
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


TORN

Book Two of the Deathwind Trilogy

By

Holly A. Hook

PUBLISHED BY:

Holly A. Hook

Cover design by Robin Ludwig Design Inc., http://www.gobookcoverdesign.com/

Torn

Copyright 2014 Holly A. Hook


Chapter One

––––––––

My latest transformation has to announce its arrival at the absolute worst time.

During the first big Algebra test of the year.  

I’m sitting in the back row—which I’ve chosen in case of an emergency just like this—when my phone buzzes in my pocket.  

I drop the pencil and watch it roll across decimals and formulas.  It falls to the floor.  Gets lodged under Eliza Cunningham’s shoe.  She puts her foot all the way down, engrossed in her own test, leaving it trapped with no escape.

My phone buzzes again, more urgent, more desperate, more scared.

I make sure Mr. Lance is looking down at his desk.  He’s grading last period’s tests, leaving lots of red marks and devastation in his wake.  It’s my chance.

I pull the phone out, praying it’s just a stray text or something.

Weather Alert.

I curse under my breath.  

I check again.  Mr. Lance makes a huge red mark on someone’s test.  

Scroll down.

Special Weather Statement.  A line of thunderstorms are moving towards Williams Town.  Possible torrential downpours and small hail.  Stay indoors until these storms have passed.  Storms will be near...

I curse again.

Tuck the phone back into my pocket.  

I need to leave.  Now.

The clock ticks away on the wall above some Wisconsin University poster that Mr. Lance has had there since the dawn of time.  I glance out the window over some really tall kid’s messy haircut.  The sky to the west is darkening, turning into the black-blue color I’ve learned to dread and hate.

Growling fills my being.  I shudder with it.  It sweeps through my body, shaking my bones, threatening to burst out of my skin.  

The power inside me wants out again.  

I’m up at Mr. Lance’s desk five seconds later.  There’s only way to safely get out of here.  It’s worth the embarrassment.

“Bathroom,” I say, crossing my legs for dramatic effect.

“Allie, Allie,” he says, shaking his head.  “We’re only two weeks into the school year, and that’s the second time you’ve bailed out on class.”  He smiles, but his eyes frown with disapproval.  He’s right.  Last time I had to take pass, I didn’t come back.  

It’s not that I wanted to skip, of course.  It’s that I had to get away from the storms that came in last week, too.  They always hit in the afternoon, and this is the last class of the day.  Mr. Lance wouldn’t have liked the results if I’d stayed.

“Look, I really, really have to go.  It’s an emergency.”  Oh, if only he knew that it’s not the bathroom kind.  

Mr. Lance yanks a drawer open to the stack of hall passes.  He fills one out and signs, stabbing the paper at the end of his signature.  “Here.  Just so you know, Allie, you don’t get to make up the time on this test.  And if I don’t see you back in a few minutes, you’re going to serve detention after school tomorrow.”

Great.  I’m hosed.

Allie, just get out of there.  Take the detention.

Dorian’s voice rings in my head.  I blink.  I haven’t heard it since July, since I left him behind in Nebraska.  Why now?  It doesn’t make any sense.  There’s three states between us.  Whatever weird link I got with that boy should be fading by now.  

I’ll think about it later.  Maybe I’m just imagining it, anyway.  There’s a more pressing matter I’ve got to deal with.

Trust me, I think.  I am.

A very faint rumble of thunder floats in through the open window.  Mr. Lance hands me the pass. 

“Thanks,” I say, and I’m out the door.

The halls are empty.  Marge, the hall monitor, isn’t here to see me break into a total run.  I skid to a stop in the bathroom and pull my phone out again.  I’m shaking.  There’s not much time.  

If Tommy hasn’t gotten the same alert as me, he’s about to.  I text him our emergency phrase.

Code T. 

Send.  And wait.

If he doesn’t get the message, I’m going to have to call Mom and have her take me out of town.  She’s the last person I want to see my transformation.  While I’m pretty sure that deep down, she knows what happens to me, it might put her over the edge to see it actually unfold.  

A full minute drags out.  Then, the phone buzzes.  Tommy’s on guard like he promised.

Parking lot.

I tuck the phone back in my pocket and break into a run again.  I leave the bathroom behind.  Leave Mr. Lance behind.  Leave the test sitting on my desk that I’m definitely going to flunk.

The smell of rain wraps around me as soon as I open the double doors to the parking lot and come out under the Cardinals sign.  Tommy’s coming out the doors of the Science wing, waving me over towards his car which he’s left parked close to the entrance of the school for events like this.  His eyes are wide behind his glasses.  Behind him, the sky’s darker now, lower...greener?

We’ve got to go before it gets here and I—

“Allie.”  He unlocks the doors of his old Corolla and we climb in.  He starts the motor and checks both ways for the truant cop that usually patrols the parking lots while school’s in session.  He’s gone, thankfully.  There’s not much point to patrolling so close to the end of the school day.  The only movement is some guy running towards his car by the football field.  

“Clear,” I say, unable to hide the tension in my voice.  If I transform right here at school—

We’re off.  “Hold on, Allie.  I hate this place, but not that much.”

“Tommy.  You’re awesome,” I say, giving him a kiss on the cheek.  “This is way better than having to call my mom and have her bail me out.”

He guns it out of the school gates.  “No problem.  It got me out of Lit.  Wow, I hate Mrs. Trollface.  Um, I mean Mrs. Trollis.”

I laugh.  I can’t help it.  He always has some way to make things sound better, more safe, more sane.

The line of storms looms closer.  My body tingles.  Yeah, I’m definitely facing a transformation with this storm.  Out of the dozen or so other new Outbreakers that now inhabit Williams Town, I’m one of the ones the storm drew out of the lotto.  Why is it always me?  There has to be a reason the other new Outbreakers are getting ignored whenever I’m around.  All of us are supposed to be able to attract storms like this.  

“State park?” Tommy asks.

He turns and we’re screaming through downtown.  It’s all repaired now except for a blue tarp that’s still on top of Robins Ice Cream Shoppe.  I really don’t want to undo it all.

“Yeah,” I say.  “State park.  Away from the campsites.”

Tommy does a fake salute.  “Sure thing.”

He’s shaking.  We’re both trying to avoid talking about what’s about to happen.  Tommy stares straight ahead at the road like he’s trying to vanish into the horizon.  The engine whines higher and higher.  He’s picking up as much speed as he can.

“Did you get in trouble?” I ask.  “You know—for ducking class?”

“I’m sure I did.  But it’s no big deal.”

“I’m sorry.”  I really need to get my own car.  My own license.  I’m going to get Tommy in trouble every time a storm comes in during the school day.  That’s not cool.  

“Allie, stop apologizing.  I totally offered to do this for you.”  He’s trying, but he can’t hide the fatigue in his voice.  We’ve both always been on guard all summer.  Always watching out.  Always ready to go.  Neither one of us has gotten to really relax since the middle of June, and it’s taking a toll.  I feel like a rat in a maze, not knowing when I’m going to get shocked.  Tommy must be going through the same.  

Tommy merges onto the expressway, almost cutting off a semi truck.  We’re leaving school behind, where Mr. Lance is looking at the clock right now and filling out my detention slip for tomorrow.  He’s also marking down my test as a zero if he’s mad enough.  

But that’s better than maiming or killing my classmates.  Or leveling the school.

I shudder.  I’ll never, ever let something horrible like that happen again.  

Tommy gets in the fast lane and leans forward in his seat like he’s driving in the Indianapolis 500.  “Man, Allie.  What if someone else at that school’s still there because they don’t know they’re a new Outbreaker yet?  I just thought of that.”

“Me, too.”  Madeline turned sixteen people in my town on the fourth of July.  Had she broken out of jail yet?  It wouldn’t be hard for her to.  All she’d have to do is wait for a storm and transform.  It’s probably happened already.  Kyle and Uncle Cassius probably have, too.  

My throat’s so dry that my teeth hurt.  “There might be a couple of people.  Oh, crap, Tommy.  Maybe we should go back and—”

“Too late.”  He looks in the rearview mirror and clicks on his turn signal, swinging over into the right lane.  A silver car zooms past us, doing at least ninety.  Tommy punches the gas like he’s trying to catch up.  We’ve got a few miles before we get up to the state park.  “Madeline said that not everyone would transform during a storm if there’s too many Outbreakers around, didn’t she?  Sixteen people’s too many.  So maybe nothing will even happen back there.”

“I hope.”  That’s all I can do.  I look out the window.  I’m going light.  Turning to nothing but air inside.  My head’s about to float away like a little kid’s lost balloon into the storm above.  I grip the handle of the car door and squeeze, anchoring myself against what’s to come.

“Tommy?  Hurry.  Or Mrs. Trollis is going to be the least of your problems.”

“I am.”  He cranks down his window and wind blasts in.  “Roll yours down.  In case you, you know.”

I do.  

If he doesn’t hurry—

If we don’t get to the park in time—

“I mean it, Tommy.  Lots faster!”

We pass the sign for the exit.  We’ve been on the road for fifteen minutes.  Everything in me growls again, so loud this time that I’m sure Tommy can hear it.  God.  We’re not going to make it.  I can’t hold it back.  I’m going to—

Tommy swings the car off the freeway and up the exit ramp, missing the speeding guy’s bumper by inches.  He struggles to keep the car under control.  

I slam into the door.  “Now’s not the time to go off the road!”

“You told me to go faster,” he breathes.  We stop at the blinking red.  Beyond it is a few houses and past that, the safety of the forest.  The car ahead of us turns in the direction that we need to go.  “Great.”  Tommy follows.  “We don’t need company.”

“Really.”  Thunder rolls.  The sky’s an angry dark gray and the world’s in shadow.  “Pass him.”

“That’s what I’m doing.”  Tommy turns on his turn signal, checks behind him, and swings his car around the guy that’s practically drag racing with us.  The entrance to the state park peeks out from behind a clump of pine trees.  He clicks on his signal again and turns into the dirt drive.  The trees block out the storm clouds above, making it even darker.  

The roar erupts in my head again.  I’m going to fly away.

I can’t wait any longer.

“Tommy...stop the car!”

He does.

I throw open the door.

And then, impact.

Tommy’s car lurches forward.  I fall to the ground.  He shouts my name.  My vision snaps to white and I’m heavy and solid again.  I scrape gravel and dirt.  Tommy’s wheels lurch past me.  

I look up.  

There’s another car with its nose in the Corolla’s rear end.

The same one we just passed.  Then I see the guy inside.

It’s Coach Langer.

One of the victims that Madeline turned this summer.  

I push myself off the ground.  Coach Langer opens his door and climbs out of his car.  He knows what he is.  It’s clear from his wide eyes.  The way he looks at the storm and not at us.  From the way he trembles as if the growing wind around us is shaking him at the core.  He’s come to the state park for the same reason that I have.

Then he stares right at us.  

“You two!” he shouts, backing away and holding up his hands.  “Run away from me.  We’ll deal with this later.”

Tommy’s out of his car.  He glances at the sky, too.  

“I mean it!” Langer says.  “Go!”

My being growls again.  Falling out of the car’s held back the transformation for a bit, but the reprieve won’t last long.

“Tommy, go for the entrance,” I yell.  

He runs.  Bolts past me and huffs up the drive.

I’m running the opposite way.  Coach Langer crashes through the trees, getting away from both of us.  Underbrush crashes.  I barrel through branches and leaves.  They grab at me, trying to slow me down, trying to push me back to Tommy.  I can still hear him running.  Can still hear him trying to save his life.

Thunder cracks and rain pours down.  The sky lights, making shadow hands that blur and wave.  

I’m flying.  I can’t feel my feet hitting the ground.  I’m a gliding phantom in the dark forest.  

Tommy—

No—

“No!”

I grit my teeth so hard that the pain makes me solid again.  My feet pound the ground.  The trees slap at me and hurt, but I keep going, focusing on the pain, feeling the cold of the rain that beats on my skin and blows into my eyes.  Tommy’s gone.  So is Coach Langer.

I’m holding it back.  For the first time ever, I’m holding it back.

The rain parts and a fallen tree blocks my way.  And another.  And another.  There’s a path cleaved right through the forest like a house-sized bowling ball has smashed through for miles.  The fallen trees’ leaves are wrinkled and wilted from weeks away from the dirt.  Above it the storm drops lower, expecting me.  

I stop.  

This is where my last transformation broke loose.

I’m dizzy.  I fall to the mud and the leaves.  Shrubs embrace me.  I’m past feeling them.  I’m past fighting.  It’s time.  I can’t fight anymore.

I leave the ground.  

I’m wind.  Storm.  Flying away towards the twisting maw of the clouds.  The ground tilts and turns, falling farther away.  The trees turn to shrubs.  The—

Someone stands right where I fell, hand on a snapped trunk.  It’s a woman in dirty jeans and a gray sweater.  She looks right up at me, hair snapping back in the wind.  

It’s Madeline.

The one who turned me into this.

But I’m past shouting anything.  Past caring.  The rain closes in, blocking her from view.  I whip away, higher and higher, and enter another life.


Chapter Two

––––––––

Everything’s so tiny and delicate.  

Walls of rain batter the forest and clear the way for me.  I hover far above the green, bumpy expanse of the state park.  It’s an awesome sight. 

And I’m about to smash it all.

The roar explodes all around me.  In me.  I twist.  Descend.  The forest trembles and I meet it, ripping away.  Leaves fly.  Branches pop, crack and dance through the air and stab into the surrounding trees.  I plow a new path of destruction, crossing my old one and making a huge X.  I leave the forest branded for years to come.

There’s no stopping it.  There never is.

The clouds drop low, but not far enough to block the sight.  Another tornado twists miles away, low and gray like it’s hunched over and trying to hide.  

Coach Langer.  

He’s transformed, too.  He was right to come here.  To run away.

That’s weird.  It’s rare for two Outbreakers of any kind to transform so close together, and this is the third time this has happened to me.  

Something isn’t right here.  

Lightning stabs the earth.  I rush forward, pulled by the storm.  The two of us tear up the land side by side like we’re in a race to oblivion.  Branches fly around me.  Scream through the air.  Plummet back to the ground.  

A thought slams into me.

What if we merge?

The way Dorian and I did?  

Yuck.  No.  

But the other tornado’s smaller now.  Slowly drifting away.  We’re too far apart for that.  A thick curtain of rain slides across the landscape, hiding the new and scary Coach Langer somewhere behind it. 

A huge tree cracks and goes down.

And another.

And another.

I’m ripping up the world.  Spitting it out.  Shredding life and making the world scream.

It’s terrifying.  And...exhilarating.  

But what if my transformation doesn’t stop before I reach the other end of the forest and plow into civilization?  

What if I kill?

The woods stretch out, covering everything, hiding my path.  I twist ahead.  I’m an unstoppable monster.  I’m terror itself.

And I have no control.

Stop, I order myself.

The storm drags me along.  It won’t listen.  My new body refuses to obey.

Stop!

Nothing.

How did Madeline ever get the control she has?  

Ahead, the forest clears, leaving an indent in the green floor.  Tiny white and tan shapes gather inside like they’re huddling away from the storm. 

A campsite.  It’s a group of RV’s, and probably with people inside.  

And they’re right in my path.

Oh, god.  I’m going to hurt someone.  Maybe even kill.  They’ll talk about this on the news tonight.  Show some shaken survivors.  The ravaged campsite.  

Allie, you can control this.  Try.

Dorian’s voice is so clear that I’m sure he’s there with me.  Our connection hasn’t faded at all in the past two months.

Closer.

And then, I move to the side.  Just a little, but it’s something.  

Closer.

An RV sways.  Lifts and starts to tilt, then slams back down.  I focus harder.  Move to the side a little more.  Another RV wobbles, but stays put.  

I miss the campsite by feet, leaving a trail of fallen trees behind me.  

But before I have time to think about it, the cold air closes in around me.  I have no more of the storm’s hot air to feed on.  This is almost over.  The storm's getting weaker, and I'm going with it.

The world slowly fades and I die, falling from the sky.


Chapter Three

––––––––

I did it.

Barely, but I did it.

That’s my first thought when the world snaps back into place.  I stumble though the tangled underbrush.  I reach for something to steady myself.  My hand closes around a wet, dripping branch that spits rain in my face when I grab on.  The world’s angry with me, but right now I don't care.  

I missed that campsite.  I'm starting to get some control over this.  There's hope.  Soon, I might get enough control where I can hold back my transformations and I won't have to make Tommy drive me anywhere.  I won't have to even worry about hurting the people around me.  

Dorian...it worked!

I send the thought out as strong as I can.  I've got to share it with someone, anyone.  I don't hear a response, but that's not important right now.  I can try again later.  

The storm gives one final, low rumble of thunder.  It thins overhead, turning from angry smoke to mist and finally, to film.  A tiny peek of sun filters through.  Somewhere, a bird chirps.  The terror’s over. 

I turn.  Trees lie on their sides, tangled up in the lucky ones that still stand.  Somewhere behind the destruction lies the campsite.  I know I’m pretty close to it.  Those people are probably coming out now to inspect the tree damage.  Taking pictures with their phones.  Freaking out at the close call.

But I managed to not hurt anybody. Maybe I'm not a monster after all.  I can go to bed tonight, knowing that I don't have to be one.  

I part some branches.  One slaps at me, making my arm sting.  I ignore the pain.  It's of no use now.  

The woods clear, and the campsite spreads out in front of me.  There’s a small group of people standing in the middle.  A guy points at the row of fallen trees.  All of the RV's are still upright, though one near the tree line has mud and leaves splattered all over the side.  

If I hadn't managed to move, this would have been much worse.

Like—

Like Evansburg and the chance that I’ll turn evil from what Dorian and I were forced to do there.  I didn’t want to hurt those people in the campsite, though.  I might be safe.  Someone going bad doesn’t try to avoid killing people.  Maybe I can fight it if it starts to happen.  This is a good sign.

But I can’t linger here.  Tommy's waiting for me.  Coach Langer's going to want to talk about the accident if he's even willing to face anybody after his transformation.

Then I remember.

Madeline.  

She's out there in the woods, too.  Out of jail.  Who knows what she's thinking?  And if she finds Tommy—

“Crap.”  I turn away from the campsite.  Run along the damage path...my damage path.  We've got to get out of the park.  Madeline will turn Tommy or worse.  She doesn't care who she takes anymore.  I know she has to turn enough people to stop the Deathwind from turning into a giant tornado and killing a bunch of people, but Tommy's not going to be one of them.  

I almost had him turned this summer to stop the Deathwind from mowing over my town.  I have to make up for that.  I’ve vowed to never, ever let the Deathwind get near him again.  

Someone might give me a ride at the campsite.  There's got to be a road leading back to the entrance from there.  

I'll tell someone that I panicked.  That I need to get to the entrance to meet my boyfriend, who called me and said he got in an accident.  Even if they turn out to be some kind of sicko, I can overpower them as long as they don’t have a gun or something.  

Tommy could be—

“Hey!”  I burst out into the campsite.  

I must look horrible.  All heads turn to face me.  A guy holding a beer, which he drops.  A couple of women who stand half in the woods, looking at the damage.  Another woman holding a baby.  A baby.  

I narrowly avoided—

“I need a ride.  I need to meet my boyfriend at the park entrance.”

I'm crowded around.  Asked if I'm all right.  Asked if anyone I know is missing.  The woman with the baby turns away, trying to soothe it.  Everyone's emotions are out of control.  

“Yeah.  I'm fine.  Can I please get a ride?”

It takes a few minutes, but at last I convince one of the women to give me a lift back to the entrance, or at least to the accident.  She doesn't ask questions.  She just leads me to her sedan and we get in and take off down the dirt road, bouncing the whole time.  

“Thank you,” I say.  It’s much faster than walking.

“That was crazy a few minutes ago,” she says, lighting a cigarette.

“It was.”  I can't talk about it.  The truth is way scarier than anything she could imagine.  The path of destruction peeks at us from the trees, growing farther away with each bump in the road.  “Hurry.  Please.  I have to make sure my boyfriend is all right.”  That's true.  Very true, but not for the reason she thinks.

She hits the gas and reaches for her phone in the cup holder.  Flips it, but doesn’t dial a number or even look at the screen.  She’s ready to call 911 if Tommy turns out to be trapped under a tree or something.  But he’s not.  He’s in another kind of danger entirely.

The danger of becoming like me.

“Whoa!”

My driver slams her brakes.  I lurch forward, grabbing the dash in front of me.  The glove compartment drops open and papers fall to my feet.  

Madeline’s standing in the middle of the dirt road.

She’s like a rock, refusing to move.  The car stops feet from her.  Madeline’s features are hard.  Blank.  Bags hang under her eyes and her brown hair’s a wet, stringy mess.  If she knows I’m in the car, she doesn’t show it.

And she looks crazy, like a whole bunch of screws have come loose.  The look in her eyes would fit well in a horror movie.  

The driver blinks.  “Do you know this woman?  What is she doing?”

“Keep going,” I urge.  My heart races.  I know what’s coming.  “Go around and just drive!  Trust me on this.”

Madeline stares us down.  Her gaze lands on me and stays.  

“Go!” I beat on the dashboard so hard my palms sting.  

“She’s in the middle of the road.  I can’t run her over.”

“Then run over those bushes!”

Madeline keeps staring.  There's nothing in her eyes.  It's like someone's reached in and scooped out her sanity.  My driver watches, transfixed.  

A faint roar sounds above the car.  It grows louder.  Louder.  The driver looks up, eyes narrowing. 

It’s the Deathwind.  It’s swirling above the car right now and in a second, it’s going to drill down through the roof and turn this oblivious woman.  The whooshing turns to a roar and the car starts to shake.  The driver lets out a gasp of shock, maybe fear. 

“I told you to go!” I yell.  I know I sound like a jerk, but it's an emergency.  

“Get down!” she orders, grabbing the gearshift and putting the car in drive.

The driver stomps on the gas, cranks the wheel, and goes around.

The car bounces on the grass and snaps twigs.  Lurches back onto the road.  We’re off, screeching through dirt and mud and gravel and leaving Madeline and the Deathwind far behind us in the woods.

The driver looks at me.  Her eyes are wide.  “What did we just hear?  What did that crazy woman do?”

“I don’t know.”  I have to lie now.  If I don’t, I’m going to have to tell her about Madeline’s mission to turn almost a hundred people into new Outbreakers so the Deathwind doesn’t go crazy and turn into a giant tornado.  “I’ve...I’ve seen that woman around town before.  She’s always going around muttering to herself and bothering people.  I didn’t want to be in the woods with her.  There’s a creepy person in every town, right?”

“She did seem weird,” the woman agreed.  “I was asking about the roaring noise above the car.  Do you think it was another tornado?”

“Maybe.”  My stomach curls.  

“But the sun is out.”

She’s right.  It streams through the forest now, turning grays and swamp into warm tans and bright greens.  The storm’s way over with.  “Yeah.  That doesn’t make sense.”

We’re close to the entrance now, but not as far from Madeline as I’d like to be.  She’s still less than a mile behind us.  The woman slows her car.  Tommy’s Corolla sits there in the middle of the road, and Coach Langer’s car is still there with its hood in the Corolla’s rear end.  Tommy stands near his car, waiting.  There’s nothing else he can do.  But he’s standing.  If Madeline had sent the Deathwind after him, he’d be passed out somewhere in the woods for the next several hours.  

He’s okay.  I didn’t hurt him, Coach Langer didn’t hurt him, and Madeline didn’t turn him.  I couldn’t ask for anything better.

I breathe a sigh of relief so loud that the driver looks at me.  Tommy’s not a new Outbreaker.  Or hurt.  

“Is this your boyfriend?  Wow, that stinks.  The car, I mean.”

“Yeah.  And thanks.”

I’m climbing out of the car before it’s even fully stopped.  Tommy’s gaze lands on me.  His eyes widen and he smiles.  He’s just as relieved as I feel.  We run for each other and hug.  I lock my lips with his.  He's warm.  Soft.  The opposite of the storm.  I just want to stand here and hold the unhurt, human, geeky Tommy for the rest of the day and forget what I just turned into.  It’s the only way I can cope.  

“Are you okay?” the woman asks, jogging up to the cars that still sit in the road.  “What happened?  Do you need me to call the police?”

Tommy and I separate.  The accident.  It’s the least of our problems.

“I already did,” Tommy says, patting his pocket.  I have a feeling that he’s lying.  What’s he going to tell them when Coach Langer is still missing?  “Thanks for giving Allie a ride back here.  We’ll be okay.”

“No problem.  Take care.”  The woman turns and heads back to her car.  I watch as she makes a U-turn on the narrow road and disappears around the curve.  She’s headed back to the campsite.  She’ll have to go past where Madeline was standing a few minutes ago.  There’s nothing I can do to warn her.  She’ll never believe me about the Deathwind.  

Madeline.

She’s still here in the park.

“Tommy, we’ve got to leave.”  I open the door to the car and sit, waving him in.

“Leave?  We’ve got to wait for Langer.  Then we’ll have to go through the insurance crap for this.”  Tommy eyes his car, frowning as his gaze moves to the bumper.  “My parents are going to kill me.”

I reach out and shake my door handle, careful not to do it too hard.  I don't think I can actually rip his door off the car, but I don't want to take any chances.  “Tommy...Madeline’s here!”

His whole expression changes in a second.  Tommy reaches into his pocket and pulls out his keys, running around to the driver side.  

Something crashes out of the trees.

I jump and my heart tries to slam its way out of my chest.  I look to the tree line and breathe another sigh.  Coach Langer stands there, covered in leaves and twigs like he’s run a marathon through the woods.  A collar of sweat’s formed around the neck of his gray shirt.  He’s lost the whistle that he always wears around his neck and his jeans have mud on the knees.  He might have traveled a couple of miles as a tornado.  That means he just ran that entire distance back here.  Wow, he’s way more fit than I am.  Outbreakers might be strong, but we can’t run any faster than anyone else.  

We all stare at each other.  Tommy and I at Coach Langer, and he back.  He’s shaking.  Panting.  Looking back and forth for an escape.  He’s terrified that we watched him transform.  He has no idea that he’s got nothing to hide from either of us.  I can tell.  He wants to leave just as much as we do.

“I need to move my car,” he says, reaching in his pocket for his own keys.  “Look, can we talk about the accident later?  I need to go.”  Every word trembles like someone’s got it by the throat, shaking it.  He’s pale.  Sick.  Horrified.

“So do we.”  I look at Tommy.  I can only see his torso through the car window and his World of Warcraft T-shirt.  He’s frozen.  “Come on!”

Tommy gets in the car at the same time that Coach Langer gets in his.  Langer’s backing away from us and turning already.  One of his headlights is smashed.  The hood has blue paint across it.  I don’t want to imagine what the back of Tommy’s car looks like.  We’ll find out once we’re out of here.

“How did Madeline find us?” Tommy asks once we’re on the freeway.  The car still runs.  It clunks a little in the back when he makes a right, but other than that, it’s still drivable.

“Madeline.”  I breathe out her name.  “I was right.  She did get out of jail.  I knew it wouldn’t take her very long.”  I leave the rest off, because we both know it already.  Uncle Cassius and Kyle are probably out of jail by now, too.  All it took was a thunderstorm.  I imagine them breaking apart and flying out of their jail cells and to the sky above.  The prison guards must have been totally baffled.  And fired.

Uncle Cassius.

I don't want to see him any more than Madeline.  Not after he offered up my town for her to turn.

Tommy stares ahead at the road, deep in thought.  “Allie, I think we need to find a new place for you to go when you transform.  I think Madeline found us because you’ve done it at the state park before.  So she expected either you or some other new Outbreaker to go back there the next time it stormed.”  He swallows.  “This means she’s hunting for the new Outbreakers.  And since you’ve been one for longer, maybe she figures you would have been the first one to go to the park to transform.  She might even just be looking for you, Allie.”

My heart sinks.  I think he’s right.  A huge swath of destruction is hard to miss, even in the woods.  My last transformation at the park back in August probably made the news.  Madeline knew where and when to find me again.  “Great.  But what does she want with me still?”

Silence.

Tommy looks at me, licks his lips, and puts his gaze back on the road.  A speeding car passes us.  An invisible fist squeezes my heart and I know.

Evansburg.

She still hates me for that.  And rightly so.  Dorian and I destroyed the town she grew up in.  

And the way to get back at me is to turn or hurt Tommy.  Or worse.  Maybe she even wants to kill me now.  The blank, scary way she looked at me—

“Crap.”  I put my face in my heads and try to focus on something else.  But it’s too late.  The image is already there, screaming at me, crushing me.  The foundations where houses once stood.  Splintered trees turned to pikes, one with a flag draped from a torn branch.  What was left of Madeline’s hometown after the other Outbreakers forced Dorian and I to—

“Allie.  I know what you’re thinking.  Don’t think about it.”  Tommy slaps me on the back.  “Sit up.  Open your eyes.”

I snap out of it and sit up.  My vision’s blurry and my throat’s got a painful lump in the back.  I’m close to tears.  I sniff and suck them back down, looking away to hide them.  

“I’ll turn on some music.”  Tommy shifts and the radio crackles to life with an ad for coffee.

I blink and Evansburg gets fainter and farther away.  I focus on the road.  

I won't do anything like that again.  I'm learning control.  I'll be able to avoid it.  I'm not going to go bad like the other Outbreakers fear and I'm not going to be a monster.
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