kenna tossed the shirt and the match to the floor. The stench of smoke filled the cramped space, sending Sophia and Paul towards the door. Gareth pushed open a window, letting precious fresh air inside, but it only made the flames on the floor leap higher.

"Stay near the window," Gareth shouted. 

"We all need air." He muscled to the front, accidentally shoving Leslie, and dragged Janelle to Kenna.

"Watch where—" Leslie started.

"Gareth—" Janelle said.

Kenna took her other arm. Gareth released it, gave Janelle a peck on the cheek, and backed away.

"Go," Leslie told her. "You're the one Cordelia wants the most."

Janelle dragged her feet, silent. Kenna pulled her straight at the flames, giving her no time. 

It made Leslie feel a little better about taking the trip. No one except Kenna was very willing.

And then, the two of them vanished into thin air. 

"You're next," Paul said, appearing next to her. He kissed her cheek, and it tingled as he did. 

The wind increased outside.

"You should take Sophia with you. 

Gareth, Mel, and I will go last."

"Makes sense," Sophia said, pushing closer. "Hyrokkin will protect me from burning. Kenna can take us at the same time."

Leslie coughed. Tears filled her vision. From the smoke, or from—"Paul, promise me you won't go last. I mean it."

"Okay," he said, joining her. His features blurred. "I promise you that."

"I'll be the last," Mel said. He coughed, taking Kenna's advice to get near the window.

Leslie took Paul's arm, squeezing against the wall and sucking in precious oxygen. "I'm not sure how much more of this my lungs can take, guys. Someone opens the door."

The dust outside loomed so close that it looked like it might devour the camper at any second. Leslie gagged and stuck her face through the window, catching precious oxygen. The dust wall towered into the sky, taller than any skyscraper. "Okay. Your turn, Paul. Get a lungful, and then hold your breath." Leslie backed off from the window as her eyes watered.

Paul appeared before her. "Not until I do this."

He pressed his lips to hers, desperate and wanting.

It seemed to last forever, chasing away the dust storm and the horror that would come with it. But a thud made Paul break away a second later. Movement followed in the haze behind him. Kenna had returned without Janelle. She must have been gone for seconds.

"I got her across the border. I think," Kenna puffed. She showed no sign of the smoke bothering her. The fire burned brighter at her feet, filling the camper with an acrid smell. She motioned to Leslie. It seemed she'd read Paul's mind or the expression on her face. "Come on. You and Sophia."

"We don't have long," Gareth shouted from the door. He hung in it like a spider, arms and legs splayed. Sophia stood behind him, face over his arm and gasping for air.

"Come on!" Kenna shouted.

Sophia pulled her shirt over her nose, staring wide-eyed at the fire. "Not thrilled about another trip through Lava Express."

"You'll be fine!" Kenna lunged and took Sophia's arm. Leslie held hers out, trying not to look at the flames dancing in Kenna's eyes. She wanted one more glimpse of Paul in case Kenna didn't return in time. She felt as if a weight had crushed her chest.

It made sense that the men were last to go, but her heart ached with the terror. Why did he have to stay and wait?  

The air outside was turning browner by the second.

The outskirts of the dust storm had reached them.

"Go!" Paul yelled through the haze. Kenna yanked her backward, making her crash into Sophia. Heat rippled over her legs, but no pain came with it. It felt like it was washing over a protective layer on top of her skin, superheating the air and ignoring her.

Leslie went to yell Paul's name, but the world snapped into blackness, and she was gone.
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Paul breathed a sigh of relief when Leslie disappeared.

She was out of here. Gone. On a trip away from Cordelia. Only he, Gareth, and Mel remained huddled at the front of the camper, trying to stay away from the thickening smoke in their space. A wind gust made the vehicle rattle as his favorite Executioner shirt, which his dad had gotten him for his last birthday, lay on the floor and continued to burn. It was the last present his dad had gotten for him. His tablet from his Uncle Tanner was in here somewhere, too, but he didn't have time to find that. Besides, it had some ugly memories attached, even if he had reconciled things with his uncle.  

It was better than letting Cordelia destroy his body and force him into a permanent Outbreak.

"Captain Obvious says the dust storm's here," Gareth said, slowly whirling in a circle. "Brace yourselves."

Paul tensed with all the relief gone. For the first time, terror started to fill him like polluted water.

Gareth wasn't lying. The air outside turned darker and darker tan by the second.

Something in the structure of the camper whistled. Grains pelted the camper outside. It sounded like sleet. Paul had heard some once when he and his dad lived in Nebraska.  

The air shifted to orange and faded to black. 

The day turned to night. The wall of dust had overtaken them.

"You're next," Paul said to Gareth, resisting the urge to shove before him and make Kenna take him to Leslie. He coughed on the thickening smoke, blinking tears away. "Cordelia will want to use you to get to Janelle."

"But—" Gareth protested.

"He's right," Mel said. The older man was huddled in the driver's chair, holding a napkin over his nose. There was no escaping the oppressive air. Inside, they had to deal with smoke. Outside, the dust would probably blind them—and worse.

Kenna appeared again from the flames, gasping for breath and looking at Paul and Mel and back to Gareth. The smoke didn't faze her. Her look was all business. If she saw the conditions outside, she didn't show it. 

"Next?"

"Gareth," Paul said, shoving him forward. It was an easy win. Gareth didn't have his Tempest powers out here, far from the ocean. 

Paul had his Outbreaker strength every day, no matter what.  

Something big landed on the camper roof above, making a huge thud.  

Gareth swore, whirling in a circle.

Outside, the darkness closed in. The camper groaned and creaked under the stress of the wind.

The storm goddess was here.

Paul recoiled, crouching down and trying to put as much distance between himself and Cordelia as he could. Kenna pulled Gareth back into the fire without looking back. 

They had no time left.   

Only he and Mel remained…and the monster above them. 

Paul exchanged a glance with the older man. 

Mel leaned back against the dash and let out a breath. He seemed resigned. Calm, even. 

The familiar electric feeling filled the air, crackling. Paul's hair stood on end. The feeling grew stronger with each second. He closed his eyes. There was nothing neither Mel nor he could do about her. As soon as she entered the camper, they'd both be paralyzed in her presence.

Then she would pounce.

Then, they would vaporize.

Leslie would be wherever Kenna had taken her now, frantic. If he made it there, she'd either envelop him in a hug or slap him for staying this long. 

Either would be good. Cordelia didn't have a reason to not release him from his human form now. He wasn't that important anymore. She had Leslie.

The flames started flicking down on the shirt, but the carpet caught fire. Shadows got long on Mel's face. He fumbled in his pocket for something. Paul's eyes burned. The darkness grew deeper outside, so much that it looked like the dead of night. 

This felt like the end of the world. 

An awful scratch sounded above them…and then metal ripping.

"Get back," he whispered, joining Mel at the steering wheel. Maybe they could drive away and shake her off.  

Yeah, right. The two had almost zero chance of that, especially since they couldn't see outside.

The smoke raced upwards through the sudden opening. 

A scream of rage sounded above. Cordelia must have smelled it and figured out what Kenna had done. The sound filled the air and exploded inside Paul's head. He squeezed his hands over his ears, but it was no use. The invasion of sound threatened to split his head open. Next to him, Mel did the same.  

The sound died only to have another screech of ripping metal take its place.

She stared down through the opening now, grayish-blue eyes swirling with rage. Her blond hair looked unnatural, perfectly styled even in the wind outside.

The goddess's eyes focused right on Paul and narrowed. It did nothing to hide the horror within.

"Where is she?"

He flinched. Cordelia's voice sounded like a hundred freight trains all on a crash course with each other. Paul would face this moment in his nightmares for the rest of his life.

If he said anything, he didn't hear it over the wind. The camper rocked with the force of a gust. He tried to step back again, but his legs had stopped working. The goddess's presence had already taken its hold on him.

Mel appeared next to him, shoving something into his hand. A cell phone, maybe. He couldn't tell with all the smoke assaulting his eyes and his nose, but he could feel the old man's arm trembling.

Mel knew he wasn't going to make it out of there. 

"Mel…" Paul started. But he couldn't finish. The older man gave him a grave look and nodded. He knew what it meant.

There was nothing either one of them could do about it.

Cordelia swung her legs down through the opening. 

A pair of sharp, surgical high heels dropped, and she landed only a few feet from the fire. She would have mirrored Janelle in almost every way if she weren't wearing a gray business suit and scowling with those awful eyes.

The goddess took a step towards him and another. 

She advanced like a predator, a shark, maybe. "May I repeat myself? Where is my daughter?"

Paul fought to say something, anything. Every part of him had locked.

The fire brightened a bit, and Kenna reappeared. 

Cordelia looked at her, but there were no words. 

There wasn't time. Kenna took Paul's arm, yanking him at the fire.  

"No!" Paul turned. 

He reached for Mel.  

But the man stood tall, accepting his fate. 

If he went through the fire with them now, he or Paul would die. If he stayed, he'd be released.  

"Hold on," Kenna yelled.

The smoke thickened, and heat enveloped Paul, painless.

The last thing he saw before blacking out was Cordelia growling, advancing on Mel, and putting her hand on his forehead. 

Even through the thick smoke, he couldn't miss the form of Mel snapping into a gray mist and floating away with the smoke or that last look on the man's face before he dissipated. He would have thought it was a relief if Paul didn't know better.


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

 

Kenna wanted to kill something. Pound it with her fists, break it, burn it.

Mel had been like a grandfather to Janelle. She wouldn't take the news of his fate well. Not at all.

Kenna had never wanted to murder Cordelia more.

But the farther she traveled through the lava tunnel with an unconscious Paul in tow, the more the dread inside her replaced the rage. She'd have to deliver the news because Paul would be recovering, and he had Leslie to attend to.

Kenna needed to figure out how. The impending dread of it almost made her let go of Paul, but she held his arm. The speed they were going at threatened to pull his shoulder out of its socket. No one had ever been injured while fire traveling with her, but she didn't want to ruin her record now.

The tunnel seethed and boiled as the earth opened to let her through. It was always a good thing that everyone she pulled through this mess blacked out through the whole trip. If Paul was awake and struggling, he might jar himself from her protection and burn.

But Mel…

She squeezed her eyes shut. The seething and bubbling grew louder, smashing her eardrums. 

Mel broke apart again and again.

No speed she could travel would leave it behind.

She should have stayed and fought. She'd waited for that moment since Cordelia had betrayed her back at Yellowstone. But the fire might have killed Paul and Mel both if she'd used it against Cordelia. It was a no-win situation.

She would go back and fight once she had Paul safe, then.

Kenna was the only one who could at all.

She opened her eyes and rejoined the world. 

The earth broke in front of her, pulling apart like molten gum. Her speed increased. Kenna thought of the land above, keeping along its curve, doing anything she could to keep from traveling under that ocean. If she accidentally came out of an underwater vent, not only would Paul be crushed by the ocean's pressure. She'd get trapped in the water and never be able to move again.  

Uh, oh.

She sensed something else pass above, massive, alive, and seething.  

Kenna had felt something like this before, back home and at Yellowstone.

A volcano.  

She had passed directly underneath one.

It's not a big deal, she thought. It was only for a second. Not enough to make it erupt.

Definitely not enough.

She had other things to worry about, like Cordelia back at that camper. The goddess was probably tearing it apart to determine where they were headed.  

Good thing Janelle had left no clues.

The tunnel sloped upwards ahead of her, the signal that her ride was done. Kenna couldn't help but brace herself. These were never smooth landings.

Reality snapped to a different channel, and she and Paul tumbled onto a linoleum floor. 

The impact made spots flare in her vision. Kenna released him. Feet in tennis shoes dodged out of the way. Someone said something over the sound of a pan falling on the floor. The smell of cooking grease hit her. Kenna yanked her feet out of the flaming oven she had fallen out of. The heat tickled her shins and vanished.

Hopefully, her friends were okay with landing in a giant commercial kitchen in a different country.  
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