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The sound of her heart overpowered the thunder raging outside. It thumped in her chest with such force, she gasped from it. Tatiana learned that night one could feel their own heart breaking. It ripped inside her chest as she swaddled her two small twins. She wrapped Eleanor and Ember in a blanket that hid all but their tiny pink faces and placed a kiss upon their foreheads. She tried not to whimper as they turned toward her face.

Ember opened her eyes, even at such a small age she seemed to know something was amiss. She didn’t cry out, or murmur, she just stared with her big eyes that had only recently changed from blue to green. Tatiana placed a medallion around each of their necks. It seemed so big against their tiny bodies but she knew they would need it to be raised among those unlike herself.

She tried not to look into Ember’s eyes, but found herself falling into the deep green depths of the twin oldest by three minutes. Tears welled in Tatiana’s eyes until they flowed down her face like a never–ending river. She cradled them, each in one arm and tried to stop the sobs that threatened to wrack her tortured soul.

Another clap of thunder drowned out any sound and she knew her time for grief would come later. She placed each of her blessed daughters in a basket. With both baskets beside her, she placed her fingers on the medallions and called upon the power of the ancient ones.

“I bind you, my children, from knowing the power within you. I bind you, daughters of my heart, with this charm around your neck, so that those who hunt you will not be able to see you for what you are. The necklace will protect you from danger and keep you safe. May you grow up strong and loved, proud and happy. When the time is right, may you find each other.”

She covered each basket with a blanket to protect them from the elements and signaled for the man waiting in the doorway. He gazed at her with a pained expression and she knew he understood the pain she felt. He placed his hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. Without a word he lifted both basket handles and walked out of the room.

Tatiana looked around the empty room. Her heart had just left with her children. The daughters ripped from her womb by a madman intent on doing them harm. They were her tiny miracles that survived despite the intentions of another. Losing the greatest gifts from the heavens were more than she could bear.

She wrapped her arms around her knees and slide further into the ground. She lay against the bare floor and sobbed. No sound escaped her lips for she knew she could not. He would hear her cries and know. He always knew. As the storm raged outside the walls, her grief raged within. She knew what waited for her. In her actions, she had exchanged her life for that of her children.

She prayed for the safety of her daughters, calling upon her five sisters in the heavens to guide the infants to a place where no harm would fall upon them. She begged for a loving family that would treat them as if they were born of their flesh. She prayed for the strength to finish the course she set for herself. It could not all be in vain. She would prevail, if not in this life then the next.

She did not know how much time had passed and hoped it had been enough as she heard the footsteps coming toward her room. She jumped up and tried to smooth the wrinkles on her dress. She ran her fingers through the tangles of her hair and removed any expression from her face. He would expect the same drugged, blank expression she wore for the entire length of her captivity. With one fluid motion she wiped any remaining tears from her face. She would not face the end with regret; she would do it with courage and strength.

“Tatiana.” He took the time to knock once before the door opened. He never bothered to wait for permission to enter. As with anything he wanted, he simply assumed he had the right to take it. Just as he had done with her. She was his, whether she permitted it or not, whether she had wanted him or not. She belonged to him. He knew what she was and still thought he could control her. He thought to contain one of the Divine Ones. Her, Tatiana, the Goddess of the Elements. A sister of Light. No man, nor shadow warrior could ever control the entity known as Mother Nature.

She stood there, with her back turned toward the door, her gaze fell upon the bed that had been hers. The blanket smooth and unmarred for she had not slept in it. She felt his hand lay upon her shoulder and she tried to quell the nausea that rose from his touch. He turned her toward him but she kept her eyes cast down. She refused to look at him. Tears threatened to swarm her senses and she chided herself. She must be brave, she must be strong. She had to follow through!

“What have you done, Tatiana?” As he spoke his fingers slid under her chin and he forced her to look at him. She wanted to hide the disgust she felt, to cringe at the sheer look of hatred that radiated from his eyes. His contempt had never been hidden from her. She had the power that he wanted but he couldn’t take it from her, for she didn’t have a soul to steal.

“I have done what must be done.” Her voice sounded strong and clear despite the fact her insides were trembling with the fear that something would go wrong. She kept her expression calm in the hopes that she appeared almost serene.

“Where are my children?” His eyes narrowed as he searched the room with a sweeping glance that missed nothing. A slight flush appeared on his cheeks and she knew his anger would follow suit. Her heart began to race at the thought of another one of his tirades. The body that had been her prison for so long bore the tell–tale signs of abuse.

“I will ask you only once more. Where are my children?” Viktor demanded.

The time had come. Her plan, once in motion, could not be stopped. She had to save her children from the monster who sought to take their souls from the moment they reached maturity, and absorb their birthright. The power of the Gods. She looked up at him for the first time of her own free will and smiled. Calmness descended on her as she felt the presence of her sisters. Though they could not interfere, the Goddesses would stand beside her to give her the courage to do the final thing she had to do.

“They are gone, Viktor. They will never know your touch. They will never know your darkness. They will never know you, Shadow King.”

As she spoke the words she saw him react. He struck out at her, grasped her throat between his large powerful hands and began to squeeze. The pressure threatened to close off her air supply.

“You will tell me where they are, or I will see that you never have a moment’s rest from the pain I will inflict upon you!” His voice boomed across the empty room. Though he yelled, a peace descended upon her that left her unaffected by his rage.

She reached within the folds of her skirt and pulled out the poison tipped dagger that had been left for her. She knew he would strike her when he took his hands off her throat.

“I will never tell you.” Like sandpaper over wood, her voice croaked. “They live in the light; your shadow can not be cast upon them.”

In a quick motion, she clutched the blade and arched it toward her body. With a look of triumph she plunged the blade deeply into her chest. The immediate explosion of pain staggered her.

Despite the pain, she smiled at him and focused her thoughts on the beating of her heart. She wished it could have been his heart the blade ripped into, but she knew in her current state she could not overpower the immortal creature known as Shadow King. The dagger would do nothing at all to him. He was already dead. Her heart began to slow and her smile widened. Her plan complete, she began to slide to the floor with her legs no longer able to support her.

The last thing she heard as the darkness overtook her was Viktor’s bellow of rage. When the blessed silence filled her she knew that she’d freed herself from the mortal body that had kept her captive for so long.

Though she walked in the light, there would be hell to pay for the pain Viktor caused her.
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Elle rinsed her coffee mug under the small stream of lukewarm water and placed it in the strainer. She glanced around the house once more, turned the timer for the lights on, and checked her reflection in the mirror to ensure her ears were tucked in the headband she wore. With a quick glance at her watch, she smiled for the first time that morning. She always smiled when Blake Stephenson crossed her mind. Her days revolved around mooning over her boss, and hoped to one day work up the courage to ask him out. She’d envisioned their first date more times than she cared to think about. Today… Today would be the day she asked him out!

Eleanor Smith grabbed her key ring out of the porcelain dish that rested beside her front door and left the house to go to work. More out of habit than any real need, she locked both locks on her front door, and walked over toward her pride and joy. The green pick–up truck that her father had custom built for her to ensure she’d never require assistance for all of her gardening needs. She missed him more and more each day, even though her shrink swore that time would heal her grieving heart. Elle shrugged off the wave of melancholy that always came with thoughts of her deceased father. He wouldn’t want her to live her life in a permanent mourning state.

As she slid behind the wheel of her green machine that ran on nothing but electricity and recycled oils, she renewed her vow. Today she would ask out her boss of five years, and nothing would stand in her way. She deserved to know if she’d tortured herself endlessly with thoughts of him, or if he had thoughts of her beyond work as well. She glanced at her face in the rearview mirror and saw a pair of mocking green eyes staring back. Elle prayed for courage as she put the truck in drive and headed out of her horseshoe drive away to the back roads of coastal North Carolina.

Though the freeway would take off about twenty minutes of her drive, she preferred the rural roads due to her complete hatred of traffic and other drivers who had to get to the same red–light at least three seconds before the person that had been in front of them. At that time of the morning, she had to pass the occasional piece of farming equipment but in five years hadn’t had to experience one moment of road rage. Just thinking of tractors and plows made her check the mirror once more. Just to prove her wrong stood a bright and shining example of mankind’s worst road worthy vehicles. The giant black, ominous SUV took up the entire lane as it edged closer to the back of her truck.

“Go around,” she said and made no attempt to move even one digit above the posted speed limit. If they wanted to drive sixty–five instead of forty–five they should have driven on the freeway like everyone else. Elle took a few deep breaths to keep her annoyance at bay.

Instead of going around, the SUV bore down on her with a persistence that surprised her. The vehicle kept an even pace with her truck for a few miles. Elle tried to tell herself that perhaps their speedometer had broken and they were using her vehicle to tell the speed limit. The lame thought did little to appease her sense of caution. The SUV edged closer, she could no longer see the front if it in her mirrors. She kept her truck at a steady speed. She glanced around at her surroundings and saw nothing but dense forest. It dawned on her that she should have pulled off earlier when there were still side roads.

The SUV had pulled back; Elle released a sigh of relief. She laughed more out of a nervous reaction than any humor in the situation. She allowed herself to be wound up because a dark car had followed her on a road that few traveled on. What a neurotic fool she was!

Then she heard spinning tires and the roar of an engine. Her eyes flew to the rear view mirror just in time to see the SUV bursting toward her like a locomotive going full steam ahead. She jerked the wheel and tried to move the truck out of the crazed SUV’s way, but only succeeded in causing the other vehicle to hit the back corner of her beautiful green truck. The sound of metal caving against a stronger force filled her ears as her forehead smacked against the steering wheel she tried desperately to hold on to. The truck spun when she slammed on her brakes. An out of control, surreal feeling took hold of her and she fought hard to stop the wayward truck. What was going on? Why did that truck hit her?

Adrenaline rushed through her veins. Her heart thumped against her ribcage and threatened to burst from her chest as her panic rose. When the truck finally came to a stop she could smell the scent of burning rubber from the squealing tires. With a quick glance around she realized that her truck rested in the middle of the road, the dotted yellow line against the black pavement all but running through the center, with her truck sideways. She looked toward the road at the lines that ran along the pavement.

Once again it came toward her at a speed that terrified her. She tried to undo her seatbelt, her fingers shook and she couldn’t seem to undo the latch. With a cry of frustration and panic she pulled at it and slid the chest strap over her head. Her plan had been to scoot through the lap belt, but time had worked against her. The SUV rammed into the stopped truck and Elle’s head hit the driver side window with a force so strong that it broke the tempered glass. The tires dragged against the asphalt until it finally gave and rolled onto the side. Elle heard the SUV back up and she did what she could to prepare for a second impact. All her movements seemed to play in slow motion.

The SUV hit once more and pain exploded as Elle’s body flung between the door and dash like a limp ragdoll. She tried to clear her thoughts enough to focus but couldn’t, her eyes fluttered closed despite her efforts otherwise. She would not die like some random statistic! Her breath began to slow as her pain faded. Elle struggled to remain conscious because she feared that she’d never regain it if she didn’t. Someone out there tried to kill her. If she gave up, they’d succeed. This couldn’t be happening. Her body reacted in ways that defied all of her motivations. Though she could still feel the dull pain throughout her entire body, it felt more like an annoyance than the wreck inducing injuries she’d just experienced. Her heartbeat scared her most of all. She couldn’t feel it. If she’d of been able to take a deep breath, she would have panicked, but her breath had all but stopped as well.

Could she be dead, and her brain not know it yet? The foul stench of cigarette smoke drifted toward her and brought a wave of nausea from her stomach. Well, she doubted she could throw up while dead, so something still worked in her battered and bruised body. Out of nowhere fingers grabbed her face and forced her head to the right. She’d never heard anyone enter the truck. She didn’t even know what position the truck rested on.

“Damn, dead,” a raspy voice uttered.

I’m not dead! I’m not! Her voice screamed inside her head, but she never uttered a sound. She heard the tale tell sound of a lighter being flicked and prayed he wouldn’t kill her by doing something stupid like lighting the truck on fire. A horn blasted from a distance and the presence in the truck with her disappeared. She had never heard him enter; she’d never heard him leave. She couldn’t explain any of it.

Sleep now child, help is on its way.

I don’t want to die, she cried out, though again just in her mind.

No further harm will come to you.

For some reason the voice comforted her, she let go and drifted toward the welcoming darkness.

* * *

“Elle is late,” said Blake with a frown.

In the five years that Elle had worked as his assistant, he couldn’t remember a single time that she hadn’t met him at the door when he opened his veterinarian office. Though the practical side of him knew there could be many reasons for her to be tardy, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something had happened. Elle defined the perfect employee, and she would have called if she knew that she’d be late. He turned toward Mona, his secretary, and said, “Does she have a cell phone?”

Mona picked up the telephone receiver and pressed in what he assumed to be Elle’s mobile number. Mona didn’t even give him a hard time for the obvious show of concern, since she ribbed him about everything in his life; he knew that she didn’t like Elle’s absence either. Though only fifteen minutes had passed since they opened, forty–five had passed since Elle would have normally arrived.

“No answer. Want me to try the house?” Mona asked as she fidgeted in the swivel, high–back chair.

Blake couldn’t explain the black cloud that reined over his thoughts. He didn’t believe in premonition or any of that nonsense. Yet, despite his beliefs, he knew that he had a reason to be worried. “Call her house, and then call the three emergency rooms, and the highway patrol. She likes those back roads, so local police might not be any help.”

“If she just slept in, we’re going to look like a bunch of mother hens,” Mona said with a smile, but when she caught her lower lip between her white teeth, he knew that she wouldn’t hesitate to make the calls.

“I hope she slept in,” he said.

When the bell at the front door chimed, they both turned to it. Blake sighed when the UPS man walked in with the week’s supplies. Though he needed the supplies, he couldn’t muster any enthusiasm because it hadn’t been Elle that walked in. He worried about her more like a loved one than an employee. She had become part of his heart the moment so long ago that he couldn’t imagine her not being in his life. He watched her work her magic day in and day out with the animals that came in the office, and their owners.

“Morning Doc. Where’s Elle?” Joe, the UPS driver asked.

“Not in yet, I can sign for them,” Blake said.

“Oh, well please let her know the orange peels worked wonders. My wife has the best herb garden in the county,” he said and handed Blake the signature form.

Blake signed for his supplies. “When it comes to anything living, plant, animal or mineral, Elle’s the one to go to.”

She could grow something in the weakest soil, calm the wildest animals, and she did it with a smile each time. He began to count his blessings when he hired her and had never once forgotten to be thankful that she’d came into his life.

“Gloria, my wife, is going to bring herb clippings in soon, she wants to thank Elle in person,” Joe said.

“Elle would like that,” Blake said. He wanted the man to leave. He liked Joe, but he had other things to tend to that didn’t involve talking.

“Well, I better get, there’s a backup on old route fifty–three, and they’ve rerouted all my morning runs today. I came here first because I promised Gloria that I’d say her thanks,” said Joe.

In unison, Mona and he asked, “What backup?”

Joe didn’t seem to find that out of the ordinary because he went on to say, “An SUV had been torched or something. From what I’d heard, no one had been in it though. Probably someone didn’t want to make payments on it anymore.”

He released the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Elle didn’t drive an SUV. She hated them with a passion. She drove, and lived, a very echo–friendly life. Mona resumed her phone calls after she gave him a shake of her head that he assumed indicated she hadn’t found Elle yet.

“Well, have a good one Doc, bye Miss Mona,”

Blake nodded at Joe and the man exited through the same door he entered. Blake ran his fingers through his hair with a frustrated sigh when the door dinged once more. His annoyance grew when his first patient made its way into the waiting room. An adorable jack terrier bounded in his office and began running wild, yapping and making his presence known.

Blake smiled for the first time that morning. One just couldn’t help but appreciate the energy and joy the little dog brought. He walked over and knelt before Madmax, the small animal jumped into his awaiting arms. Madmax had been his first patient when he ate batteries and came in with a tummy ache. Madmax ate everything.

“Well hello there, Max!” Blake said.

He stood and met Max’s owners with a warm smile. “Janice, Fred, good to see you,” he said.

“Where’s Elle?” Fred said. His neck turned which caused his gigantic head to move from right to left in search of Elle. It had always grated on Blake’s nerves the way that Fred drooled over his assistant. Fred’s poor wife deserved sainthood for the way he acted around other women. That or a lobotomy, he never could decide which.

“Elle’s not in yet,” Blake said. He wondered if he should be concerned that all three people who’d walked in that door from the moment he opened it, starting with Mona, had asked for his assistant before saying hello to him. He had never been much of a people person anyway, so it ultimately didn’t matter.

“Hmm, Max enjoys his visits with her. He might not allow you to see him, without her here,” Janice said.

It took all of about ten minutes for Janice’s words to prove true. Madmax searched for Elle, and when he couldn’t find her, he exploded with an abundance of energy. Despite the six hands that attempted to calm him, the leash around his neck, and the soothing words his owner spoke, Jack refused to cooperate in any way. As it had only been a routine visit, Blake preferred to reschedule, rather than force the issue that day.

After the trio left his office, he sat down at his desk and drew the conclusion that he had no practice without his assistant. Elle would have made everything as it should be. She’d never met an animal that she couldn’t sooth, or a person for that matter. Everyone loved Elle, including him. Where was she? He glanced at the clock once more, and grew even more concerned. It just didn’t make any sense.

“Thank you,” said Mona into the mouthpiece of the telephone. After she placed it back on its cradle, she turned her attention toward him and said, “There was an accident on old route fifty–three, and it involved a black SUV and a bright green truck, but both vehicles were empty by the time the authorities arrived.”

“Empty? Where’s Elle?” He asked. It couldn’t be a coincidence that a green truck, like Elle drove, happened to be in an accident the same day that she didn’t show up for work.

“No one knows,” Mona said with worry laced throughout the three small words.

* * *

Viktor stalked toward the incompetent fool across the room. He grabbed him by the throat and shoved his head against the hard wooden door. He lifted the disgusting excuse for a shadow warrior off the ground and stared at him with utter hatred. “You stupid moron. Her mother’s a Goddess! She can’t die!” He said in a tight controlled voice.

“C…c…c…can’t…. b…b…breath…” the simpleton Cade struggled to reply.

“Of course you can’t breathe, I’m choking you,” Viktor replied with a roll of his eyes. He missed the days when men could actually think for themselves. The men of this century could be measured by the length of their lying tongues and yellow natures. He’d give anything for one soldier worth a damn. “I cannot believe you had my daughter in your grasp and you left her there!”

“Em…Em…Ember… l…l…l…lord…”

Viktor dropped Cade and turned away as the other man fell to the floor with a solid thud. Ember. The bane of his existence, his other divine spawn. If he’d of known Tatiana made such headstrong children, he might have thought twice before procreating with her. Ember lived to thwart his plans, and it had become apparent that she learned he’d found her twin sister, Eleanor. Tatiana did not discipline those girls enough. He needed to find them and bring them back to join the elite status that had thus far eluded him. He would become a God. The first male Divine One. His birthright, denied to him because he had been born a man. They would pay for their archaic rules. He had to follow through, if only to make the voices in his head quiet enough for him to think straight. From beyond the grave his mother still had the power to control him.

“You will go to her home, find out everything about her, and return to me. You will be severely punished for your lack of intelligence today. However, you are the most convenient lapdog I have, and I can’t afford you battered and bloodied right now,” Viktor said with a wave of his hand.

Cade jumped up from his slumped position and skittered out the door like a frightened mouse. The time had come to train a new assistant. His last seven hadn’t lived long enough to be efficient. For some reason, Cade refused to die, even though he’d been tortured endlessly for Viktor’s amusement. He’d break the man once and for all for leaving his daughter to be rescued by her pain–in–the–ass sister. That frustrated him more than the failure, that Ember had time to become involved. He still had a wildcard that none of the Divine Ones could prepare for. They underestimated him time and time again. This time he would not fail. He couldn’t, one of their own had sworn her allegiance to him.

Well, to be fair, he blackmailed her until she begrudgingly agreed to keep him alive long enough for his plans to come to fruition, which amounted to the same thing in his mind. His thoughts drifted back toward Cade. Why would a blind obedient dog deliberately disobey his master?

Something more powerful than loyalty had the idiot in its grasp. Viktor wondered if perhaps the Divine Ones had gotten to his right hand man.

“Cade!” He bellowed, determined to find out.

It only took a moment before the once vibrant young man appeared in the doorway of his office with his head bowed. “Y… yes sir?” He stuttered.

“If one of those bitch Goddesses got to you, I’ll cut your heart out while you still breathe and make you eat it. Do you understand me?” Viktor said in a disinterested tone.

Cade’s head swung up and his eyebrows scrunched together. The young man’s jaw fell open, “s…s…sir?” he asked.

“Just making sure we understand each other. Don’t think that because I gave you immortality that I’m required to let you keep it. You will die by my hand at the first hint of mutiny,” Viktor said.

He could see the confusion across the other man’s face, and drew the conclusion that the Goddesses weren’t behind his sudden desire to allow Elle to escape.

“Is she beautiful?” Viktor asked, almost in an afterthought. Tatiana’s Elvin beauty still took his breath away, which alone led to the possibility that her daughters would be visions themselves. When Cade didn’t say anything, Viktor had his answer. The damned idiot took one look at her and forgot where his allegiance lay.

“Do you honestly believe that she could love you? A scarred, half living, half dead lackey for the man who wants to kill her? Look in the mirror Cade. You don’t stand a chance with her, or any other woman with a pulse. Get out of here you freak.” Viktor laughed as Cade all but ran from the office.

Cade’s days were indeed numbered, but there would be one task alone that Viktor left him alive for. Viktor would take what he needed from Elle and be done with her. Then he’d turn his complete attention to the sniveling reject he saddled himself with. That should cure him of any lingering doubt about who ruled the shadow kingdom. Then Viktor would rip his soul to shreds and cast them across the globe, so the poor excuse for a warrior could live in chaos and confusion for the rest of eternity.

Yes, that is what he would do. The thought brought a smile to Viktor’s lips. The Shadow King is what they called him. Somehow, son of one of the original Divine Ones had slipped their minds. His mother, the disgraced Goddess that suffered for an eternity in the Void, would one day be brought back. Together they would put right the wrongs they’d been dealt. He’d start with the Gods, work his way through the Demon Kingdom, and then obliterate humanity.

Viktor walked toward the carved wooden stand that housed his brandy and liked the progress his plans had obtained. He knew where Elle lived, knew where she worked, and knew that she would prove the perfect bait for her obnoxious sister. Ember would be far too busy playing hero to worry about her own safety. If everything went according to plan, he’d be rising to the heavens by the end of the summer. What a beautiful thought. With everyone so focused on protecting the delicate flower known as Elle, Ember would be ripe for the picking.

He poured a snifter of brandy and inhaled its sweet scent. He wondered what his favorite Goddess was doing at that very moment in time. Tatiana, the lovely flame he sampled many, many times. She would kill him with her bare hands if she could. He still couldn’t believe the most powerful creatures in the world willingly bound themselves in a pact with the humans. Humans! They were cattle, not even evolved! If ever there had been a food source created, humans topped that list! Ah, but Tatiana held a special place in his heart. After he ascended to the heavens, he planned to remind her exactly what they’d once had together. The mere thought excited him.

“Soon,” he said in the empty room. “Soon I’ll have all that has been denied to me.”
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She didn’t know how much time had passed before she felt the sunlight piercing through her eyelids. She moaned softly at a sound that plagued her slumber.

“Miss… Miss… Are you alright?” The voice filtered through the haze of her subconscious. Elle tried to turn away from the sound, wanting to return to the deep sleep she awoke from.

“Okay, okay good you are alive. We need to get you out of here. I smell smoke. This thing can catch fire. You need to get out of here. Lady, wake up.” Elle couldn’t comprehend what the voice was saying. She tried to focus enough to understand. The voice sounded like music, with a soft soothing quality that only made her want to sleep more. Then the pounding began again. It sounded as if metal crunched against the repeated thud she heard. The noise hurt Elle’s head. She opened her eyes and looked around.

The memory of her truck being wrecked flooded her mind. She sat upright and looked around. Her mind must have played tricks on her; she could have sworn the truck had been on its side. She looked toward her door and saw a figure standing there. She moved away, and burrowed further into the driver side door.

“Look you won’t get out of the car that way. It’s dented pretty badly. I couldn’t open the door. The whole driver side is caved in.” The pounding sound resumed and she caught sight of a long metal object that the woman seemed determined to wedge into the door frame. She decided she had to trust the person, who at least appeared to be, trying to help her.

“Back up.” Elle spoke in a firm voice. She mentally checked to make sure all her body parts were in working order. She wiggled her toes, and then slowly began moving her limbs. She then moved both her arms. She felt no pain at all. She turned her head to the left, then to the right. Everything appeared to be normal.

“The door’s jammed, I have a crow bar in it, and I’ve been trying to open it that way.” The voice replied. Elle took a moment to observe the person outside the truck. The voice sounded feminine. She couldn’t tell because the figure wore a hooded sweatshirt and jeans.

“I have a glass breaker in the truck. I’m going to break the glass and climb out.” Elle’s voice sounded calmer than she felt. She had never used anything before to break glass. The person outside the truck shrugged and stepped away.

Elle opened her glove box and took out the emergency kit she had stored in there. She pulled out the glass breaker and inspected it. It looked like a tiny mallet with a pointed metal end. She kneeled on the seat facing the window. Turning her face away, she swung the glass breaker at the reflective surface. Upon contact the window exploded into tiny shards of glass.

Elle looked at the window to inspect the damage. She took a cloth from the emergency kit and wrapped it around her hand. She then proceeded to push out any remaining glass from the window frame. It looked as if there were thousands of tiny pieces raining inside and outside of the vehicle.

“This looked so much easier on the shopping channel I bought the kit from.” She mumbled softly. Once the glass was cleared away she turned her body away so the back of her head leaned out where the window had been. She turned once more to check if any glass remained before taking a deep breath, then scooted back toward the door. She put her palms on the window pane and stuck her head out of the opening.

As she lifted her body off the seat and onto the door, she felt a pair of hands sliding under her shoulders between her arms. They worked together pulling Elle free from the truck. She placed her hand on the windowless door to steady herself as she stood up. She stretched her legs, staring at the damage to the truck for the first time. Her eyes scanned the length of the vehicle. It amazed her that she could stand at all. She turned to thank the person who had helped her.

“Next time you want to play demolition derby, you might want to avoid playing chicken with a vehicle bigger than yours.” The woman quipped.

“I didn’t ask to be hit.” Elle snapped in return. That same instant, guilt rose inside her for being rude. “I’m sorry, that was uncalled for. I have no idea what happened.”

“Well, I was driving down the road, minding my own business. I slowed down because your truck was sideways. This SUV just rammed you. It blew me away.” The woman pulled her crowbar from the side of the door and held it at her side. “Then the other car blew up!” The other woman pointed in the general direction of what used to be the black SUV.

Elle remembered hitting her head on the steering wheel when the other car had first rammed her. She reached up to touch her head where she’d hit. A thick gelled substance met her fingers. Upon further inspection she discovered that it didn’t hurt, and had no bump or cut, not a single mark. She turned and looked in the side mirror of the truck. She wiped away the blood that she had touched. Nothing. It appeared she walked away from a brutal vehicular attack unscathed.

“You are one lucky lady. I thought for sure I was going to find a dead body in here. You were hit hard. By the look of the truck, you were hit a few times.” The woman kept her hood in place. From the pale skin of her face, to the dark sun glasses, Elle still couldn’t tell much about the woman other than she had female characteristics.

“I don’t understand. I know I hit my head.” She said in a low voice.

“You look alright to me. Look, I have my cell phone. Do you want me to call the police, or an ambulance or something?” She asked as she pulled a cell phone out of her back pocket.

“No.” Elle said firmly. She knew she didn’t need an ambulance. She also knew that the police would not be able to help her with whoever hit her. Elle had a history of strange circumstances surrounding her life.

“Are you sure? That driver tried to kill you I think. The police should be notified.” The woman stated. Elle thought it odd that the woman hadn’t already called, but kept her comments to herself.

“I’m not hurt, and I have full coverage. While I’m not sure how I’ll explain it to the insurance company, there’s no need to get anyone else involved. I’m Elle, by the way. Elle Smith.” She stuck her hand out toward the other woman.

The woman shifted the crowbar she had been holding to her left hand. She shook Elle’s hand with a firm grasp. Elle experienced an odd sensation travel through her fingertips up the length of her arm. It was like the tingle feeling one gets when their limb falls asleep. She yanked her arm away. The two women stared at each other
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