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Twisted (#1 Deathwind Trilogy)

Chapter One

––––––––

My very first tornado shreds the grass of the plains.

I stand next to the van, mouth dropping open, heart pounding.  It's the moment I've been waiting for.  I’ve saved the money for years and begged my uncle to book us for the Wild Weather Storm Chasing Tours.

Uncle Cassius gasps next to me, equally in awe.  It barely cuts over the wind rushing towards the distant funnel.  Waves of grass bow down to the twister, whipped down by the surrounding air flying in to feed it.  The perfect white cone stands out against the coal sky, slim and graceful.  A skirt of dust spins around its base, signaling its dance through a field a few miles away.  The wind snaps against my jeans, pulling at my new Wild Weather Tours T-shirt.

"Beautiful!"  Kyle, our storm chaser guide, snaps a photo for his website.  He steals a glance at me and smiles.  The wind ruffles his ash-blond hair.  Wrinkles form around his eyes.  He's all enthusiasm, joy that we've found our prey. "Don't worry.  We're safe.  It's heading to the east.  It'll pass no closer than a couple of miles to our north."

I want his job someday.

"I'm not scared," I said, but my shaky voice betrays me.  Who am I kidding?  Kyle's an experienced chaser—twenty years—but this is a real tornado.  In person.  Live.  I never realized it would be this intense, this breathtaking.  A hollow feeling fills my stomach like I'm plunging down the first hill of a roller coaster.  It is scary...but fun.

My parents would murder me and Uncle Cassius both for sneaking away on this trip.  If they find out we’re not really in Disney World being bored to death by Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck, well, it’ll be way scarier than this storm.  

The tornado curves, almost like it's leaning to the side for a better look at something.  At us?  It's a weird thought, one that makes me laugh.  The thunderstorm spins slowly above it, low and menacing.  Thunder claps.  It's enough to remind me that the storm in front of me isn't just beautiful.  It's a predator, entrancing like a cobra and ready to strike.

Good thing there's no houses or buildings in its way.  Only farmland stretches from horizon to horizon.  

"Allie.  Forget your camera?"  Uncle Cassius points to my pocket and smiles.  It’s a tense smile.  So I'm not the only one with some nerves going.

Camera.

Yes.  Duh.

I pull it out of my pocket and fumble with the slim case, fingers hunting for the button.  The camera zings to life.  Behind it, the tornado looms a bit larger, gaining strength and racing across the ground.  More dust kicks up around the perfect white of the twister.  

"Now I can really prove to everyone at school how crazy I am."  I give Uncle Cassius a nervous chuckle.  The camera trembles in my hands as I catch the tornado in my view, click, and seal it in my memory forever.

I'm having the most insane summer vacation of my entire high school.  I can’t wait to share this with Tommy and Bethany.  Bethany’s going to beg for all the details.  Tommy will tell me that I’m the bravest, most awesome girl he knows.  

I’ve got to get me and the tornado in the same picture and send it to them tonight.  I dig in my other pocket and hand my phone to Uncle Cassius.  “Photo.”  

He takes my phone.  “Stand back.”

I do.  Now the wind blows my hair back like it’s trying to pull me away, but I stand there, moving to the side so Uncle Cassius can get the whole picture.  I force myself to look at my phone in his hand.  It’s not easy when there’s a twister just a mile or two behind me, ripping up the earth.

“Got it!”  Uncle Cassius waves me back.  

I join him and glance at the phone for just a second.  I’m on the screen, dark hair wild and flying.  The tornado looms large behind me like it’s looking over my shoulder.  It’s the most awesome picture ever.  Tommy’s going to love it.  

I lift my camera for another shot, backing up to squeeze the tornado into the viewport.  I click another picture and lower the camera again for another look.

My heart jumps.

The tornado looms larger, taller.  Kyle holds his hand up to his face, squinting for a better view.  Even Uncle Cassius goes quiet, stiffening and taking a step back towards the tour van.

All at once I understand.

The tornado has changed course.

Kyle turns.  Real fear widens his features.  

"Get in the van," he shouts.

I turn and grab the door, yanking it open.  Uncle Cassius pushes me from behind, making me vault into the van.  “Get in, Allie!”

The roar behind me builds, like boulders rushing down a mountain towards me.  The wind whips my hair back, trying to pull me back out of the van.  It feels like the twister's right behind me already, coming down for the kill.

I slam the door on it.  Uncle Cassius moves out of my view, running around the van to the other door.  The funnel's much bigger behind the window, so close that I can't see the top of it anymore.  

Uncle Cassius jumps in through the opposite door and snaps on his seat belt next to me.  Kyle starts the van up, punches the gas, and gets us back on the road to nowhere.

I put my camera on the seat.  My hands fumble with the seat belt.  The van speeds up and the inertia makes me sink into my seat.  Uncle Cassius says something else, but it’s lost on me.  The specter of the tornado closes in, whipping across the field towards us.  I've heard of tornadoes making sudden turns like this but I never realized it could happen this fast.  

It rips across the field.  My heart beats on a runaway course.  My mind locks into overdrive.  I feel like that news crew they always have on tornado shows, that one that survived by hiding under that overpass.  Will Kyle make us get out and climb under one?  They're actually bad places to hide.  That news crew got off lucky.  Kyle knows better.  He's been chasing storms longer than I’ve been alive.

Only green and yellow fields spread out ahead.  There’s no shelter for miles.  The storm radar on Kyle's laptop is covered in ugly red and orange blotches like Nebraska has sores.  

A hole of panic opens up inside me and for the first time, I regret coming on this vacation.

"Can't you go faster?"  Uncle Cassius leans forward in his seat, gaze hard, arms trembling.  His glasses are coming down his nose, ready to fall off.  His normally neat Yoda T-shirt is sweaty and sticking to him so much I can see his ribs.

Uncle Cassius never loses his cool.

Ever.

Not even when I crawled into the dinosaur display at the museum when I was six and climbed up the back of the Stegosaurus.  Not even when I tried to stand on his porch when I was eleven and watch hail the size of tennis balls rain from the sky.

Outside, the tornado grows so close that I can only see the bottom half of the funnel.  The van bounces along every speed bump on the highway, every uneven spot.  My stomach heaves.  I'm going to be sick right here.  It's my stupid fault we're in this mess.  

"I don't understand."  Kyle punches the gas harder, making the van jump.  He turns his head like a guy possessed by a demon, eyes widening.  "The tornado should not be moving this way."

He's right.  It shouldn't.  For the tornado to turn and come right at us, it would have to drag the whole storm with it.  But it’s still coming.  It makes no sense.

The funnel reaches the road behind us, twisting harder, kicking up earth higher and higher.  We've gotten out in front of it.  I breathe a sigh of relief.  Kyle and Uncle Cassius do the same.  It'll cross the road and forget all about us.  

Kyle lets off the gas a little and the whine of the engine calms some.  "We're safe now.  That was highly unusual.  I've never seen a tornado turn like that in my career."  There's a hint of an apology in his voice.

"Well, that was a close one, wasn't it, Allie?"  Uncle Cassius hugs me from the side.  

"Yeah," I say, willing my heart to slow down.  At least I can think straight now.  Can I even do another two days of this?  

Wow, what a dumb idea this was.

But I still can't resist another look at the storm.  I turn as far as my seat belt allows.

My guts fall out of me all over again.

The tornado's still on the road, bigger than ever.  It can't be.  

The twister has turned again.  It's coming right up behind us.  Rolling earth eats the entire highway.  There's tornado taking up the whole view of the back window.  Dust rips to the sides.  The bottom of its funnel spins with fury, big enough to swallow a house whole.  Its roar screams against the outside of the vehicle, shaking the seat, pushing the whole van to the side.  

It's no longer beautiful.

"Ohmigod," I say, sucking in a breath.  "Um...Kyle?  Um...”

"I know!" he snaps.  His knuckles turn white on the steering wheel.  The van lurches again but he maintains control.  

"Allie, get down!"  Uncle Cassius pulls me towards him.  The seat belt cuts into my shoulder.  

What good is it going to do?  If the tornado lifts the car—

I'm going to die.

I begged to go on this trip and now Uncle Cassius is going to die too.  

The windows shatter with a deafening boom and the wind screams in my ears.  AllieAllieAllieAllie...

I can't breathe.  

We're floating.

Uncle Cassius shouts something.  Kyle yells.  If I'm screaming, I can't tell.  The storm's sucking it right out of me.  Windy hands seize my arms, my legs.  

They pull.

My safety belt snaps open, whipping against my leg.  I scream with the sting.  The seat disappears under me and the van door rips open.

I'm flying.

The tornado's ripping me right out of the van.

The world turns to a white and brown roar.  The van's gone.  I have no time to cry out to Uncle Cassius before the world snaps to black and silence swallows me.

––––––––

Chapter Two

––––––––

"Kind of unusual to get a teen girl in."

It's a man speaking with a faint Southern drawl.  He's close but distant in the darkness.  I can't tell where, exactly.  There's not much of me left to think right now.

I’m on my back.  Floating.  

"It doesn’t matter."  This speaker's a woman, with a voice so smooth it might be made of silk.  There's something about it that seems familiar and not in a good way.  "It’s another one closer to our goal."

"Well, not too many girls go out and chase.  Just saying."

Go out and chase.  What does that mean? 

I groan and climb a couple of steps into consciousness.  I'm still lying face-up, but there’s nothing under me.  No, two people are carrying me.  Hands grasp my ankles.  Someone else has their hands under my armpits.  Grass tickles my back.  I’m facing the sky.  

I manage to open my eyes.  They're sore, stinging as the sunlight stabs into them.  

A man with a gray beard and overalls has my ankles.  He’s walking backwards, carrying me along.  If I was lying in bed, he’d be at the foot of it.  I can’t see the woman, but she keeps her arms locked under my armpits, supporting me, keeping me above the ground.  They’re carrying me the way two people would carry a heavy table.  

My limbs ache.  Invisible needles poke at every muscle in my neck.  I turn my head.  Groan.  The sky's clear, with only a few steamy white clouds moving out.  The sun beats down on me, forcing me to squint.  I breathe in.  The air's muggy like it's just finished raining.  

Or storming.

Oh, god.

The tornado.

I survived and these people must have found me.

I crane my neck back and look up at the woman who has my arms.  It’s no easy task.

She's upside down to me, swaying back and forth and making me motion sick.  She's way too thin to be carrying me without breaking a sweat.  I can only make out her chin.  Long brown hair hangs over the top of her white summer dress.  Something about her makes my insides crawl.  A gremlin way back in the confines of my mind waves its arms and screams at me, but I can't make out what it's saying.

The rest of me wakes up, and with thoughts of Uncle Cassius.

A fist of terror squeezes my heart so tight that I cry out.  I squirm in their grasps.  "My uncle," I manage.  "Have you seen him?"

The woman's chin faces forward.  She's ignoring me.  She shoots the man a look, but he shakes his head.  "No need," he says.  

"Tornado," I say.  "My uncle.  It got the van.  He was in there.  Have you seen him?"

Panic takes over and I thrash, not caring if these people just saved my life.  "Where is my uncle?  Did you see him?  He might have got thrown out of the van.  We just got hit by a tornado.  A tornado, for crap’s sake!"  Nothing.  I kick, trying to loosen my legs from the farmer's grip.  "Let go.  I can walk on my own!”

"I didn't expect her to wake up so soon," the woman says.  “I was hoping she wouldn’t.”

I twist my arm.  It doesn’t budge from her grip.  "Let me down!  Where's my uncle?"

Again, no answer.  They walk faster and tall grass slaps at my back, poking in through the gap between my shirt and my jeans.  The sun beats down on my eyes.  The last of the clouds drift away, leaving no cover from its spotlight.  A building bounces into the bottom of my vision, covered in crumbling red paint.  Its roof sags on one side.  An old barn.  I've seen dozens back home in Wisconsin.  This one looks ready to blow down the next time a grasshopper sneezes.

“Are you taking me to the hospital?  And my uncle too?”

“Faster,” the woman says.

The barn draws closer.  An open door looms dark and empty ahead of me.  The musty smell of hay and dirt assaults my nostrils.  They're taking me in there.  

God.

These people aren't saving me after all.

They're kidnappers.  

There's no other reason for this.  They must be psychos like those mutant hillbillies from that one movie.  The barn's going to be full of jars of eyes and noses and all sorts of sharp, scary farm tools.  

"What are you doing?" I yell, hoping that someone, anyone can hear me way out here.  My throat burns with the force of my screaming.  “Did you see anyone else where you found me?”

The barn blocks out the sun and I'm in darkness.

“Uncle Cassius!”

There’s no light except for pinpricks that shine through the old walls and a circle of blue sky at the peak of the barn's roof.  I blink and my eyes adjust.  The floor's clean, perfect concrete.  All the hay’s been swept up against the walls.  No bloodstains.  It doesn’t reassure me as much as I want, though.

"Lay her down," the woman orders.  It's clear she's in charge here.

They lift me higher.  The roof gets closer for a second.  They move me to the side and set me back down.  My back meets a table with a cloth on it.  Or a slab.  I’m not sure.  I’m still looking up.  The woman keeps her grip on my arms, pushing down tight enough to keep me from breaking away.  The man does the same with my ankles.  They’re holding me down to some kind of altar or something.  The hole in the ceiling lets a beam of light down.  It lands on my chest, forming a ring of light on my new Wild Weather Chase Tours T-shirt.  Or is it a target?

I bite my lip, keeping the screams in.  I can't let them know I'm scared.  It's what psychotic people want when they do this stuff.  I have to keep my cool and find a way out of here.  

"Okay," I say, trying to collect myself.  "Why are you holding me here?  In case you haven't noticed, I just survived a tornado and my uncle's missing.  I want some answers."

The woman looks down at me, keeping her elbows locked and holding down my arms.  She's strong, way stronger than she should be, and her face is smooth and sharp in a way that's borderline creepy.  It almost looks like a mask.  "You're about to join the family that you've always wanted."

The words stun me into silence.  They make no sense.  These people are nuts.  Insane.  I have the family I want.  

And if I don’t get out of here, my parents will remember me as a liar.  I’ll leave them with nothing but pain and betrayal.  And Uncle Cassius—

"I need to find my uncle.  Now!"  I glare up at the woman, making my neck cry out in pain.  She stares down at me with eyes that match her hair color.  Her face is unreadable, blank.  Something's very familiar about her.  "I need to call my mom and dad.  Why are you holding me here?”

The woman blinks.  "Because you're drawn to the fury of nature.”  

"So what?" I thrash against their grips.  "Why do you even care?  Let me out of this disgusting barn.”

A million awful possibilities race through my mind, all of them the stuff of nightmares.  I stare at the circle of light above me, praying for the barn to come down on my captors' heads, praying for anything to happen.  

"Be quiet," the woman orders.  She closes her eyes.  Mutters something.  Bows her head down in reverence.  

Wind snaps through the barn.  The hole in the roof darkens from robin's egg to gray-blue, then to black.  It grows in size, taking up more and more of the roof.  The shingles vaporize before my eyes, flying away and breaking into millions of pieces until nothing's left above me but a ceiling of thunderstorm.  Clouds roll and push against each other, aimless, so close that if my arms were free, I might be able to stand on the table and brush them.  The air roars and trembles.

"What—" I start.

A paralysis steals over my body, freezing me, turning me to stone.  The clouds above begin to twist.  They're in the barn with us, blocking out the world above.  My heart races, and for a moment I'm back in that van, floating, flying.  

The dam holding back my terror breaks and I let it all out.

"Uncle Cassius!"  I look side to side in the vain hope that he'll be there, running in to get me out of this, but only darkness closes in.  The old man grits his teeth, holding down my legs.  The woman does likewise, eyes closed so tight her face wrinkles.  

"Somebody!"  My screams echo off the walls.

The clouds above spin faster, tightening, forming a cone that points at my heart.  A roar fills the barn, threatening to tear it apart.  It’s the same roar I heard on the other side of my blackout.

It's a miniature tornado, but it's somehow more terrifying than the one that chased the van.  It descends, hungry, spinning faster and faster.  The strength of the sky drains straight towards me.

The funnel of rage lingers inches above my heart as if making a decision.

I scream.

And scream.

The cone slams into my chest.

My body lurches.  The storm drives its way in, building the pressure inside me and sucking the breath from my lungs.  My captors release my arms, but it's too late.  The clouds grow lower, the tornado shorter, as it all forces its way into me, down my arms to my fingertips, my legs to my toes.  The storm rages inside, pushing against the borders of my body.  I close my eyes, willing it to stop, wanting to scream but unable—

Silence.

My body trembles.  I lift my arm and it flops to my chest.  They’ve let go of me.  I can move now.  Run for it.  I open my eyes, catching a glimpse of the hole in the roof once again, and try to stand.

Instead, I fall.  Concrete meets me.  All the strength's gone from my body.  I gag.  Heave.  My stomach rolls.  The world fades, turning gray and darkening to black.

"What did you do to me?" I manage, slipping away.

A hand grabs the back of my shirt.  "Very soon," the woman says.  "You'll know."

––––––––

Chapter Three

––––––––

"Allie."

It's Uncle Cassius, calling me from outside the darkness.

I float up through layers of tired grays and blacks, up into a level of orange and yellow, and open my eyes.

He leans over me, gray-brown hair wild and glasses cracked.  He sports a bandage on his forehead, a square one with a tiny spot of red in the middle.  Despite that, he manages a smile.  "You're okay, Allie.  We all are.  That was a close shave."

"Huh?"

I sit up.  Canvas whispers and I realize I'm sitting on a stretcher.  Tall grass towers around me, forming two walls of green and yellow.  A pair of paramedics lean over another stretcher near the side of the highway.  On it, Kyle sits up and stares at the horizon, his Wild Weather Storm Chase Tours shirt wrinkled and wet on the back.  He looks lost, in shock.  The blood has all drained from his face, but no bandages cover him.  Behind him, police lights twirl and flash with the reds and yellows of a nearby ambulance.  There's no sign of the storm that left us here.  It's long moved out.  The sun’s low and the shadows of the paramedics long.  We've probably been lying here for hours.

It all rushes back.  The barn.  Those freaky people.  The second tornado slamming into my chest.  It must have just been a long, horrible nightmare.  Or a near-death experience.  A hallucination, maybe.  

I’m really hoping for the nightmare.  But it was so real, just like waking life.  Just like now.

Uncle Cassius hugs me so tight that I can't breathe.  I hug him back.

We survived the tornado.  Both of us.

I can't cry.  I can't even breathe a sigh of relief.  All I can do is sag in my uncle's hug.  “We’ve got to call my parents.”  I don’t even care if I get in trouble now.  I’m alive.  We both are, and that’s all that matters.  

Uncle Cassius releases me.  “I already did.  I told them you’re OK and that we’re going home tomorrow.”

“Thank you.”  They’re going to murder me, but right now, I don’t care.  Maybe I deserve it.  I lied to them, after all, and put myself in danger.  Uncle Cassius, too.  "This was my fault."

"Don't say that," he orders, hugging me tighter.  "It was just a freak occurrence.  That's all.  It was not your fault, Allie."

"But it was my stupid idea to do this whole storm chasing thing."

"I didn't have to tell you yes.  Or help you save for the trip.  Or sign your release form so your parents wouldn’t find out.”

I manage a laugh.  He's right.  "I was the one who lied to them, remember?  Disney World was my story.  I got you off the hook on that one."

Disney World.  We should have done that.  Mickey Mouse.  The Dumbo ride.  That stupid one with the teacups.  No getting ripped out of vans by tornadoes, waking up kidnapped, or being held down to a table while...

No.  A hallucination.  

Just NO.

We break apart and I stand, stretching to get the stiffness out of my limbs.  Sweat lingers on my back.  I've been lying in the sun for some time.  How long did it take for the paramedics to find us?  And where's the—

"Don't look," Uncle Cassius says next to me in a tone that says yes, I should definitely check it out.

I turn to where he's pointing and gulp.

There’s a line of trees separating a couple of farm fields nearby.  A mass of metal's wrapped around the first one, embracing it like a mutated boa constrictor.  Green paint sticks out here and there like some abstract piece of art.  Tattered rubber hangs down, the remnants of tires.

It's the tour van.

My stomach drops out of me.

We should all be dead.  

Mutilated.  

Missing limbs.  And heads.

I run my hands down my arms to make sure they're there.  "How?" I ask.  I'm a bit lost for words.

Uncle Cassius stares ahead, past the van-turned-twisted-metal.  He looks somewhere far away, disappearing inside himself.  I've never seen him like this before.  

"Uncle Cassius?  You feeling okay?"

He starts, jarred out of his trance.  "Yes.  I am.  Don't worry about me.  I'm just a little shaken."

"You sure?"

He hesitates.  "Sure."

"Positive?"

"Yes, Allie."  His voice sounds stretched, tired.  "I'm just worried about what you're going to have to deal with when we get home tomorrow."

* * * * *

I don't remember much of the trip home.

Uncle Cassius doesn't say much as we drive past fields and through forests towards Williams Town, to where my confrontation with my parents waits.  

But Tommy and Bethany are waiting there, too.  I can’t wait to see Tommy again.  Heck, I want to see Mom and Dad, too, even through I’m going to get in major trouble.  I’m going to give them all huge hugs when I’m home.

It’s weird.  I have no nightmares about tornadoes when we stay overnight at a crappy hotel.  Nor do I even feel any fear every time I bring that white funnel back to mind.  I should get something.  Post traumatic stress.  Tears.  Terror at every dark cloud base I see on the drive.  Anything normal that other tornado survivors go through.  I'd been terrified when it was chasing us, but that whole feeling’s gone now, like someone’s reached in and ripped it out of me.

Maybe it’s just shock.  Or denial.  I’ll start feeling the normal symptoms soon.  

Dread returns in full force when Uncle Cassius drops me off in front of my house.  Now I’ve got to face it.  The fact that I lied and my parents are going to finish what the tornado started.  

My house towers over me, looking down at me with its windows.  The bushes are perfect, trimmed squares.  The lawn, decapitated of all dandelions and daisies.  The tree in front, molded into a perfect oval.  Mom’s always trying her best to impress the neighbors.

The front door opens and she stands there, hands on each side of the door frame.  She’s wearing her lavender blouse today, the one that matches the flowers in front of the city hall where she manages all the water bills of Williams Town.  Even from the end of the driveway, I can see the lines around her eyes that weren’t there before.

I can’t help it.  Even though I know what’s coming, I run up the sidewalk and give her a bear hug.

“Allie,” she breathes, returning it.  “I’m glad you’re okay.  That must have been terrifying for you.”

I mean to say something like thank you.  Or sorry I worried you.  But I screw up, get overexcited and blurt out the first thing that comes to mind.  

“Not really.  It was kind of cool, actually.  I got to see a tornado!”

Mom’s hug stiffens.  Footsteps approach and I know that Dad’s standing there, too.  

They’re not going to appreciate my story like Tommy and Bethany will.  

Mom releases me.  All the relief in her eyes hardens.  “Allie!”

“I can’t believe this.  We were going to cut you some slack if you’d just shown some remorse over what you did.”  Dad tucks his phone into the pocket of his work slacks and shakes his head.  Now I’ve done it.  Any chance I had of not getting yelled at has just suffered the same fate as Kyle’s chase van.

To say that my parents are furious at me now is like saying that the Grand Canyon is a big hole.

My mother's the first one to blow, of course.  

She marches into the kitchen, leaving footprints in the fresh vacuum tracks on the floor.  Waters her vase of flowers, then slams it down on the marble counter so hard that a hairline crack appears and snakes its way up towards the trembling lilies.  I feel like those flowers.  Shaking.  Trapped.  Cut with no support.  This is going to get ugly.  I wish I had Uncle Cassius with me.  Tommy or Bethany, even.  

But no.  This is mine to face.

"I can’t believe you, Allie.  You almost die, and you still don’t have any regret about this daredevil stuff you like to do.  When is anything we say going to get through?  This wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t lied about where you were going.” Mom stretches the word lied long as she can.  "You gave your father and I a bold-faced crock story about where you were going.”

"Yes."  I force myself to walk into the stifling kitchen, bracing for the worst.  

"You know, I'm not surprised," my father says.  He shakes his head and pours himself some coffee.  It's going to be a long night.  He faces my mother, though he speaks for me, too.  "I told you we should have gotten her interested in something else years ago."

Mom sits, letting her face fall to her hand.  "You think I didn't try?"

Great.  This again.  

Something growls inside of me, something I've never heard before.  A sound like a roar explodes inside my head.  I seize the corners of the glass table and watch my fingers splay out.  

"I hate it when you guys talk over me like that," I say, unable to hold in the growing anger inside.  "I'm sorry I have weird interests, okay?  Normal stuff just bores me.”

Now it's Dad's turn.  "Even something like mountain climbing or drag racing is better than going out to gawk at tornadoes and nearly getting yourself killed.  Why, Allie?  Do you like the destruction they cause?  Or the fact that they kill people?  That’s morbid and disturbing to me.”

"Most tornadoes don’t kill people,” I say.  “It's not morbid.  Just fascinating.  The one I saw was just in a field.  It didn’t even destroy anything.  It would be morbid if I was into medieval torture or something."  I suck in a breath, rehearsing the speech I mentally prepared on the car ride back.  "This was a once-in-a-lifetime thing for me.  I wanted to go on this trip before I have to use all my money on college tuition and bills.  I paid for it all myself.  I worked my butt off for two years mowing lawns and stocking shelves so I could do this.”

Mom rises from the table so fast that the chair slides across the floor.  It hits the window, rattling the glass a bit.  For some strange reason, I wish it would break.  Shatter.  

She points her finger at me, trembling.  "You will not be going on any more trips without our say-so from now on.  I...I just can’t stand the thought of something happening to you, Allie.”  She turns away, deflated.  “And by the way, I'll be having a long talk with my brother today.  You’re not to even talk to him for a while.”  She faces me again.  Her face is an infuriating calm.  “In the meantime, start thinking about what new, healthy after-school activities you'll be doing for your junior year.  Because believe me, I'll make sure you're signed up for two or three.  We have a duty to keep you safe, Allie.”

A hole seems to open up under me.  I'm falling.  Plummeting.  "Uncle Cassius is the only one in this family who even likes the same stuff I do!  I hate sports.  I don’t want to work on the school paper or wave pom poms.  I just want to be around people who don’t think I’m a freak.”  They’ll want to take away Tommy and Bethany next.  I can’t stand school without them.  

"Four after school activities next year," Mom says.  Her voice drops to a dangerous level.  "I'll make sure one of them is Fashion Design."

Fashion Design.  Yuck.  I can't imagine myself hemming dresses and suits for the school fashion show or the Madrigals.  "Can I at least stay in the Science Club?  Can that count as one?”

"Allie, you're pushing it."  Dad sets down his coffee.  It sloshes, trying to escape the hot, steaming mug.  "When you were out there with that tornado bearing down on you, did you ever think about what it would do to us if something happened to you?  Do you realize how selfish of a thing that was for you to do?"

I had.  Oh yes, I had.  But even though my terror from the memory's vanished, it still brings a sick feeling to my stomach, that same guilt that's haunted me since yesterday.  I don't have an answer for that one, not one that won’t make me lose it.  

I turn and run to my room.

My father mutters something not meant for my ears and I slam the door.

Selfish.

The word grows bigger and bigger inside me, ready to explode.

No.  This is all because of a freak occurrence.  I wasn't supposed to almost die.  Not even close.  Kyle has a perfect safety record.  He's never endangered people during a chase.  It was only a strange, bizarre thing that happened.  

A very bizarre thing.

The tornado chased us, hunted us down—

Even came down the highway after us—

We shouldn't have survived.

I shake my head.  Outside, I hear Mom's cell phone play its tune—something by Beethoven.  It's the signal that she's turning it on.  It's Uncle Cassius's turn to face the music.

Selfish.

My limbs turn to lead, weighing me down.  I crash onto my bed, the weight of the word pulling me down to the center of the earth.  

I drift down through darkness, tuning out the sounds of my mother's voice rising and falling on the other side of the house.  I'm glad she's trying to stay out of my earshot.  The lump in my throat ebbs away after a while, turning from stone to rubber.  My stomach calms from a raging sea to a placid lake.

Strange images float behind my eyelids.  A green field, open and waving under a gray sky.  And then, my window the afternoon I saw my first big storm six years ago.  

Low, dark clouds trudge past outside and I press my ten-year-old face to the glass, fascinated by the strange shapes they make and how low they come to the ground.  The forest around our house quivers.  The television drones out in the living room, where Uncle Cassius keeps it on for the weather.  Mom and Dad are out to dinner and they’ve asked him to come over and sit with me so I don’t get scared in the storm.

It rains.

Pours.

Beats against the glass, blurring the world outside.

The storm moves quickly, the rain clears, and the wind starts.

Streams of rain flow off the roof of our storage barn across the yard and scream into the air.  Everything whips to the side, not down.  My heart races, but I'm frozen.  A roar races over the house, shaking the floor under my feet.  I can’t stop watching the microburst.  

"Allie!"  Uncle Cassius's footfalls thud down the hall towards me.

Something hits the glass of my window, making it shake.  I jump back.  The wind roars louder.  

The roof of the barn flaps, peels back, and flies into the storm.

He reaches me, pulling me away from the glass.

We turn.

The house disappears, and we're standing in a grassy field with no sign of civilization anywhere.

The white funnel approaches, looming larger by the second.  We stand, rooted like a pair of trees about to meet our makers.  The tornado grows so close that I have to crane my neck to look up at it.  It spins with fury, then slows, then breaks apart almost right over my head.

I get my bearings, sucking in a breath.

Then I see her.

The woman with the creepy face.

She stands where the tornado spun seconds before.  She smiles at us both.  

"Welcome home."

––––––––

Chapter Four

––––––––

I wake and reality slaps me in the face.

My mother's yelling somewhere in the house.  The phone call with my uncle has gotten uglier.  I can't make out her words, but one sounds like casserole.  Only, I know, she doesn't say casserole.  

I imagine my uncle struggling to come up with a counter-argument on the other side of the phone.  I should have accepted his offer to come here and face this with me.  

Maybe, just maybe, I should have gone to Disney World after all.  

My stomach coils again, tighter and tighter like a snake suffocating its prey.  I turn in bed, counting my collection of books. Crystals of the world, an illustrated guide.  Tornadoes of the twentieth century.  The solar system.  Hurricane Andrina: A Warning Unheeded.  I run my finger along the spine of each book, taking in every curve and corner of each title, until my mother stops yelling and silence falls.

I'm not sure if I like it.

Then, footsteps.

I shovel my books down into the space between the wall and my bed in case Mom gets any more ideas and orders me to toss them out.  I finish a second before the door opens.

My mother stands in the doorway, hands on the frame as if to hold herself up.  She speaks in a low, tired voice, like she's used all of her strength yelling already.

"Allie," she says.  "Your father and I have made a decision.  Your obsession with disasters could get you in trouble someday.  You need to explore some new interests.  You're going to start by helping my friend Nicole with her daughter's graduation party next week.  I'm sure she'll love the help."

My insides about die.  If there's one social event I hate as much as weddings, it's open houses.  "Nicole's daughter doesn't even like me.  And how is an open house exploring new interests?”

Mom smiles.  It's an I-don't-care-what-you-think smile.  "By meeting new people.  You don't have enough friends."

"The friends I have are fine!”

If my words bother her, Mom doesn't show it.  "Next Saturday," she says, turning and closing the door with a gentle click that's the most infuriating noise I've ever heard.

* * * * *

Helping to set up the open house is as boring as I feared.

It starts with Nicole directing me to run several dishes from her van to the pavilion in the middle of the park.  Nicole has made every dish on the face of the planet.  Crackers with dip.  Deviled eggs.  Cookies in the shape of little hamburgers, which actually aren't too bad.  Some things rolled in ham that I forget the name of.  And then there's the specially ordered M&M's in the colors of the university that Dianna's headed to next semester.

Dianna sits at a picnic table, texting someone and not lifting a finger to help either of us.  If she's watching me do all the grunt work, I can't tell.  Her sunglasses take up half her face.

That's the kind of friend my mom wants me to make.

No thanks.

I’d rather haul out these folding chairs than do that.  The last thing I want is to hear Dianna bragging out getting accepted into some sorority whose name is a bunch of Greek letters and how she's going to drink until she throws up.  

"Thank you so much for this, Allie," Nicole says.  She sounds genuine.  I feel kind of bad for her, putting all this effort in to watch her daughter ignore her.

"No problem," I lift a few chairs and head back to the middle pavilion.  

"Oh, let me help you with that."  Nicole rushes up to my side, all red-faced while Dianna continues to text away halfway across the park.  "Those are heavy.  Let me at least take this one."  

I let her take one of the chairs.  "Really.  It's not a problem.  They're not bad."

"You must have been working out since the start of the school year."  Nicole grabs the chair with both hands and walks it along the ground.

I let my chairs drop to the floor of the pavilion and they make a loud crash that makes even Dianna look up.  Maybe they are a little heavy.  But how did I lift them without—

The strange growl blows up in my head again like it’s answering my thoughts.  It spreads down through my limbs.  I tremble. It's like something big approaching from miles away.  I lean over and grasp the table, catching my breath.  It's the post-traumatic stress setting in.  It's about time my emotions do something normal since the tornado.  The roar inside grows louder, consuming everything inside of me—

"Allie?  Are you okay?  You didn't hurt your back, did you?"

I snap out of it.  "No."  I shake my head.  Silence rules.  Good.  Normal or not, I'm glad the roar's gone.  "I'm just remembering some stuff is all."

"Oh."  Nicole nods in understanding.  

She can't say a thing.  My mom made it clear that we're not to talk about my storm chase vacation today.  The thing is, I want to talk to someone about it, anyone.  I haven't spoken to any of my real friends since I got home.  

I want to tell Uncle Cassius about that weird dream in the barn.  My parents will never understand.  Even Tommy and Bethany wouldn’t believe me.  They weren’t there.  I want to hear his reassurance that the scene in the barn was just my brain spitting out some stuff under stress.  

Hear anybody's reassurance that was the case.

We finish setting up and I make my way to the swing set and settle there with a plate of potato chips and cake.  Dianna's relatives show up first, some with envelopes.  Dianna actually gets up and hugs those people.  Everyone else gets a wave and a glance back at her cell phone.  When Dianna's friends show up, that's when she gets up from the table and starts acting like a human being.  

I see nobody I know.

People sit at tables.  Eat.  Pick at little mints.  Drum their fingers.  Kids run around the jungle gym nearby while Dianna and her friends disappear to the other side of the park.  

I'm going to insist that my parents save the trouble in two years.

"We've come to save you from death by boredom."

I turn.  Tommy and Bethany stand behind me.  Tommy kneels like a knight.  "At your service."

"How did you know I was here?"  Mom confiscated my phone a week ago and I haven't seen it—or my friends—since.  I’ve never been so glad to see them.  Bethany with the crazy streaks in her hair—this week they’re orange—and Tommy, with his adorable smile and that goofy hair that hangs over his glasses.  

Tommy stands.  "Well, we overheard Dianna saying you'd be helping here today."

"Let me guess."  I face the other way on the swing.  "She said something along the lines of, 'Oh, look.  That little nerd girl gets to be our pack mule at my open house.  I wonder what she did."

"Close."  Bethany looks past me like she's debating on telling me the exact words.  “She said...well, that you were...never mind.”  She turns away and kicks at a pebble in the dirt.

I can’t help but think that Bethany was about to finish with something more harsh than freak.  

"Okay.  I get it."  I hold up a hand. 

Bethany sits on the swing next to mine.  "Okay.  Tell us about it."

"About—?" I press.

She rolls her eyes.  "Your trip.  Did you see one or not?"

My wish has been granted.  I grin.  Loophole.  Bethany and Tommy don't count as guests, so Nicole can’t tell my mom that I was bothering them with the tornado story. 

"You can say I did," I start, kicking at the dust under the swing.

"Pictures?"

I lean back to face the sky.  The clouds thicken above our heads, a lot larger than the cotton balls they were an hour ago.  "Sorry.  The camera got smashed when the tornado rolled our van over."

"What?"  Bethany practically gasps it.  

I sit up and look around to make sure nobody cares that I'm over here.  Nicole's sitting next to a couple of women who look like her sisters and Dianna's still ignoring everyone related to her.  I'm clear.

"Okay," I say.  "We didn't see anything the first couple of days that Kyle took us out, but on the third day..."

My friends don't believe the part where I got ripped out of the van.  It's obvious.  Bethany's eyebrows lift higher with each word I say.  Tommy nods a lot, humoring me until I get done.  I leave out the weird dream with the barn or whatever it was.  Now that I have someone to talk to, I can't open up about it.  I just can't.

"And you told us this with a straight face," Bethany says when I'm done.  "You know, Allie, if you almost die in something like that, you should at least show some emotion."

I sigh.  "Look, I was scared when it was happening, but when I woke up, it just didn’t bother me anymore.  I know it doesn't make any sense."

Tommy dives onto the swing and rocks back and forth on his stomach.  He points at the sky.  "So that doesn't bother you?"

At first I think he's asking about my trip, but then I look up and see it.  The sky darkens to the west, to a bluish-gray that's sure to deepen more.  It's a storm.  Heading this way.

Tingles run through me, but I can't say that they're bad.  "No.  It's not bothering me."

I read lots of times that people who survive tornadoes end up with a permanent, intense fear of storms.  They run to the basement at the first sign of thunder.  They panic.  They have a reaction that any sane person would have.  

My heart doesn't even speed up.  

Bethany gives me a push on the back, sending me forward on the swing.  "Then you're lying, Allie.  You're so lying."

"Am not.”  

“You got your parents to believe you went to Disney World.  So you’re not that bad at it.”  She moves a little closer to Tommy, like she’s trying to shield him from me.  He shifts and reclaims his personal space.  When is Bethany going to stop throwing herself at him?  Tommy’s not interested in her that way.  He’s complained about the whole thing to me more than once.  

I rise and look closer at the storm in case there's anything interesting.  It's too far away to tell.

I should be scared.

Terrified.

Something is very wrong with me.

Maybe that dream or vision of the tornado slamming into my chest wasn't a dream after all—

"Allie!"  Nicole calls across the grass for me.  "Can you come over and help me cover some of these dishes?  It looks like there's some weather coming."

"Great.  Right back."  I run over to the pavilion where Boredom Central is still going on full force.  Tommy and Bethany walk after me, but I hold up my hand to tell them to stay back.  I don't need to get into any more trouble for letting them help me, though I know Nicole could use their hands.

By time we get plastic over all the dishes and the special M&M's away from the edges of the pavilion, the thunder's gone from a distant grumble to a cannon fight happening in the woods nearby.  The sky's deepened to a dark gray.

Dianna and her friends wander back, making a show of ignoring me as they find a table on the other side of the pavilion and sit.  I sense their gazes coming over to me.  I can pretend they're not cracking jokes about me over there, sizing up my faded jeans and gray dinosaur T-shirt that I fought my mom for the chance to wear today.  

Thunder claps and my head goes all light and swimmy.

"Do you think we'll be okay in here?" Nicole asks.  She sounds like someone talking underwater.

I shake my head, trying to rid myself of the feeling.  The swimmy feeling stays, like my head's going to lift off my shoulders and float away like a balloon.  Nicole waits for my answer.  

"If we have to, we can run into the bathrooms," I say, leaning against the table.  The faint roar fills the inside of my skull and fades again. 

"I suppose you have a point," Nicole says.  She eyes the storm and looks back at me.  "Allie, are you okay?  If you want to, you know, leave, I understand."

My mother must have told her what happened.  Makes sense.

"Allie?"  Tommy leans into my vision.  "Are you sure you don't need to go?"

"I'm fine."  I straighten up and face the storm.  A breeze makes its way towards the dark clouds like it’s trying to suck everything in.  It feels like I'm going to get swept away with it, I'm so light.  "I think I sat in the sun too long.  If I drink some water and lie down a bit, I should feel better."

Bethany gets me a plastic cup filled with ice from the cooler.  The back of my neck prickles.  Dianna and her posse will burst out in giggles if I pass out right here.  I won’t be able to keep my mouth shut.  Nicole doesn't deserve that and besides, I have no desire to make my parents any madder at me right now.

"Let's go to the other pavilion," I manage, struggling to keep my footing.  I wave Tommy and Bethany along with me, leaving Nicole to mess with the cooler.

"Are you sure you aren't having a panic attack?" Tommy asks when we get there. 

"I'm not."  I blink, but the light feeling stays.  Another roll of thunder shakes the ground.  "It's more Dianna, to tell you the truth."

Rain falls, pattering at first, then streaming, then pounding.  The roof of our pavilion hisses and drips.  The bathroom's blocking our view of the open house.  I'm sure Dianna and her friends are screaming and running to the middle of the shelter.

I'm floating.

I stagger to the side, grabbing the table.  Bethany says something.  It's lost in the rain.  Thunder fills the world, too loud in my ears.  "Guys—"

"Lay down."  Bethany's voice quivers with panic.  "Are you about to pass out?"

I can't answer or care.  I climb onto the table, get on my back and let my head thud down.  The ceiling of the pavilion tilts and sways.  My pulse quickens.  Fear spreads through me like a shock wave.  Something's going wrong with me.  I could be dying.  Having a seizure.  They'll have to call the ambulance.

"Allie..." Tommy appears above me.  His eyes are huge.  He blinks several times.  "This is going to sound way weird, but I can see through you."

I let my head fall to the side.  See through me.  It makes no—

I can make out the table next to me through my gray sleeve.  

Lightning flashes and the fear explodes into terror.  The roar replaces everything in my head.

I hold my arm up.  The world tilts, out of control.  "What—?"  

Wind blasts into the pavilion.  My hand wavers.

Blows away like a sand castle in a hurricane.

My arm.  My shoulder.

All of me.

"Allie!" Tommy reaches for me, but his arms close on summer storm.

I'm particles in the air.

I whip away on Bethany's screams and the rush of the wind.

––––––––

Chapter Five

––––––––

The world's a painting of gray and green.  It blurs and roars.

No Tommy.  No Bethany.

I try to yell something, anything.  My vocal cords have vanished.  I reach out to grab something, but my arms are gone, too.  

I soar through the air and the world snaps into focus.  

Dark clouds roll, crowning me.  I drift above a carpet of trees.  The ground spreads out far below, lush and green with forest.  A streak of lightning snaps to the ground ahead.

What the—

This is a dream.  Has to be.

I'm passed out on that table in the park and I'm—

Twisting.

I can't see myself but I can feel it.  My whole being whips and turns, stretching from the clouds to the ground.  I rip ahead with the storm.  Tiny trees bend down and thrash in front of me.  They break like toothpicks under the foot of a giant.  I sense each one that goes.  Pop.  Snap.  Crack.  

The roar intensifies.  It's deafening.  It shakes the world.  It's all around me.  

It is me.

All at once I realize what this means.

I'm—

I'm a freaking tornado.

The forest trembles.  A river snakes through it, shallow and brown.  Water quakes around a tree that's dead and fallen already.  A curtain of rain thickens ahead.  It blocks my view of whatever's in front of me.

I'll count to ten.

Then I'll wake up on the table at the park with paramedics telling me that I'm going to the hospital.  Or that Dianna put something in my drink.  Or that I've got a brain tumor.

One...two...three...four...

More trees snap.  They don't stand a chance.

Five...six...

I grow stronger, spinning harder, ripping ahead.  I can't stop.  I have no control.

Seven...eight...

I'll wake any second now.

Nine...

Thunder claps.  I barely hear it over myself.

Ten.

I'm still here.  God.  

This must have started at the open house.

What if I hurt my friends?  

Killed them? 

No!

I turn my attention from where I came.  The park stretches out, a bare patch in the trees.  It's miles away.  I can make out every detail of the trail of death I've left through the woods.  Trees lie in twisted heaps.  Some have cracked in the middle.  Others lie ripped from the ground with rings of earth around their roots.

I can't deny it anymore.

This is real, just like that scene in the barn.  

That woman and the farmer guy did this to me.  The woman in the white dress was the tornado who chased us.  Now I'm just like her.  

The rain parts, clearing my view.  The forest draws a line ahead, ending a couple miles away.  

If I still had a heart, it would drop out of me.

Past the edge of the woods, rooftops form patterns around curvy streets.  

It's a subdivision.  I'm heading straight for it.

A new terror shoots through me.  No.  I'm not a killer. 

Wait.  If that tornado that came after the van could turn like that, then so can I.  Right?

The houses creep closer.  On a Saturday, everyone's going to be home.

I have to try.  I'll freak out about this later.  Right now I need to focus.

Move, I order myself.  To the side.  Anything!

Closer.

Nothing.  I can't turn.  

Maybe I can lift up or something.  I turn my focus to that, imagining it happening, but the trees keep snapping and breaking.  I'm stuck for the ride.  All I can do is pray that those people see me coming.  

Closer.

I can make out TV dishes on rooftops.  

I won't be able to live with myself for this.

Almost on the subdivision now.

A chill squeezes in, constricting the life from me.  A fence slams down.  A tree topples.  Glass shatters.  

Nononononono...

The cold comes in tighter.  My consciousness wanes.  Darkness creeps in and I grow weak, dying.  I give in, letting darkness sweep me away from the nightmare of my new reality and the monster I've become.

Life snaps back into place and I stagger.  The grass of a mowed lawn tilts underfoot.  A brick wall of a house flashes in the side of my vision.  I bump into a tree trunk and grab on, sucking in a breath and getting my bearings.  My hands splay out on the rough bark, trembling and pale.  

I'm back to human form.

I close my eyes.  Distant thunder grumbles and somewhere not too far away, a siren wails.

The tree I lean against is fallen, jabbing into someone's back sliding door.  Shattered glass lies everywhere on the deck.  Another tree leans against the house, making a scary indent.  The chain-link fence I stand near lies flat and dead on the ground, warped at freaky angles and open to the wilderness outside.

I did this.

My heart pounds and sweat gathers at the back of my neck.  I actually snapped this tree and shoved it into someone’s house.  

Thunder fades and the sun peeks through the thinning clouds.  My shirt warms.  Grows hot.

Inside the house, someone shouts.  Feet thud up stairs—the basement stairs, I hope—and dark figures stand on the other side of the tree.  They're staring right at me.

"Are you okay?" a man shouts from inside.

No.

I just almost killed you.

I stumble over the downed fence and run.

And run.  And run.

Tall grass and shrubs slap at my jeans.  Thorns seize at the fabric, grabbing, trying to slow me down.  I jump over another fallen tree and bolt, following the trail I've made back towards the park.

Chapter Six

––––––––

The trip back to the park cycles between numbness and terror.  Sometimes I run, tripping on every fallen branch that I’ve left.  Most of the time, I’m too out of breath to do more than drag myself closer to the park.  I must have traveled four or five miles through the woods during my transformation.  I don’t know.  Which subdivision was that?  

I had to have dreamt that.  There’s no way I could have turned into—

Birds explode out of the leaves and scatter, horrified that I'm coming back through.  Did I kill anybody?  I only tore up one yard, so I probably didn’t, but that tree and the way it jabbed into someone’s back door like that—

I should go back and check.

But I can’t.

I grab a stick lying on the ground and throw it.  It snaps against a tree trunk, breaking in two.  "I didn't want your stupid gift!"

The river flows through the woods, lazy and oblivious.  The dead tree lies over it like an ancient guardian, snarling at me for my crimes.  I look away and focus on the water instead, plodding across and watching it splash up to my knees.  

I kick at it, watching the spray sail towards a cluster of fallen tree branches.

Those two freaks in the barn turned me into this.

Brought me into their "family."

I slog onto land and stagger through beaten underbrush.  The sky's clearer now save for some wispy clouds and an airplane far overhead.  The storm's floating away.  It's a giant, swollen jellyfish turning pink from the sun growing low on the horizon.

Sweat beads at my temples and my eyes are full by time I break through the underbrush and step onto the lawn of the park.  An hour must have passed.  Maybe two.  The sun's hot and unforgiving, the sky clear.  My shirt sticks to my back and an army of thorns have lodged into my clothes.  My ankle yells out in pain whenever I step on it wrong.

The park's a mess.

Tables lay overturned in the pavilion where it all began.  A swing set sits on its side, leaving pits in the grass.  Red and blue lights turn on police cars, casting the second pavilion in a sad light show.  Plates lie on the ground.  Food’s everywhere.  The cooler's wide open, its contents long melted.  People stand around.  The crowd's dotted with police.  Nicole speaks with an officer, arms wrapped so tight around her chest that they might as well be a straitjacket.  Her sisters flank her.  Dianna's still with her friends, of course, holding up a phone and watching a video on it.  They gather around tighter, blocking my view.  A white van's parked in the dirt lot, and the logo on the side tells me that it's the local news station.

My knees wobble, threatening to give out.

I did this to them.  Freaked them all out.  Ruined this for Nicole.  Worried my friends to death.  If they’re even still alive, that is...

My heart leaps into my throat.  I can’t see my friends anywhere in the crowd.  There’s police officers and a couple of firefighters milling around.  I suck in a deep breath, trying not to freak out completely.  “Tommy!  Bethany!”

"Allie!"

I jump and whirl around.  My parents rush towards me, pumping their legs with relief.  

Relief that I'm not injured or dead.

Mom reaches me first, hugging me so tight that there's no escaping her perfume.  I hug her back, glad she’s there, glad that Dad’s patting me on the back.  I must have gone missing for at least a couple of hours.  They probably thought I was dead.  I worried them to death, too. 

Mom kisses me on the forehead.  Normally I’d be embarrassed, especially in front of Dianna, but right now I don’t care.  “Allie, where were you?” she asks.  “Are you OK?  You’re not hurt, are you?”

“I’m fine.”  We hug again.  People crowd around and watch our happy reunion, including, to my horror, a guy from the news van with a camera.  Dad tells him he’ll talk later, that he wants to get me home first.  Nicole checks us often, asking if I'm okay, if my parents are OK, if we need anything.

No.  I'm not OK.  

I just turned into a raging tornado in front of my friends and carved a path of destruction through the woods and right into someone's back yard.

And worse, people could be hurt or even dead.  It could be Tommy and Bethany.  They were right there when I transformed.  Tommy tried to grab me.  Oh, God.  Where is he?  I’ve got to find out.  

"I’m so glad you’re safe,” Mom says every time she takes a break from hugging.  "You've had enough in the past two weeks.  You’re ungrounded."  

“Thank you.”  It comes out automatic.  

"We should have let you keep your phone," Dad says, stepping leg to leg on the grass.  It's flat from his fidgeting.  "That way you could have called us when you were—"

"Wandering through the woods," I fill in for him.  My throat tightens and I swallow, determined not to break down until I reach the privacy of my room.  "I still don't remember what happened.  Tables fell over and I ran, then I think I got lost in the trees and—"

"It's over now," Mom says, patting me on the back.  We separate again.  She manages a tight smile.  "You panicked, Allie.  You just had a normal reaction after what happened on your...trip.  Anyone would have."

"You had some rotten luck."  Dad fishes in his pocket for his keys.  "Two tornadoes in less than two weeks.  Let's get you home, Allie.  I don't think you want to hang around these reporters."

"Thanks."  I look around.  My heart’s pounding.  “I have to tell you something.  Tommy and Bethany came here to see me.  I don’t know where they are.”

Dad smiles.  “I saw them not too long ago.  They were near the water fountain.  I’ll tell you, they looked pretty scared.  You might want to call them as soon as we get in the car.”

I breathe out a huge sigh of relief.  They’re okay.  Well, physically.  But they saw...Tommy saw me...

The walk to the car is long.  The park stretches from a lawn to a football field.  Someone applauds as we go past.  It's too loud in my ear, like they're clapping for something other than my safe return.  

"I don't feel good."  I clap my hand over my mouth and run the rest of the way to the van.

Nothing comes up, but I gag anyway, leaning over the dirt and gravel so long that I memorize the colors of the pebbles drying in the sun.  Off-red.  Speckled gray.  Muddy blue.  

"Allie, are you okay?"  Dad has his hand on my back.  It's probably been there a minute already.

"Yes."  I straighten up to get in the car.  "I'm—"

Bethany and Tommy stand on the other side of the parking lot next to Bethany's old Park Avenue.  They stiffen under my gaze.  Bethany makes a reach for the car door.  Tommy remains still, mouth hanging open.

They know what I am.

What I can do.

An icy fist squeezes me, pushing the air from my lungs.  I turn and get in the car, blinking away tears and hunching down in my seat like I'm a murderer getting taken to the courthouse.  

"Let's go."

My parents climb into the car and we’re off.  I don’t dare look up until we’re miles from the park.  

The world's so fragile.

The buildings of my hometown are card houses, waiting for the next strong wind to bring them down.  The Williams Town Dollar Store windows are fine china, ready to shatter.  The trees, toothpicks.  People eat inside Robin's Ice Cream Shoppe, escaping the heat of the day.  They're dollhouse people, only alive until the next angry child breaks them. 

I say nothing on the way home.  Mom and Dad talk about the freak storm, but they keep the radio off.  I tune them out.  Tears form, but they never spill.  I keep my face pressed against the window, wanting to turn into the glass so no one can see me.

Gravel crunches and we pull into the driveway.  Home.

I'm out of the car and in the entryway as soon as Dad unlocks the door.  The drone of the television greets me.  My parents never leave it on when we're not home.  Not practical, Dad always says.  They must have rushed out of here when they heard the news.

"Go lie down."  Mom pats me on the back and nods to the hallway.  "You need it."

"You have my phone?"  The words come automatic.  “You know...before I forget it.”

"Sure."  She goes to the kitchen and returns with my phone in hand.  "Here you go.  You're never leaving home without it again."  Mom places it in my palm and closes her hand over mine.  She's shaking.

"Agreed.  And thanks."  My legs quake and my feet turn into anvils.  I can't breathe.  Mom lets go and I rush into the living room to find something, anything to distract my thoughts.  If I think about what—

I stop.

The TV lights the whole room up in blue and the local news guy talks in a low voice inside its frame.  I can't make out what he's saying, but it doesn't matter.  The screen switches to another image, a ghost of Dianna's open house.  A roar sounds from the TV like a giant's blowing into the speaker.  People bolt out from the pavilion and the phone camera sweeps towards the sky.  The top of a pavilion trembles in the corner along with a swing set.  Whoever holds the phone struggles to keep it straight.

A narrow tornado twists away from the pavilion, cutting its way through the trees.  Debris shoots up and sails through the air around the gray of the funnel, a gray that's the exact same shade as my T-shirt.

I'm in my room and slamming the door a few seconds later.

I squeeze my eyes shut, back against the door, staring ahead into darkness.  Somewhere Mom tells Dad to turn off the TV, that I don't want to see that.  I wonder if they're relieved that my fascination has turned to horror.

I want to call Tommy.  Bethany, even.  But then I think of the way they stared at me back at the park.  I can’t call them now.  

I need Uncle Cassius.  He’s the only one who went on that trip with me.  

My phone lies dead in my hand.  It's down to two bars when I power it up.  I'm a klutz with the tiny buttons as I dial his number.

The phone rings on the other end.  Once.  Twice.  Three times, and so on.  

Uncle Cassius never answers.

I dial again.  Nothing.  

Again.

Nothing.

He never forgets his phone.

I scream and throw the phone onto my bed.  It bounces like a pebble on a lake and lands smashed up against the pillow.  Turning, I let my forehead drop to the wall.

Everything inside me growls.

The noise rushes up through my being, eating everything in its path.  I draw back from the wall, dive onto my bed, and throw the pillow over my head until it stops.

* * * * *

I wake to a knock on my window.  It slaps me out of the safe darkness and I sit up, blinded by the light of my room.  

It's Tommy at my window, fist frozen in mid-tap.

I rush over and open it.  We're separated by a thin screen, but he doesn't back away or put any precious space between me and him.  His face remains blank, unreadable.  I'm not sure if that's good or bad.

"Hey," he says.  He's quiet like he’s scared someone’s listening.  "I tried to come in like normal people, but your dad said you were sleeping and didn't want to be bothered."

Tommy.

He's come to see me, not run away from me.

"Get in here."  I pop out the screen and back away to let him climb in.  I scan my floor to make sure I haven't left any underwear out or anything.  Nope.  And why am I worried about that when Tommy just discovered my worst secret right along with me?

I take a long time putting the screen back into the window.

"So," Tommy says, digging his shoe into my carpet.  "Did what I see happen, you know, actually happen?"

He’s just gotten right to it.  A big part of me's relieved.

I focus on my poster of crystals on the other side of the room.  "Yeah."  I can barely push the word out.

Tommy sits on my bed.  "Oh, man, Allie.  What did you catch on that trip?  Remind me never to go."

I sit—no, collapse—on the floor and I tell him.

Every last word.  The chase.  The barn.  Everything.

The words pour out of me like a waterfall trying to escape its river.  "I thought I just had some hallucination under stress or something but I guess I didn't.  Those people did something to me.  I don't know why."

"Because you like storms?"  

I lift my gaze from the floor to Tommy.  He kicks his feet back and forth, making gentle thuds on the frame of my bed.  His gaze is a question, not a laugh.  He believes me.  How can he not after what he witnessed?

"That's what that woman pretty much said."  I untangle my legs and stand.  I've got to pace around the room, move, do something.  "But that doesn't really tell me why they did it.  I mean, it would have been easier for them to leave me alone.  There's got to be some better motive than that behind it."

"Maybe."  Tommy stands too.  "We've got to find out the whole story here.  I don't think we know it all."

"I know we don't."  I grab the back of my computer chair, listening to my parents walking around out in the kitchen.  It’s nine thirty, almost time for














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
Deathwind Trilogy, Book 3

»
'8 el
v WNESH S
9 ) Deathwind Trilogy, Book 1

" HOLLY HOOK





d2d_images/image000.jpg





