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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

"No."

This was the evidence Sophia had been dreading for weeks, finally playing into her hands.

Her hands tightened around the edges of Shane's laptop as his video played in front of her. A sad, blue glow filled the space under the bleachers as shadows grew around her.

Rain beat down on the ceiling above, followed by a crack of thunder. There was no other sound. The janitor had long since left the gym, leaving the backpacks of the Film and Media Club forgotten.

Seagulls cackled out of the laptop's speakers as waves ate away at the beach onscreen.

It seemed innocent enough, but Shane's footage told another story, one she hoped was only her imagination. Her boyfriend had been spending his time stalking someone else.

Onscreen, the ocean grabbed for the feet of a girl in a pink hoodie and a middle-aged man.

Both stood, their backs turned, facing down the expanse of water. The guy wore a baseball cap, hiding his hair from view. The girl—his daughter?—kept her hair tucked inside her hood.

It was a pair of people who didn't want to be noticed, oblivious that Shane's camera was focused on them both.

The camera trembled, catching the green blur of a leaf for a few seconds as it struggled to focus on the girl.

Sophia paused the video and glanced at the basketball court to ensure the Film and Media Club hadn't returned from outside. They hadn't. The gym outside the bleachers was barren, stale, and lonely. Desolate. The soccer game wouldn't finish until six, and the coach wouldn't want them to miss catching any important plays, even in this terrible weather. Sophia wanted to return the laptop to Shane's pack and leave. It just wasn't cool to snoop in other peoples' stuff. This made her feel about as clean as a locker room floor.

But Shane hadn't even called her much in the past few weeks. He'd even stood her up at the bowling alley yesterday, something he'd never done before. Something was up, and it was this.

The two white pause lines on the monitor grew brighter and brighter in her vision until she could close her eyes and see their afterimages.

If she didn't look now, there wouldn't be another opportunity until next Friday's basketball game. The video might be gone by then or transferred into another folder. This had to happen now. Sophia could always feel slimy about this later if she was wrong.

Maybe this is just for his club. Sophia turned the volume most of the way down on the laptop in case the janitor came back through and heard her under there. Maybe.

Possibly. Her inner voice sounded like a hopeful kid asking for a Christmas motorcycle.

A chill swept through her body, covering her skin and filling her veins. It soaked down to Sophia's bones, filling her marrow with the Arctic.

No, she pleaded. It was coming again. The cold was always the signal for the other voice inside of her. The one she couldn't control. The one that wasn't hers.

The words of a much older woman reverberated through her from somewhere deep inside a frigid void. On his personal computer, Sophia? You know where this is leading.

She hated that old, mean voice, but it was right. Shane transferred all his Club videos to the computer lab upstairs after he finished filming. She'd dated him long enough to know. This definitely wasn't for school.

The cold retreated a bit, leaving her toes and fingers warm, but it lingered on the edge of her senses, ready to come rushing back at any second. Sophia couldn't wait for it. She needed to see this on her own, without the Other interfering.

With a hammering heart and a shaking hand, she set the video to Play again.

Green focused in and out in front of the lens. Shane was hiding in the bushes. His victim continued to stare at the ocean. The girl turned and said something to the man, but Sophia couldn't hear it. The camera zoomed in closer, blurring and focusing again on the other girl.

The other girl.

Pain rose in Sophia's chest, squeezing her heart and making a lump form in her windpipe.

She gripped the gold chain Shane had given her last September for their first anniversary. It felt thinner than usual, almost nonexistent in her hand as the scene unfolded on the screen.

The mystery girl held up her hand, palm facing the ocean.

Something else was happening on screen. Something Sophia had never expected. The tightness fled from Sophia's chest as she watched, transfixed, wanting to shut the laptop and run away, but her legs refused to rise from the floor.

The ocean, calm a second ago, turned into a frothing mess.

Waves lapped up and down in front of the two figures, rising, churning, almost as if they were responding to the girl's command. A freak wind, it had to be. It was just a freak wind. Maybe.

Another cold rush filled her being, and the wise old voice returned. No. Look!

The water toiled up and down with more energy as if a sea monster were trying to rise from its depths. It was impossible. The girl's clothes weren't ruffling, nor were the man's, so there couldn't be any wind. And yet the water churned higher and higher as the girl raised her palm towards the sky.

It was the most surreal scene Sophia had seen.

The girl dropped her hand to her side, and the ocean fell back into place, flattening at her feet and reflecting the clouds again. Sophia let her breath rush out. This had to be an edited video of some sort. A hoax that Shane was planning. Maybe he really hadn't been stalking some other girl. The thought didn't do much to slow Sophia's heartbeat.

Her eyes stayed locked on the screen.

The camera zoomed closer to the back of the girl's head, and a twig snapped nearby.

The girl whirled around to face the noise to where Shane was hiding.

Sophia held down a cry of shock. She hadn't expected this.

The girl squeaked as her gaze locked on the camera. The color of her eyes spun around her pupils, gray and deep like the core of an angry tornado.

Shane leapt back. The camera tilted as he turned. Leaves whipped against the lens as the view bobbed. The screen filled with static for a second, leaving black in its place.

The recording had ended.

Sophia sat there on the floor of the gym. Seemingly, minutes went past before she could breathe again. She wasn't sure what shocked her more: the eyes filled with swirling storm clouds or that the girl in Shane's video was her best friend, Callie.
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She found him by the corner of the Science and Math wing, hanging with his Club buddies by the drink machines. Shane laughed at someone's joke and shoved his glasses farther up on his nose.

"Shane."

He whirled.

Sophia hoped that her voice wasn't shaking. Unfortunately, it was. What was bothering her more? Shane stalking Callie, or that Callie could seemingly command ocean waves and sometimes had raging storm clouds in her eyes?

That her best friend might be a freak, too, like her?

"Hey," Shane said.

"Shane," she repeated, laying on the seriousness.

Then he frowned like he just knew. Shane turned away from the huddle and faced her. He seemed to have detected that something was off. His smile crinkled a bit at the corners, forced. His eyes shined with tension behind his glasses.

For a second, she felt a line of nerves linking them both, growing shorter and shorter, pulling them together for the explosion that was sure to follow.

Outside, the rain beat down harder. This confrontation may not be a good idea. Things could happen--

But Sophia backed away, motioning him around the corner and away from his silent, confused friends. There was no stopping the argument now. It had to happen sooner or later, and she couldn't have Callie do this one for her. It was time to hope for the best.

They stopped near some lockers, and Shane leaned down, kissing her lips quickly.

It was plastic. False. Nervous, the way she felt inside. Sophia pulled away, shaking her head. The hurt welled up again, with a new wave of chills inside her.

Let me take over, the voice said.

"No," Sophia managed. Maybe confronting Shane without Callie had been a mistake after all.

"Huh?" Shane stared down at her, his eyes softening at first. Then, they narrowed as he got it. "What is it?"

"You know what." Sophia could barely get out the words. "Just admit it, Shane."

"Admit what?" There was a faint tremor in his voice now. He looked back at his friends, but she'd dragged him away far enough to hide around the corner.

She didn't want Shane to realize she'd been snooping around on his laptop, even if she had had a legitimate reason. It was back in its leather case, under the first row of bleachers where he thought no one knew about it.

"Why you haven't been returning my texts."

The hurt squeezed through Sophia's chest as she spoke, and she had to push her words through it like the last toothpaste in a tube. "Why I haven't seen you as much after school. You've been busy congregating near the band room all that time." Where Callie practices, but she didn't let that slip.

The nasty voice returned. You should have said that.

Stay out of this.

If the other emerged right now, people could get hurt.

Shane paled. "Sophia, it's not what you think." He said nothing about the video. So, he was still hoping to keep her in the dark about his new hobby.

But was he pale because he was caught or because Callie had eyes that turned to storm clouds? Even if Callie had kept some secret, she didn't deserve to be stalked.

Sophia understood completely.

She stared hard at him, unable to move. The cold inside her was creeping through her veins again, in rivulets at first, then in streams. The voice of the Other filled her being, so strong now that it seemed to shake her bones.

Let me.

No. Sophia couldn't let it happen again.

But it was coming. The wave of slush made its inner advance. There was no going back now. Control had already slipped away. The air around Sophia dropped at least ten degrees, sending a cool rush over her skin that Shane would feel in seconds if she didn't move.

"I…I…" Shane continued, fumbling for an excuse. Then he found one. He glared, and something dark flooded his eyes. "Sophia, you're stalking me and sneaking around behind my back. What is wrong with you?"

Sophia's words flew away. Things had been getting tense around Shane lately, and her stomach turned. Was she crazy? Shane might have a point, and humiliation rose into her cheeks.

The Other butted in as if fed by her pain and confusion.

I will kill him.

Terror exploded in her chest, and Sophia turned and ran.

Shane called her name and gave chase, unable to hide the desperation in his voice. His footfalls sounded deafening in her ears as they squeaked on the floor behind her. If she didn't at least get out of the building—

"Sophia! What the heck? Why are you jumping to weird conclusions?" Shane's voice rose in anger like everything was her fault. "You're insane. Just think about this, okay?"

"Get away from me!" she shouted without a glance behind. The double doors waited straight ahead. The frigid wave was exploding over her skin as the exit doors drew nearer. She would have to be outside when it let loose.

Otherwise—

"Sophia!" he called again.

—Shane could freeze to death.

She pumped her legs, glad that these attacks never slowed her down. Shane's footfalls quickened as he used his six-foot frame to catch up with her. And he would. Sophia was no athlete. The chances of her outrunning him were as slim as salvaging their relationship.

Sophia struck the double doors, praying that Shane wouldn't see the frost forming on the glass. She let them swing shut behind her as the downpour embraced her. The lawn stretched out. The nearby intersection sounded louder than usual as rush-hour traffic crowded it.

The doors crashed open again as Shane burst through.

At the same time, the North Pole itself roared out of her.

Sophia stood, paralyzed, as her breath swirled through the air and the cold bit on the outsides of her ears. The grass in the schoolyard stiffened and glistened in a circular shockwave of frost that raced out, covering the ground in all directions.

It was a scene that didn't belong here in coastal North Carolina. A scene she could never explain away.

Behind her, Shane cursed. "Sophia? What are you doing?" In a split second of pure horror, she could imagine his look: wide-eyed, jaw falling open like it must have when he'd seen Callie's swirling eyes and the ocean bobbing at her command.

But she didn't turn to watch him. The last of the frigid cold inside her drained as the frost circle zipped outwards, covering the grass in a thin layer of silvery gray. The rain around her turned to pellets, bouncing from the ground.

The cold was racing for the intersection as the rain continued to pour down.

And Sophia understood what would happen with a gut punch.

No.

But she didn't dare scream it out loud.

Sophia sucked in a breath, trying to will the frost back inside her and into that other presence, whatever it was. But it never worked.

The wave of winter reached the lawn's edge. It bounced over the curb and raced straight into the intersection of Grounds and Main as the downpour continued bashing puddles.

An invisible boa constrictor wrapped around Sophia's throat.

"Sophia?"

Shane stood beside her, wrapping his arms around himself in the cold. He stared at her with a new expression, bottom lip trembling, eyes trying to pry inside and see the shocking truth that had been in front of him for a year.

"Um, Sophia? Are you listening to me?"

But she was in the open now. Shane wouldn't die to the Other.

The signal on the Grounds side of the intersection went red.

Cars slowed. A green SUV was first to the red light. It tried to stop, but its tires locked still as it slid past the stop line and straight under the signal. Its horn blasted before a loud screech, and a crash marked the first accident on the icy roads.

No! she thought again.

It was only the start. More horns sounded as drivers struggled to stop on the ice.

A car spun and hit the stop sign with a thump, bending it out of place.

Another crashed into the side of a truck. Glass shattered. Metal buckled. The street turned into a bumper car ride, with crash after crash. Glass broke. People shouted curses, and someone screamed. Sophia turned away with her stomach churning up the macaroni and mashed potatoes.

But Shane was still there, staring at the mess on the street. He turned to face her as she started to run back inside.

Sophia didn't get away fast enough to miss his expression.

He was seeing her for what she was for the first time—and he didn't like what he'd found. 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

Leslie tried to ignore the nervousness rumbling in her stomach as the rental car rode over a huge pothole she'd forgotten to warn Mel about. Flint was filled with them as their driver was finding out.  

Mel swore as he rose and fell back into his seat. She saw his tight wrinkles as he tried to glance back at the crater they'd run over. "Don't they fix the roads around here?"

"Only where they don't need it," Janelle said. 

Next to her, her best friend forced a smile. She couldn't hide the nerves, though. For one thing, Janelle was clawing at her pant legs, a sure sign that she was less than calm. "I forgot how bad it was here since my dad and I moved."

"You're not missing much," Leslie said. But her mind was elsewhere: on the fact that they had only three more streets until they reached her house—and her mother. 

Already, they were passing the corner market, Hal's, where her mother usually made her pick up groceries on Saturday mornings. In less than fifteen minutes, she and Janelle would have to break the truth to her.

Mel turned, trying to dodge an area where the road had been patched with ugly spots of black and gray. The car bounced again, making Leslie jump in her seat this time. Janelle shot her a reassuring glance, and it helped calm her stomach a little.  

At least they were going to reveal the truth together.  

Leslie couldn't do it alone. She knew it. It was Janelle's idea to come along for moral support and to help convince Leslie's mom that all of this was real. Her best friend might still feel guilty for not having much contact with her for the past several months, but Leslie was glad to have her here regardless of the reason.

The car started to crawl down her street as Janelle pointed out to Mel where to go. Leslie vanished farther inside herself as she wished Paul had come along. Still, everyone, including him, knew it wasn't a good idea. Yes, Mom, this is my new boyfriend, Paul. He's an Outbreaker, which means he leaves his body during thunderstorms and turns into a tornado. He can't control it, though, and he doesn't want to hurt people. Oh, yeah—and he would have killed thousands of people in Oklahoma City by mistake if I hadn't made him give me his breath and turn me into an Outbreaker, too. It was the only way to drain his powers enough to stop his Outbreaks for a few months. Please don't be too hard on him. She'd rehearsed the speech in her head millions of times since they'd left Mobley and more since they'd moved to the campground a few miles outside of Flint. It wouldn't go well, no matter how she said it.

Her mother was going to freak out even without Paul there. That would be without telling her that Janelle was a Tempest. Which, unfortunately, they had to do, too.

"Your mom knows me, Leslie," she said, fingering the vial of ocean water in her pocket. Janelle would need it to prove the reality of Tempests to her mother. 

She wouldn't believe the rest otherwise. 

Her friend looked smaller than usual in her seat, even in her tan business suit.  

That would need some explaining, too. Yes, Mom. 

Janelle's the Tempest leader. She got the title when her biological mother lost hers.

Mel pulled into her driveway, and the familiar pots of petunias greeted them. They looked smashed down from a downpour that must have moved through earlier today. 

Leslie's skin grew tight, and goose bumps rose along her arms, half knowing what she would face and half thinking that there might be thunderstorms in the area. "I wish there was another way."

There wasn't, and Janelle didn't need to tell her that. Cordelia knew her address—and how to get to her mother. That monster would do that to get to her sooner or later. The only other way to get her mother to move would be to burn her house down, making Leslie exactly what she didn't want to be.  

What she might become if she didn't escape civilization before her first Outbreak.

A destroyer.

A killer.

A knife of panic stabbed through her chest.

Her heart twitched around it, trying to get away.

Her first Outbreak—

Janelle opened her door and stepped out into Leslie's yard.  

Leslie sucked in a breath, forcing the invisible knife out. She reached for her door, scanning the sky for anything dark. Puffy clouds floated lazily past the sun. It was a nice spring day for now. But the weather was unpredictable ever since Cordelia had gone all storm goddess. 

The news seemed bleaker every day. 

Cordelia could appear under any storm so long as she was out of the sunlight.

Leslie had another reason to avoid storms now, too. 

She checked her reflection in the rearview mirror again as she slid across the seat and out of the car. Paste for skin. Check. Red hair, scraggly from traveling. Check. Her eyes. Check. They were now brown with black flecks, no longer the green they had been when she'd left her house for spring break three weeks ago. Every time she caught them in the mirror, it felt like her soul had morphed into something else entirely. Something no longer human.

Maybe it had.

Leslie stood back as Janelle knocked on her door. 

Waiting on the porch of her house like this felt odd like it wasn't hers anymore.

"Leslie," her mother breathed from the door's crack before it opened. There was only a small smear of anger in her mother's voice. Not enough anger for her to get home nearly a week late. 

Not nearly enough.

A new gold bracelet slid down her mother's wrist and sagged around her fingers as she opened the screen door.

"Charlotte." Janelle stood before the door, taking over and using all the leadership skills she'd been forced to gain since September. "We need to talk."

Her mother's face appeared in the doorway. 

Her frosty blue eye shadow caught the sunlight as she stared at her best friend. Never before had it looked so cold. "Janelle? I didn't realize you were coming back." She squinted, and Leslie fell out of existence for a second. "Why are you in a suit?"

The anger was gone from her mother now.

It shouldn't be.

One week late getting home, her mother wouldn't even glare at her from the corner of her eye.

"It's a long story," Janelle explained, taking on a commanding tone that she'd been miles away from in the car. It was another reminder that she was still Tempest High Leader and so much more than the little blond sixteen-year-old she appeared to be. "Let us in. 

I have something to show you before we explain."

Her mother's eyes narrowed in confusion. 

"Okay. I don't understand this." At last, Leslie got a glance, but only a short one. "My daughter's best friend shows up on my doorstep in a suit, one week later than my daughter was supposed to return. Yes, do tell me your story." She batted one of her curls from her eye and waved them both inside her cave.

Leslie looked down at the brick foundation of the house before Janelle could step through the threshold. The time for reassuring words was over. The first warm tears started to rim the corners of her eyes, slowly building up in a flood that threatened to spill out any second. 

She wanted to say something to her mother—anything—but her ability for speech had shut down.

It only did that when things got bad.

Mel kept the car running in the driveway. 

The purr of its engine grew louder in her head. Leslie resisted an urge to return to it.

Janelle vanished into the darkness of the living room before Leslie could step after her. It was one of the hardest steps she'd ever taken. She didn't want to watch her worlds merge so violently like this. 

But she was an Outbreaker now. 

There was no peaceful way it was going to happen. This was the last stop before she got on the highway to her new life, and she didn't want her old one to end like this.

Feet scuffled inside. Leslie's mother cried out as Janelle shoved her back. Her yells failed to mask a crash and a leather creak as she fell onto the couch.

Leslie jumped at the sound. She'd expected it, though. It was going as planned. Janelle had said it was best to break the news as soon as possible instead of dragging it out for minutes and minutes, and she wasn't wasting time.

Blinking, Leslie rushed through the threshold and into the dark living room. Janelle stood over her mother, pinning her down with one hand and reaching into her pocket with the other.

Her mother struggled against Janelle's grip, shock widening her features. "Janelle, what are you doing? Let me up. Leslie!" An empty margarita glass toppled beside her, leaving its partner on the coffee table. Her mother must have invited Brett again last night and settled before the television.

All while not knowing where her daughter was.

The thought squeezed every drop of sympathy out of Leslie's veins.  

Leslie stood. Watched. Took the scene in as Janelle produced the vial of ocean water, uncapped it, and poured the contents over her head.

It worked at awakening her Tempest powers, even here, hundreds of miles from the ocean. A stiff breeze snapped through the living room. The second margarita glass toppled to the floor and rolled across the carpet.  

"Les—" her mother started, gaze shifting from the sudden windstorm in the room and back to Janelle.

Leslie couldn't move. Janelle glanced back at her, just long enough to see the swirling storm clouds in her eyes, the hurricane eyes that revealed what every Tempest truly was. But it couldn't hide the very human regret and fear trying to hide underneath them. 

There was no smile anywhere within miles of Janelle right now.

Her best friend turned away and stared hard at her mother.  

Leslie braced herself.

Her mother froze, stiffening against the couch, mouth gaping open as she took it in.

Janelle's voice roared through the room, a mixture of crashing waves and screaming wind. Leslie leaped back towards the door with the horror of her best friend's true nature and the horror that she wasn't much different now.

"Charlotte," she said, words riding on the storm in the room. "You need to listen to us and listen carefully."

The wind began to die down just as her mother started to scream.
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"This is not my idea of humor, young lady." Her mother jabbed a finger in Leslie's direction, arm trembling as her bracelet dangled with disbelief. She glared at Janelle, whose eyes had returned to their standard gray. "Get out of my house. I don't know how you pulled that off."

Janelle took one step back towards the door.

The panic swelled into Leslie's chest again like an inflating balloon. It was up, down, and up again, a crazy ride that she wanted off of. Her voice box wanted to shut down and curl in on itself, but she couldn't let it. "You've said that ten times now. We're not lying to you, Mom. Tempests exist. There's one for every hurricane that's ever happened. I know it's a lot to wrap your head around."

An explosion started to rise up inside her mother. 

Crimson flooded into her cheeks. 

Her lips pursed together as it built and finally reached its breaking point. "People don't turn into storms!" Her mother's face twisted into a mask of denial. Of a fierce need to believe this was all a lie.  

She had never glared at Leslie like that before.

"We're… we're telling you this for your safety." 

Leslie was falling apart, a glass statue cracking across every joint and nerve. "Just lis—"

"No." Her mother turned away as if Leslie were one of her exes begging for a second chance. 

Her back stiffened like an angry cat's. 

With a sigh, her mother picked up the fallen margarita glasses and slammed them back on the table. A hairline crack appeared along one of them. 

Brett's, Leslie hoped.  

"I don't know what this girl has been feeding you, but you're not some Outbreaker. You might seriously need some psychological help."  

This girl. Janelle wasn't even deserving of a name anymore. Leslie shot an apologetic glance at her friend. Janelle returned it. She wasn't sure which one of them felt worse about this.

A march towards the kitchen signaled the truth behind her mother's words.  

"Charlotte—" Janelle started, heading after her.

"Mom!" The word burned, jumping out of her throat. Leslie ran for her before she could find the phone book, forcing every sentence out, not giving her time to retaliate. "You know we're telling the truth after what you saw. You can't deny that. We both have to move away. The Cordelia I told you about will try to hurt you to get to me. If she finds me, she'll rip me out of my body and make me serve her forever. If she gets me, it'll be like a permanent Outbreak, and I'll always have to do what she wants. She's hunting down all the Tempests and Outbreakers. I might even end up hurting people right here in Flint."

Her mother swatted her away. 

"Stop!"

Leslie could have stopped her easily with her new Outbreaker strength just by taking her arm and holding her there, but her limbs failed as she staggered back, and the will melted out of them. She bumped into the wall, jabbing her elbow into the counter's edge.  

She'd been swatted away by the one she needed most right now.

Her mother seized the table as if she wanted to flip it over. Her back rose up and down with each breath. "Leslie. Go to your room." Her voice was low and dangerous.

"I can't—"

"Charlotte," Janelle broke in again, framed by the kitchen doorway. She stood tall, no longer a teenager but a trained speaker. "Your daughter is right. We need to protect you. I know this is scary, but Cordelia is on the loose. If a thunderstorm arrives, she could appear and take you captive to try to manipulate her. She thinks Leslie will be a powerful Outbreaker, making her a big target."

Another breath, quieter this time, came from her mother. Her back fell like a cruise ship had settled on top of it. Her mother loosened her grip on the table's edge, and the color rushed back into her hands. Leslie resisted the urge to rush over and comfort her. She wasn't sure she could take it if another swat came.

"My daughter isn't a monster," she managed at last. It was a plea, not an argument.

"You're right. Leslie isn't," Janelle said. "But she is an Outbreaker now, and you're going to have to work with that."

Leslie flinched. Part of her wanted to melt into the wall and stay unseen. It wasn't easy hearing it out loud like that.

Janelle remained focused on her mother, as if scared she would try something crazy any second. "Trust me, most of them don't try to harm anyone, and most don't. Many go their entire lives without hurting anyone. It's why most of them live out in the plains, where the human population is more spread out. 

But there are accidents, and people do die. Leslie won't be able to control her first Outbreaks. It could be a month from now when they start. Or it could be a year. I'm not sure. Both of you need to leave Flint and find a place far from other people. You're welcome to come with us."

Leslie watched her mother slowly turn to face her.

Her makeup smeared around her eyes, the blue like the runoff from a melting glacier. "What did that Paul do to you?"

The sound was somehow worse than the anger and the denial. Leslie knew that her mother would probably never accept Paul, and wouldn't accept Janelle after this, either. But all this hadn't really been Paul's fault.  

It was hers. Leslie was the reason for her mother's pain. Nausea gripped her throat, and she could barely speak for fear of throwing up.

"I made him turn me," Leslie croaked. "It drained his powers. He was about to have an Outbreak and hit a stadium that had a huge concert in it. Cordelia had him tied up, and he couldn't escape. By giving me his breath, we saved twenty thousand people."

Her words fell on the kitchen as the fridge hummed away in its own universe.

Leslie wished her mother wasn't facing her because now she could see the ice going back up. Her eyes dried. Her lips were pursed tightly together, forming a narrow line.

"I can't believe you."

I made him turn me. That was all that her mom had chosen to hear.

This wasn't denial. It was something else.

Disgust.

Leslie nearly gagged on it. "Mom, please—"

"We're not going anywhere," she said, stepping away from Janelle and not daring to look at her. "You're staying here. We're not exactly in Tornado Alley. If you go there, do you realize what will happen to you?" 

She spoke as if she and Janelle had just suggested the stupidest idea in the world. Her mother wagged her finger, spittle forming at the corners of her mouth. 

"And I don't want you talking about this with any neighbors. This doesn't leave the room. You hear me?"

The familiar flutter of panic returned to Leslie's chest. "I'm not safe from Outbreaks here!" She glanced at Janelle for help. This was far worse than taking Paul's breath. Watching Cordelia turn into a storm goddess. Nearly losing her physical form forever. "Flint isn't safe from tornadoes. It's happened before. You know that one that happened back in the fifties? The one that killed over a hundred people? If I stay, it could happen ag—" She choked as she realized what she was saying.  

Her mother gave her no time to recover. 

"I said, go to your room! We're not going to discuss this anymore." She whirled around to face Janelle from the other side of the kitchen but lowered her voice. "Please. Just go."

"Not without you and Leslie," she demanded, stony-faced. "We need to make sure that you're both safe."

Her mother's pose grew lower and more defensive. 

"Why should I trust you?" 

She winced, probably remembering Janelle's eyes. Leslie glanced to find a few papers still on the floor. Receipts from department stores, mostly.

"Don't you remember the first time your daughter got kidnapped? From here?" Janelle asked, waving her hand around the room. "Oh, yes. You wouldn't buy the explanation that some guy tried to take her across the country."

Leslie shuddered. The memory of Kevin, Cordelia's henchman, cutting through her window late at night was too much. Her mother hadn't believed a word and blamed her for cutting the screen. She blinked away the panic and took a breath. She had Janelle here for backup. There wouldn't be another chance to say this. "Yes, Mom. The time you said I must have run off with Trent last year? Well, I have news. The bad Tempests kidnapped me and tried using me to manipulate Janelle. 
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