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      The engine sputtered twice and sent tremors through the old blue sedan and its passengers. The car’s speed dipped under the speed limit. Tara pushed down on the gas pedal, but the car’s momentum continued slowing until it coasted to a stop on the side of the road. The engine made a series of sputtering noises, a loud clank, and then nothing.

      The silence was eerie.

      “No! No! No! You can’t do this to me!” Tara bang her hands on the steering wheel. She turned the key off and back on, hoping the engine would roar to life. The starter made several clicking noises, but the engine did nothing. Tara turned the key off and on again. The starter didn’t make a sound. No clicks. Not a sound. It too was dead.

      Tara rested her head on the steering wheel. “This isn’t happening. Why didn’t you wait one more mile before you died? Just one more mile. That’s all I’m asking for.” She pleaded with the car, hoping by some miracle it was listening, and any minute would roar to life.

      But deep down, she knew better.

      There would not be a magical solution to her problems.

      All she could do was to keep running and hope she stayed ahead of Donald until she reached safety. She just wasn’t sure how she was going to do this with a broken car.

      The old sedan was not much to look at, and it didn’t sound too good when she bought it. But she needed new transportation, and it was all she could afford.

      Tara bit down on her bottom lip. Tears stung her eyes. Tired. Worried about Haley’s safety. So far, the stress of running hadn’t seemed to affect her daughter too much.

      Tara turned her attention back to the car. The old clunker was not the SUV she had been driving, but when Donald caught up with her in Beaumont, she had little choice. The SUV and its personalized New York license plates stuck out like a sore thumb and made it easy for him to find them. She had to ditch it and find a new car. Unfortunately, this dead paperweight was the only thing available without too many questions and at a price she could buy with the cash she had on hand.

      She lifted her head and shoved the strands of auburn hair out of her face. Tara rubbed her eyes to get rid of the tears threatening to fall. Crying would change nothing. It was a luxury she couldn’t afford to give into at the moment, if ever.

      The car was dead. Donald was chasing her. She was still stuck on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere. Well, not in the middle of nowhere, but close enough. And on top of everything else, it was cold, freezing cold.

      Tara turned and looked at her daughter in the back seat. Luckily, Haley was still asleep in the car seat, her head resting against the padded side. Thank goodness for small favors, thought Tara.

      She pulled her attention back to the car situation. Tara knew it wasn’t out of gasoline because she had filled it about thirty minutes ago, when she stopped at the truck stop outside of Milano. It wasn’t the battery either, because the radio and lights still worked, though now that she thought about it, the interior lights were dimmer than when the car was running.

      Tara turned the key and waited for the clicking noises, but the only thing that happened was the radio and lights dimmed a little more. Tara turned off the key. She stared out the windows at the late afternoon sky. It would be dark soon, and with the darkness, the temperatures would drop, and it was already cold. Without the heater, the wind found every crack and hole in the exterior, making the car grow colder with each passing minute.

      She had to decide.

      Tara glanced at Haley. If she and her three-year-old daughter stayed in the car overnight, they would end up freezing to death.

      Tara grabbed her purse and pulled it closer to her as she chewed on her bottom lip. She reached into the over-sized bag and pulled out her cellphone. Her hands shook and her mouth went dry as she stared at it. If she turned the cellphone back on and called for help, but would help reach her before Donald did? Did she dare to take that chance? But what if?

      Tara took a deep breath and let it out. Before she put the cellphone back into her purse but glared at it for a couple of seconds. She threw it onto the passenger floor. The cellphone bounced twice on the worn carpet before it came to a stop.

      She disabled the GPS feature, but it was too much of a risk if she used the cellphone. The last time she made a phone call with it, Donald somehow tracked the call and found out where she was.

      Tara shivered.

      She and Haley had been lucky.

      They escaped, but it almost didn’t happen. Something told her they would not be so lucky a second time. Donald was too desperate.

      Tara stared out the windows again, but this time she did not see the landscape or the sky. Her life had become a race to survive. She wondered if she would ever be safe from Donald. She let her fingers touch the bruise on her right cheek. It looked horrible and hurt even worse, but Donald’s face looked four times worse.

      Tara smiled. Her momma was no fool, and she didn’t raise a fool, either. Momma was tough, and she made sure Tara knew how to defend herself. If only her momma had taught her what to do about a crazy brother-in-law.

      Tara shook her head.

      She wasn’t a beautiful girl, especially at her current size eighteen body. It didn’t help that her hourglass figure attracted more attention than she wanted, and more often than not, it was the wrong type of attention.

      Tara shook the thoughts from her head. She had to deal with the current situation, and there was only one option left. Tara had to walk the last mile to Bryant Station. She could do this. It was only one mile. It wasn’t a big deal, except she would have to leave all her stuff, what little she had left, and hope no one stole anything.

      Tara slipped her arms back into her jacket. She wished she had her long coat, but that was back in the condo in New York, along with the rest of her belongings she had left behind when she and Haley ran after Donald sold the condo without her knowledge.

      “I can replace possessions,” she told herself as she grabbed her purse and the car keys. She got out and closed the door to keep as much of the heat inside the car as possible. Tara opened the trunk and grabbed the extra blanket she brought with her; now glad she had grabbed it. The trunk closed with a bang.

      A loud cry came from the backseat. Haley was awake.

      Tara rushed to Haley’s side of the car and opened the door. She unbuckled the straps holding Haley snug into the car seat. She hugged her daughter tight against her chest and wrapped a blanket around them. With a little luck, the blanket, along with her body heat, would keep Haley warm.

      “It’s okay, baby girl. We’re going for a walk.” She rocked Haley as she cooed and whispered to her daughter until the child fell into a fitful sleep.

      “Thank you,” mouthed Tara. Carrying a sleeping Haley was easier than carrying the wide-awake and squirming Haley. After making sure she had her purse, and the backpack filled with emergency supplies for her and Haley, and she locked all the car’s doors, Carrying Haley, Tara started her trek to Bryant Station. If luck stayed with her, Tara would get there before she and Haley froze to death.
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      Ben turned his head to his left until he heard a pop. He turned it to his right side until it popped. He sighed and readjusted himself in the front seat of the large SUV. Popping his neck helped relieve the tension, but today it was not working. Even his skin itched and tingled. His bear was agitated. Something big was about to happen. He knew it, because even his bear paced back and forth.

      “What’s wrong? Do you have ants in your pants?” asked Lisa Mathers as she glanced at Ben. She smiled at him before she turned her attention back to the road.

      Ben snorted and rolled his eyes. “Ants in my pants? Are you for real? You couldn’t come up with something better than that lame line? Come on Aunt Lisa, I’m not two years old, and I don’t have ants in my pants,” he said with a grin that lit up his face.

      “Well, you know two-year-olds can’t sit still either. Besides, shouldn’t I be the one who’s nervous?” She glanced at Ben again and winked. “After all, I’m the one getting married in a few days.” She turned her attention back to the road.

      “Aunt Lisa, you and Uncle David are already mated. Why would you be nervous about the wedding?” Ben shook his head. “I don’t get it.”

      Lisa laughed. “Don’t worry. It’s a female thing.”

      Ben turned and stared out the window at the darkening landscape. The electrical poles and trees were shadowed by the fading light. The steady passing of the shadows and the warmth inside the SUV caused Ben to doze.

      They are here, and they need help. They need your father and you as much as your father and you need them. You must listen and protect your little sister so her mother can protect both of you. She is strong, but she needs help. The cold will harm her and your sister. Mother Bear’s musical voice was beautiful.

      How will I know it’s them? Ben had never asked her questions. He listened, but this was too important. Not only was his new mom in danger, but so was his new sister.

      Mother Bear chuckled. You will know.

      “Ben?” Lisa's forehead wrinkled with worry at the strange look on the Ben’s face.

      “Huh?” Ben blinked several times and shook his head. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay. It’s you I’m worried about. What happened? It was like you were in a trance.” Concern filled Lisa’s voice.

      “Nothing.” He shrugged his shoulders. Ben knew she was worried about him. He heard it in her voice. He also realized his dad and uncle told her about his connection to Mother Bear. Ben didn’t know how much she believed what she was told, and he did not want to frighten Lisa or make her think he was crazy.

      Lisa took a deep breath and blew it out as she decided what to say. She glanced at Ben again. “Mother Bear spoke to you, didn’t she? You can tell me, because she’s spoken to me, too.”

      Ben’s head whipped around and stared at Lisa. “Who spoke to you?” He wasn’t sure he understood her correctly.

      “Mother Bear. She’s beautiful.”

      Ben’s jaw dropped.

      “Don’t look so surprised.” Lisa smiled at him.

      “How? When?” Ben was shocked. Other than his mom, who died when he was a baby, he didn’t know of anyone who Mother Bear had spoken to.

      “She came to me when I was in the hospital, before I woke after the wreck.” Lisa glanced at Ben. “The bear living in me was one of her guardians,” she said in a soft voice.

      Ben leaned back in the seat and stared out the front window. “You’re the first person, other than my mom, who Mother Bear has spoken to, at least as far as I know. Most people are afraid to say anything, even to family members. I think they’re afraid of what people will say about them. ”

      “It makes me weirder than the normal person, or should I say the normal shifter?” Lisa grinned.

      “No, it doesn’t make you weird. It makes you more special. I’ve noticed I’m not like the others because I talk with her, but you don’t have to worry about me. I’m good. But
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