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Storm Warning

Dr. Tempest Rainier had spent her entire life studying storms, but nothing had prepared her for this one.

The supercell was massive—a churning wall of black and green that stretched across the Oklahoma horizon like a living thing, rotating with a fury that made her instruments go haywire. She had tracked hundreds of storms in her fifteen years as a meteorologist, but this one was different. This one was personal.

"Base, this is Storm Team Seven," she spoke into her radio. "We have visual on the supercell. Rotation is intensifying. I'm predicting tornado formation within the next fifteen minutes."

"Copy that, Storm Team Seven. Proceed with caution. We have reports of another chase team in the area—some freelancer who's been causing problems."

Tempest frowned. Freelancers were the bane of professional storm chasers—thrill-seekers with more courage than sense, getting in the way of serious research and putting themselves and others in danger.

"Understood. Rainier out."

She adjusted her position, driving her modified research vehicle closer to the storm's edge. Her team back at the National Severe Storms Laboratory would be watching her data feed in real-time, but out here, she was alone with the weather. Just the way she liked it.

At thirty-four, Tempest was one of the leading severe weather researchers in the country. Her work on tornado prediction had saved countless lives, giving communities precious extra minutes of warning before the worst storms struck. She had devoted her entire life to understanding these magnificent, terrifying forces of nature.

And she had devoted nothing to anything else.

Her colleagues called her the Storm Queen—partly because of her name, partly because of her reputation for chasing harder and longer than anyone else, partly because of the walls she had built around herself that kept everyone at a professional distance.

Relationships required vulnerability. Storms were easier to predict.

The supercell was rotating faster now, the characteristic hook echo appearing on her radar. She needed to get closer to deploy her sensor array—specialized equipment that would measure wind speeds and pressure gradients inside the tornado itself.

But as she accelerated toward her target position, another vehicle appeared on the road ahead—a battered pickup truck that was heading directly into her path.

"What the—" Tempest slammed on her brakes, swerving to avoid collision. The other vehicle did the same, both trucks skidding to a stop in a cloud of dust just as the first fingers of a tornado began to descend from the clouds above.

She was out of her vehicle in seconds, fury momentarily overtaking scientific caution. "What the hell do you think you're doing? This is a restricted research zone!"

The driver of the pickup emerged, and Tempest felt her anger stutter and reform into something more complicated.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair that the wind immediately caught and tangled, and eyes the color of the storm clouds behind him—gray and turbulent and alive. He moved with the confident ease of someone who had faced danger many times and never flinched.

"Restricted?" His voice was deep, carrying easily over the wind. "I don't see any signs. And last I checked, these roads were public."

"I'm with NSSL. This storm is part of an active research project—"

"And I'm trying to get footage that might actually show people what these storms look like up close." He jerked his thumb toward a camera mounted in his truck bed. "Some of us believe in educating the public, not just collecting data in ivory towers."

"Some of us believe in not getting killed by flying debris." She gestured at the tornado, which was now fully formed and bearing down on a path that would take it between them and town. "That thing is about to cross the road. We need to move. Now."

For a moment, they stood facing each other—two forces of nature meeting in the shadow of a third. Then the tornado roared, close enough that they could hear its freight-train fury, and the argument became academic.

"Follow me," Tempest shouted, running for her vehicle. "There's a shelter ahead—an overpass with a reinforced understructure."

"Overpasses are death traps!"

"Not this one. Trust me!"

She didn't wait to see if he followed. She threw herself behind the wheel and drove, her instruments screaming warnings as the tornado shifted direction, coming straight for them.

In her rearview mirror, she saw his pickup following, keeping pace despite the wind that was trying to push them both off the road. They reached the overpass just as the tornado's outer winds hit, and Tempest led him to a reinforced maintenance tunnel she had mapped years ago—one of several emergency shelters she had identified throughout Tornado Alley.

They barely made it inside before the world exploded.

The noise was indescribable—a roaring, shrieking, grinding sound that seemed to come from everywhere at once. The concrete shook around them. Debris hammered against the overpass like artillery fire. And in the darkness of the tunnel, illuminated only by the emergency light on Tempest's belt, she found herself pressed against a stranger, both of them holding on as nature tried to tear the world apart.

"Hell of a first date!" he shouted over the din.

Despite everything—the danger, the fear, the fury she still felt at his recklessness—Tempest laughed.

And somewhere in that laughter, in that moment of shared survival, something shifted.

Something she wouldn't recognize until much later.

Something like the beginning of a storm.
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The Chaser

The tornado passed in minutes, though it felt like hours.
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