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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

"Paul, up. Now. We don't have time to waste."

Paul forced his eyes open to his dad, staring down at him with narrowed eyes and stubble he hadn't had time to shave that morning. It was still dark in the fields outside and at the landlord's house next door. 

Paul held back a groan that wouldn't make a difference, anyway. That look was his dad's silent signal. 

They needed to pack yet again, and they had to hurry.

"Come on. We're not Marines. Ever heard of sleeping in a bit?" Paul yanked the covers over his head as frustration stabbed through his tiredness. If his Uncle Tanner was catching up with them again, it wasn't his problem. His uncle never came over to argue with him.

Only his father made it Paul's problem, and he didn't want to deal with it before their farmer neighbors got out of bed. Every time his uncle and his dad fought, or his uncle closed in—a move followed, and Paul had no choice but to go along. 

Tanner couldn't stop blaming his dad for stuff that wasn't his fault. Their family situation was tragic enough.

"We've got to leave right now," his father pressed on, shaking him by the shoulders. "Now. Up. Grab your textbooks. You can do your history test on the road."

"Are you serious?" Paul shot out of bed and stared at the boxes in his room. They rarely unpacked completely. "Tanner won't get up this early, either. I guarantee you. He's a programmer, so he's up until two in the morning. And we've been here less than a month. He couldn't have found our address that fast."

His father bent over, stacking a couple of Paul's boxes on each other. "It's not him this time." 

"Huh?" Paul shot awake, sitting up. That was new.

The back of his dad's plaid shirt, still dusty from helping Mr. Dobson with the tractor last night, was his only answer as he shoved Paul's boxes around. 

In the next room, his dad's weather radio crackled through headphones, never quite loud enough to make out.

"Then what is it?" Paul made a show kicking a box of his textbooks across the room.

His father kept his back turned, stacking more boxes. "I just got back from the pay phone in town. Mobley's mayor requested something of us today. If we do him this one favor, he'll give us a huge discount on our house, and we can finally move in. For good."

The words made him sit up straight. Mobley. 

The town they'd been supposed to move to for years but could not afford. They even had a house reserved there since before his mother had died. 

Better yet, they could keep his Uncle Tanner, a regular human, away from them.

"Finally?" Paul asked. The anger melted out of him as he stood and joined his father in hauling his guitar and music books into the living room. Paul didn't even care why his father had gone to the pay phone in town at this hour or what the mayor wanted. If it meant no more of this, Paul wouldn't ask questions.
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Hours later, Paul dropped his magazine in his lap and hit his head on the back of the seat as his father braked suddenly.

"Dad!" He fished down between his feet and retrieved his copy of Rolling Stone, which had fallen on top of his textbooks on the floor. It wasn't his newest, but he still needed something to read about on this road trip other than the Reconstruction era, and he didn't want to scrape off footprints or mud. These magazines were costly, and his lawn-mowing money was about gone.

It wasn't as if his father allowed cell phones.

His father didn't apologize. That was strange for him. Instead, his mouth wrinkled as he stared past Paul and to the horizon. 

"We're here. Perfect timing."

Sighing, he followed his father's gaze out the van's window. Wherever "here" was, it wasn't Mobley. 

Tall grass blew down in the open fields ahead of some turbulence in the atmosphere. Only a large, low gray building with guard towers lined the horizon to the left, beyond his father.

It was the middle of nowhere out here like it would be up in Oklahoma, too. "Middle of nowhere" was the story of Paul's life. He'd never seen anything else, and it drove him crazy.

"Is that a prison?" he asked. It was a rhetorical question. He'd seen plenty of them sitting off lightly traveled roads, surrounded by barbed wire, concrete, and signs warning drivers not to pick up hitchhikers. A bad taste filled his mouth. "Does this have something to do with what Mobley's mayor wanted us to do?" Maybe his father had to deliver a message to someone, but this seemed so random.

"Correct," his father said. He had that tone of voice like he was planning something. His mustache then wrinkled. His dad looked as uncomfortable as he felt. "It's the North Texas Women's Correctional Facility, to be exact. We have a pit stop to make right about here, and then we're heading to Mobley. Of course, there's something else, too."

Paul wasn't sure what to say or what his father was saying. Ahead, the cracked road stretched away into infinity. 

"Um, Dad? There's nothing else out this way." Unless you planned on taking a leak out in the field, which didn't count. "What are you pulling now? Is there someone we have to visit in there?" The thought sent a shudder down his spine. He'd never been in a prison.

"No," his father said, staring hard at him. "Don't panic, Paul, but there's someone we need to get out of there. A friend of the mayor. Someone who will be executed for a crime she didn't commit."

A jolt ran down Paul's spine. "What? You're joking, right?" His father hadn't joked about anything for years, not since that horrible morning that ruined their lives. "Who, exactly? And how?" It sucked that Paul never got to watch television, and his dad never bought newspapers. Only his music kept him sane.

Paul felt like a caveman in the Ice Age.

His father readjusted his position but didn't speak. His gaze stayed on the fields ahead.

That's when Paul noticed the darkening on the horizon, a color between blue and black.

Paul wanted to smack himself for not noticing it before. The waving grass grew bright for a second in the last of the sun before fading to a dark, ominous green. Suddenly, the magazine in his lap lost all its importance, as his heart started to race. 

This was the second reason his dad had stopped.

His father's hand clamped down on Paul's shoulder. His tone lightened. The prison break must have been a joke, after all. "Today might be the day. Feel anything?"

Paul concentrated as much as he could on the thudding of his heart, feeling the signs his father had drilled him about millions of times already. 

Heaviness in the limbs? No. A sudden urge to take a nap? No. 

Tingling? He was breaking a sweat, but it was the first big heat wave of the year. "Nothing."

His father yawned, then glanced at him and sighed. Disappointment welled up between the two of them. Nothing had changed in Paul over the past winter. "I was a year younger than you when I had my first Outbreak." 

His father yawned again, a sure sign that one was coming on. No wonder he'd pulled over. They didn't need him to fall asleep at the wheel and get into an accident.

"Dad, you need me to drive?" Paul fingered his fresh new driver's license in his pocket, squeezing life out of it and trying to hide his anger and disappointment simultaneously. How embarrassing. He was almost seventeen and had no Outbreak yet, while his dad was probably approaching his fortieth. Perhaps Paul would be the only one in Mobley, which would suck.

"No. We need to be here. This is timing to kill for." Another yawn, a silent one, filled half his father's face as he eyed the prison again.

Paul sighed, studying his reflection in the side mirror. His brown eyes, flecked with pure black, stared back at him. Everyone who was ever going to Outbreak had those eyes. But maybe he was a fluke and hadn't inherited the ability. "Are you sure you turned Mom into an Outbreaker before you guys had me?" The trait was only sometimes passed down unless both parents had it.

Silence followed for a second. Mentioning his mother always brought a sad, distant look to his father's eyes. He wished he could take his question back. 

The van felt so empty without her, shuffling through the dash for Paul's favorite CDs. "I've told you before, Paul. Yes. 

There's no chance that you aren't one, too." His voice, normally stern when he gave this lecture, sounded heavy and tired. It was almost time, and once again, Paul would get to sit there and watch.

A crack of thunder washed over the van, making the windows rattle. The first droplets of rain splashed across the glass. 

The storm was moving faster than most of the ones his father had taken him out to last year. The wait would be short, at least.  

"Watch the van, Paul. It's time for the prisoners to be outside. I'm sure she's out there waiting," his father said and slumped into unconsciousness.

"You're not seriously talking about picking up a prisoner." Paul shook his head.

Watch the van. He'd heard that line countless times.

Paul sighed and slapped the magazine on his lap as the rain beat harder on the van, turning the pattering into a roar. But who was she? Maybe his dad hadn't been joking after all. Wow, his day had just managed to suck more.  

Another crash of thunder rattled his surroundings. The wind howled past, whipping down every blade of grass outside and blowing waves of mist across the road.

His father now snored in the driver's seat. He was no longer there. His awareness had left, gone soaring up into the turbulence above. Depending on how long the storm borrowed his dad's consciousness, they would be sitting here between two minutes and an hour.

Well, at least he had his magazine.

Paul opened his magazine, flipping to the concert schedule for Executioner. May fourteenth in Oklahoma City, only a hundred miles from Mobley. He'd dog-eared the page since he'd be going there soon and meeting up with Brian and Dominic. He last saw his old neighbors when he moved last year.

The rain abruptly stopped after a few minutes, and the space around the van cleared and opened up. The field snapped back into view, and Paul closed his magazine. He'd seen this on dozens of expeditions last spring and summer but couldn't help but watch it every time.

The grass in the field had stopped waving. Clouds hung low over the horizon now, and one section of the sky had dropped lower than the rest, slowly rotating like an upside-down top. Paul gripped the armrest while his father—well, his father's body—breathed heavily next to him.

Then the gray cone descended, hanging there as if it wasn't sure where it wanted to land. Then, it took up the distance between itself and the ground. Brown dust rose and swirled around the newly formed tornado as it slowly approached, looming larger and larger. Paul's heart started to race—he couldn't help it—but he sucked in a few slow breaths, forcing himself to calm down. He was perfectly safe.

The grass kept waving gently at him as if laughing at the fact that Paul wasn't out there with his father. Again.

Behind it, the tornado seemed to grow, a swirling wedge ripping the dust from the ground and flinging it hundreds of feet. Just flying alone had to be exhilarating. It had to be an experience nothing short of incredible, one that Paul would never have.

It was also getting awfully close to the prison.

Paul seized the armrest, dropping his magazine again and not even caring this time. 

The gray building and guard towers barely stood out against the swirling dust, and it didn't look like the tornado would move in time. He'd never seen it happen before—every tornado he'd seen occurred in endless fields—but he could only imagine that this wouldn't have good results.

"Dad!" 

He slapped his father's shoulder to get no response other than a loud snore. "Careful! What if you do some dam—"

Too late.

A bluish-white ball of light erupted from the edge of the prison. A transformer had blown. Paul held his breath as it faded a second later, to be replaced by something worse: chunks of something flying through the air, darkening the funnel even more. Pieces of building. Maybe even cars, joining the swirl of dust. He'd seen plenty of tornadoes, of course…but nothing like this.

Paul slugged his father on the arm this time, hard enough to leave a bruise, but he didn't care. Not now. This wasn't right. His father had never had an Outbreak near buildings. It was always in a field somewhere and harmless. "Dad! Knock it off! Do you realize what you're doing?"

Another snore followed. His father's head rolled to the side, empty. Meanwhile, the tornado continued its approach, looming larger outside the window. Debris fell to the ground around it, littering the landscape as it slowed.

"Dad!" Paul launched into a tirade of swearing.

The tornado slowly grew more transparent as it approached the road ahead, letting dust and debris plop to the ground and into the ditch on either side. The tornado was dying, so his dad would return to his body any second. Paul's fists clenched as his stomach threatened to heave up the McDonalds he'd had earlier. He was going to have a talk with his dad as soon as that happened. He didn't care if his dad was the parent, and he was just the kid. 

This demanded some answers.

Then Paul's heart stopped.

Something orange slowly fell to the side of the road ahead as if lowering on a falling feather. Something orange…with flailing arms and legs. Something dressed in an orange jumpsuit.

No. 

Someone.

The tornado died, and his father grunted next to him, regaining consciousness.

Paul paid no attention. The person remained still on the ground ahead, facedown. Were they dead? No. 

His father wasn't a murderer.  

Was he?

"You okay, Paul?" His dad blinked at him as if he hadn't plowed through the prison a few minutes ago.

He lost it. 

Paul hit the glove compartment with his fist, making it pop open. Maps and CDs toppled to the floor. "No, I'm not okay. What the hell were you doing? You could've… could've hurt somebody!" His own words made it all real to him somehow. He pointed to the body lying on the side of the road ahead. 

"Paul. Calm down. She's perfectly okay and will just be dazed. I did not hurt anyone. I have more control than that." The ignition started as his dad turned the keys. His voice trembled as he spoke like he was unsure, scared, or both. "I'm sorry. I didn't want you to see that, but we had no choice. I should've warned you about this beforehand. It's the only way to get into Mobley and stop running constantly."

A chill rushed over Paul. The tremor in his dad's voice matched the way he felt. He hadn't been joking a few minutes ago. He'd broken a real convict out of prison. Suddenly, Paul felt dirty and guilty. This was a federal offense or something. Paul was suddenly urged to jump out of the van and hitchhike with the first vehicle that came down the road, regardless of the warning signs on the highway. "Dad—that's illegal! We could get busted for this. And how do you know for sure you didn't hurt anyone?" A bad taste rose in his mouth as the van rolled past a piece of metal on the side of the road to approach the lying form. A chunk of barbed wire. Papers. 

But thankfully, no one else.

His father stared straight ahead, trying to see something in his own words. "I...I only scraped the side of the prison, Paul. She was outside on recreation hour. The mayor told me the time to aim for."

Ahead, the figure on the side of the road began to stir, pushing herself up on her hands.

Short brown hair, growing out into blond, spilled around her head. Just then, Paul realized the stupidity of what he'd said. Nobody could tie the tornado to his dad and convict him for the prison break. 

At least the woman was alive and okay. She wasn't bleeding anywhere, and she stood without effort.

The thought helped to dispel the sickness gnawing at Paul's insides. The prison building was still intact, although the fence might have taken a beating. "But she's a prisoner, Dad. How do you know who she is? How do you know she's innocent?" He didn't like the thought of one getting in the van with them.

"They accused her of breaking a man's neck in an airport parking ramp last October," his father continued as he hit the gas, racing up to the now-standing woman on the side of the road. She was in a prison jumpsuit with a number on the front. "Tell me, Paul. Does that look like someone who has the strength to do that? She's not even an Outbreaker."

Paul squinted. 

The woman had a thin frame, thinner than most. Skinny arms. 

Small bones. "They think that woman broke a man's neck with her bare hands?" Paul felt stupid. If only his dad would buy a television or a computer, he might know what was happening in the world. But he'd gotten rid of theirs after his mother died, saying they were a time suck.

"They're not sure, but they accused her anyway. Figured she must have done it because she had the guy's car. I think she bought it off the murderer, as she said in court. But you know how Texas is with executions."

The words swam around Paul's head. He stared at the prison in the distance as they slowly drove around a piece of sheet metal. The first red lights of emergency vehicles spun around the perimeter, inspecting the damage. 

The whole world was crashing around him. 

He could see his dad's point, "But was this necessary? All this? 

How did you carry her without hurting her?"

At least the waiting woman didn't look hurt. Dazed, yes, with hair flying everywhere and her jumpsuit ruffled. Hurt, no. His father pulled the van up to her and unlocked the doors with a click.  

Paul shook his head. The world suddenly made even less sense to him. The woman scrambled to the van as if she'd been expecting it for a long time and slid the door open without a word. Paul fought back the urge to jump out.

Leather creaked as the door shut. "Go," she ordered, sliding across the seat. Her voice was sharp and dangerous.

The engine revived as his father hit the gas to continue their journey to Mobley. 

Paul stared at him, all the words flying out of his mind and his life falling from under him. Yes, Mobley would mean they wouldn't have to move anymore, but was it worth risking this? What kind of guy was the mayor? 

In the rear-view mirror, the woman's eyes seemed to peer into Paul's soul as she sat on a box. They were a dark gray, like the storm that had just gone through, but nothing like an Outbreaker's eyes. Still, they were strange and different, and Paul couldn't decide why.

His father glanced at him, smiled, and then back at the woman, but it seemed awkward and forced somehow. "Ma'am, my name is Earl Collins. This is my son, Paul. We'll be taking you to Mobley. Paul, this is the mayor's girlfriend, Cordelia Morgen."


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

"Janelle, I think I'm getting sunburned. Do you think my skin's getting red back here?" It was getting that familiar sting. Leslie turned around on the sand and pulled at the back strap of her bathing suit, revealing a light line on her freckled skin. Ugh, the perils of being too pale. Why couldn't she have a body made for the beach?

"Let me see." Janelle shifted on her beach towel to get a better look. Beside her, Gareth snored on his towel, one of his black locks hanging over one eye. Not that Leslie could blame him. Janelle and Gareth often had to sneak out at night to get private time on this island.

"Yes," Janelle said. "You know your skin's really sensitive to the sun. Didn't you put on some sunscreen earlier? Sunburns are so much worse when you're next to a huge body of water. And I think that counts." Janelle pointed to the Caribbean, its perfect blue shimmering in the sun.

Leslie sighed, trudging over to the lapping waves and wiggling her toes in the wet sand. Her skin might suck, but at least she could touch the ocean without ill effect. Janelle would trade with her in a heartbeat. "I did, but it doesn't do much good. I'm so pale that I must blind even SPF sixty." The water rushed over her feet and back, foaming in the sun.

"You have no idea how lucky you are," Janelle blurted as Leslie kicked the water.

"I'm not trying to complain," Leslie said. Sure, she felt unimportant on an island of virtual demigods, and Janelle was rich and had a gorgeous boyfriend. "I'm glad that you invited me. It's been a good spring break."

"I'm glad." Janelle left it there.

Leslie couldn't find any words, which was rare for her. Something had changed since their last trip to Hawaii. Janelle rarely reached out during non-holidays anymore, and despite the invites, Leslie wondered if her friend was drifting away. 

Leslie ducked under her own umbrella, plopping down on her towel. Only the thick palm trees of Alara watched them. 

Janelle was the Tempest High Leader now. 

Leslie was still just a student struggling through school. 

"Leslie, are you okay?" That was the umpteenth time Janelle had asked the question today. It wasn't like she could help it or anything. "I know something's wrong. You haven't acted this way since Todd broke up with you."

"Yes. I'm fine. Really." Leslie stared at the endless water and adjusted her umbrella. "I just wish we could see each other more." 

Janelle faced the outcrop that hid the door to the Alara complex where she lived. "I know. Some things are nice now, but others...not so much. We're still trying to determine if Cordelia had any other plans." 

Leslie hoped that was why Janelle had gotten so distant after Hawaii. Or if she felt bad about putting her in danger. Or if Leslie just wasn't that important anymore. It could be all three. Janelle hadn't even talked to her that much since Leslie arrived yesterday. The longer Leslie stayed, the more she felt like the free plane tickets and vacation were just an easy way for Janelle to distract her from the truth.

Janelle rose from her towel and adjusted it so Gareth wouldn't get sunburned, though he was already tan. A gorgeous tan. "I'll get you something to put over yourself. We don't want a repeat of Lake Huron without sunscreen." 

"I have a shirt in my guest room," Leslie said, craving the space to think. "I'll go grab it. Be right back." 
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Leslie relished the cool space of the marble, underground tunnels. She stopped by the tube fish tanks and watched the creatures swim, oblivious. Now, out of the sun, her head cleared. Yes, it was completely understandable that Janelle hadn't had time to contact her much in the past few months. She was the Tempest High Leader and had to govern over two thousand Tempests worldwide, not by choice. She barely got much time with Gareth, and he lived here.

Leslie returned to her guest room on the other side of the sprawling, underground palace. Fish swam inside tropical blue tubes at every corner, and skylights cast spirals on the floor, the Tempest symbol. Thankfully, Leslie encountered no one, though she was under Janelle's protection. Her bare feet slapped against the cold linoleum.

"Janelle's just trying to keep you safe," Leslie muttered. She turned a corner, passing one of the maintenance workers messing with a pop machine. He looked at her, raising an eyebrow. Leslie drew stares despite Janelle's order. The gray spiral on his arm stuck out from under his T-shirt sleeve. Leslie pulled her towel around her shoulders to hide the fact that her arm lacked one.

The hallway to the guest rooms was vacant. Only muttering came from the next corridor, where some apartments were. Maybe she should call her mother to keep up the cover story about her and Janelle hanging out in Disney World...but she didn't want to after she told Leslie that she wouldn't send her to college or sign any student loans. Leslie hadn't told Janelle yet because she didn't want to look like a charity case. But seeing all this wealth hurt.

Leslie rummaged through her suitcase and pulled out her longest-sleeved shirt. 

You have no idea how lucky you are.

Leslie snickered as she picked out a bright blue shirt with long, baggy sleeves to hide her lack of a gray spiral. She was losing her future and her best friend. Leslie didn't belong here.

Her cell phone waited on the bedspread, begging her to pick it up and call her mother.

I'm washing my hands of you, Leslie. I've done my time raising you.

Better get back out to the beach and smile, then. It beat the alternative. Automatically, Leslie slid her phone down inside her bathing suit top. If it rang there, everyone would get a laugh.

The hole inside her seemed to close as she left her guest room and headed back down the hall.
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Janelle sat up on her towel. "Gareth, I feel bad." Her boyfriend had woken up since Leslie had gone inside, blinking the sun from his eyes.

"Is she getting all sulky again?" Gareth had a way to be blunt, but at least he just came out and said stuff.

Janelle sighed and sat up. "I just can't keep up with everything. Had a meeting yesterday while she was here. Someone saw a Tempest experimenting with their water-controlling powers last week in North Carolina. That talk lasted all day because we had to call the girl's parents for every detail. It sounds like someone was spying on her, and she didn't realize it until too late."

"Yikes," Gareth said. His gorgeous hazel eyes widened, revealing the tan rings around his pupils. They were bright, colorful eyes, unlike the grays of most Tempests, which was why she loved them so much. "Did they find out who saw her? That's scary."

"No. But the girl knows someone saw it because she heard them running away through some underbrush. We're paying the family to move as soon as they can." Janelle swallowed. "It's getting harder to hide. Too many people live on the coast now. When I found you, some people saw you changing back to human form."

Gareth wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close. His skin was so warm, like it had absorbed the sun, and his hair tickled her cheek. "For all those people know, I got caught in a water main break. Nothing ever happened from that. But that's not what's really bothering you. It's Leslie."

Blunt and right again, of course. "I think Leslie's starting to hate me, Gareth. I can't blame her." She rested her head on his shoulder. 

"Hey. It can be fixed," Gareth said, smiling. "I'll help you. We can talk to her as soon as she's back." At long last, they were alone on the beach, and it was time to take advantage of it. 
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Halfway on her walk back, Leslie stopped short in the corridor.

A group now stood in the main entryway, mostly older folks in formal wear, talking about someone's knee surgery in the Bahamas. Even though Mel, Janelle's old pilot, stood with them, Leslie wasn't sure she wanted to pass through that room, even though that was the quickest way back to the beach. Some of them looked like they could be Elder Council members. While Leslie liked Mel, an Elder Council member, Elise, worked with Cordelia in Hawaii.

It could be a better idea to cut around. Quietly. Janelle would understand.

Leslie had just started to head down the opposite corridor when the main entrance door—the boat dock entrance—swung open with a mechanical click.

Leslie paused as ice filled her body. 

A janitor stood with his arms held by two large men in ski masks that Leslie didn't recognize. One grabbed the man's wrist. They had used his palm to unlock the door.

The conversation in the lobby stopped as everyone whirled. Leslie's legs turned to stone.

The two big men looked like goons from a bad crime movie. A memory flashed of Kevin, Cordelia's minion, breaking into her house. Tying her wrists, dragging her to his rental car, and eventually, here to Alara. Right in this same spot, he'd threatened to break her neck before Janelle. The memory struck so violently that Leslie sucked in a sharp breath. 

Why didn't the janitor just wrestle out of the grasp of these guys? He was a Tempest with the strength of a dinosaur. 

In the lobby, everyone else stared, silent.

"What—" Mel began as he and the Elder Council members broke apart.

"Freeze," one of the men ordered from under his mask. "You will not be harmed."

A second later, a dozen masked people ran through the door, all hidden behind ski masks and coats. Some of the figures held fire extinguishers. Others fired them, bathing the Elders in cold, white foam. The sounds of hissing filled the room. A few of the old women screamed. The air chilled. A blast of wind shot through the air as the Tempests tried to defend themselves, but it was weak, a breeze at the most. 

The cold robbed a Tempest's powers.

Then, a thought stabbed through Leslie's terror. 

The island was under attack.

There had to be a fire alarm somewhere around here. Pulling it would alert everyone. The other Tempests would rush out and deal with these guys. Who were they? Janelle was worried about people finding the island. Leslie scanned the corridor wall, as the attackers hadn't seen her yet.

The red box hung on the wall, ready to be activated. Leslie's bare feet slapped against the floor as she rushed past another janitor running in the opposite direction. Another sound of spraying followed as he ran into the pandemonium and shouted in the lobby.

"That's not necessary," a voice said.

The freezing spray hit and made all her limbs seize. The icy foam stole her breath away. Leslie screamed from shock, and then a squeak escaped her as she hit the wall. It was as if a river of ice were pouring onto her. Tempest or not, there was no resisting this.  

Her skin seemed to freeze, and her blood chilled as Leslie tried shouting. She kept her eyes squeezed shut. No one could stand up against this. No one. She had to warn Janelle. But only a hoarse cry came out, dying in the footfalls filling the air around her.

A man in a ski mask leaned over her as she shivered on the floor, unable to move with the shock of the cold. He held a pair of handcuffs in one hand and took her right arm with the other, snapping one of the cuffs in place.

Leslie tried pulling away. "What are you doing?"

"Relax. You're going to be okay. This is for your safety. We're moving all Tempests to a new location." The man's voice was strong, almost reassuring, but Leslie believed him as much as any supervillain. 

Whoever these people were, they knew what they were doing.

They knew Tempests were weak to the cold and thought she was one, too.  

Leslie couldn't speak or tell the man he was wrong. Way wrong. Her sleeves still hung down to her elbows, hiding that she wasn't a Tempest, as the man helped her up from the floor and put the cuff around her other wrist. Behind him, other men in ski masks and winter coats—at least a dozen—led handcuffed Tempests out the main entrance and towards the boats docked out in the cave. Mel staggered along, shaking and covered with the melting fizz. No one seemed to have the energy to shout for help. The whole thing was over in seconds, as if these people had rehearsed this repeatedly.

"Who…who are you?" Leslie managed at last. They could be someone's government, tipped off about the existence of Tempests, or even other Tempests working for Cordelia. Either way, it was bad. Very bad.

Janelle could be in danger.

The man glanced at her through the eyeholes of his mask. His eyes were full of sympathy as if he hadn't wanted to spray her with the contents of a fire extinguisher. But they were strange somehow, not the stormy gray eyes that most Tempests had, but brown with spots of pure black all through the irises.

"Come along," her captor said as more masked men rushed past him and down the hall. 

Her friend was in danger, and there was nothing Leslie could do.
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"Leslie hasn't come back. I'm going after her." Janelle rose from her towel, tugging Gareth and tightening her grip on his hand. 

The last tingles from their kissing vanished from her body as worry rushed in. Janelle had lost track of time during their make-out session. 

"Maybe she's just calling her mom or something," Gareth offered. "You know she's all worried about her mom discovering all this. She probably had to go tell her she just got done on the Pirates ride. Or that corny Dumbo one."

"Well, how else do you explain her vacation?" Janelle waved her hand at the island itself. 

"Hawaii was one thing. An uncharted island is another."

Gareth shrugged. "Easy. Shipwreck."

"Come on." She slapped Gareth on the arm. "We should check on her. I saw Eric glaring at her yesterday when she came in the door. I'm sure I'll get a lecture about this when she leaves." Eric was the oldest Elder Council member who typically headed all the meetings. He didn't like having a human around.

Gareth sighed and trekked across the sand with her. She could never forgive herself if anything happened to Leslie on her watch. 

It was up to her to protect her friend. 

What if her protective order wasn't enough?

"Are you sure you aren't being paranoid?" Gareth asked as she opened the door. Sand cascaded down from the hill face as the camouflaged door revealed a dusty hallway. "I mean, I understand what happened last time Leslie was here, but—"

Janelle sighed and opened her mouth to tell him to stop accusing her of paranoia, but the noises inside beat her to it. Shouts echoed down the hall, followed by loud footfalls and a crash.

Her heart stopped. More footfalls and shouts came from everywhere inside the complex. From the direction of the kitchen. From the basement. Even from the hallway that led to her apartment.

"What—" Gareth started, freezing.

It sounded like a war scene inside, only without the guns. Janelle's stomach twisted. She knew. Somehow, it all came to her in an instant.

"Gareth," she said, shooting him a wide-eyed stare. "We're under attack."
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Leslie decided it was best not to tell these guys she wasn't a Tempest. If they were with Cordelia somehow, they might decide to kill her if they found her out. Cordelia was like that. She'd almost had her killed before, just to get Janelle to bend to her will.

Those were the only thoughts swirling through her head as the masked man led her down the dock and towards the line of waiting boats. Only the electric lights hung off the cave ceiling. Leslie's heart pounded. She felt like she'd throw up. They could easily roll up her sleeve, check for a gray spiral on her arm, find none, and simply toss her in this water. She'd never be able to swim with these cuffs.

Suddenly, she wanted to return to her boring school, classes, and homework. 

Janelle's yacht bobbed in the greenish water, shining under the lights hanging off the ceiling. It seemed untouched. How did these people get here?

"Where are you taking us?" one of the Elder Council women asked as their captors led them along.

"To a safe place," another man responded. He didn't elaborate.

The men continued past the usual boats and even the fishing one used to ferry supplies to the island from the nearby Bahamas. Another large fishing boat waited at the end of the dock, a large blue one that hadn't been there before. It was enough to hold a few dozen men…as well as prisoners. 

How had they steered that thing in here unnoticed?  

Precious little warmth crept back into Leslie's body as some fizz fell off, joining the mess already on the dock. Her captor led her over a railing and onto the white boat, following his comrades to a door below the decks.

Leslie sucked in a deep breath. She had to think. Use logic. The Tempests could fight back once all this fire extinguisher stuff wore off. They could break their cuffs. These guys had overlooked that fact for sure. Then they'd be out of here before the boat pulled away from the dock. These men didn't even have their fire extinguishers anymore—they seemed to have given them to the others running through the complex.  
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