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      For my Family.

      Love you guys.

      

      Also

      

      To all my readers who have given me the chance to continue to write a new genre.

      

      Thank you

      

      ♡

      

      This is for you.

      

      
        
        [image: heart suit]  In these troubled times. Take the time to look after yourself.

        If you do not look after yourself, who will do it?

        Be kind to yourself. Be the best you can. Remember — tomorrow is another day. As for today, we are living it. Keep safe. Keep your distance. Wash your hands. Wear a face covering when you can. Speak with your family and friends to ensure they are okay — the internet and the phone are fabulous inventions.

        Big hugs, everyone. We will make it through these troublesome times.

        Just one day at a time.  [image: heart suit]
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        To you, the reader

        

        Please, have a medical check-up. This year several people I had known have died or are fighting for their lives, for reasons which could have been avoided.

        Have your moles and spots checked.

        Have a mammogram.

        Do your stool test.

        Have yearly full blood work done.

        If you cough or pass, blood, have it checked as soon as possible.

        If you just don’t feel right and it continues more than a few days — and it is out of the norm for you – Don’t leave it thinking it will go away.

        Go to your doctor.

        Life is far too short.
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      Love, mystery, secrets, and a ghost. Who can you trust?

      

      One windswept Chicago autumn, teenager Laini Raiker’s life changed forever.

      The mafia murdered her parents, and she’s tossed into protective custody, starting life with nothing but a new name with a new family.

      Eighteen years later, Laini was blissfully married to the love of her life, Jaxton Travelli, until she woke up in the hospital staring down at her comatose body. How the hell did she get there? Did her now-missing husband abandon her? Refusing to believe the worst, Laini is determined to discover the truth.

      As she delves deeper, a web of lies emerges as long-lost enemies surface, threatening to destroy her family and everything she believes in.

      But time is running out. With the mafia closing in, how can Laini save her missing husband when she is a ghost? How is she to save herself before she becomes permanently spirit bound?

      

      Love and loyalties are tested in this plot-twisting, romancing, mystery, action-packed, who-can-you-trust, page-turning book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Trust in yourself

        Believe in your abilities

        You can take the next step forward life throws at you.

        Your future is in your hands

        Start your new chapter today.

      

      

      
        
        — M. L. Tompsett
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            Chapter One

          

          
            LAINI

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh, gypsy sticks.

      You got to be kidding me.

      Not at my age!

      I have a teenage daughter, for goodness sake.

      Maybe the result will be different if I close and then open my eyes.

      Here goes...

      My eyelids flutter shut — I count to five, then slowly open them, stare down and focus.

      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      No.

      Oh, fudge knuckle — no.

      My mind does not want to comprehend what I am staring at. Yet…I cannot believe it — the result is the same!

      My breathing quickens as my heart thumps against my ribs. Darkness fills the edges of my vision as I become light-headed. My knees buckle from under me, and thankfully my butt lands on the closed toilet seat.

      How did this happen? Of course, I know how it can happen, but how did it actually happen to me?

      I keep reminding myself — Breathe, Laini. Remember to breathe! Please don’t let me pass out.

      I glance back towards my sister’s bathroom vanity and again shut my eyes, hoping what I am witnessing is not real.

      Surely it cannot be — my mind is playing tricks on me.

      My breath races as I slowly open my eyes and blink, focusing on the two long plastic beacons of turmoil displaying the matching result on their little screen.

      Come on, Laini, get your shit together, I chant.

      I close my eyes to concentrate on calming my breathing. Then, after a few seconds or maybe minutes later, I slowly open my eyes, and the word stating pregnant 3+ stares right at me.

      No. No. Noooo.

      My skin begins to tingle — the soft tingle feeling increases to the familiar buzz sensation my familiar spirit ghost causes every time she is near. At least I know my body is not causing that reaction as I glance to my side. Floating, there is Betsy, my spiritual guide and ghostly friend.

      Using my mind to communicate with her, I demand, ‘How could I be pregnant?’

      She glances at the pregnancy tests and smiles. ‘Laini pet. It says it’s positive. You’re pregnant.’

      I would roll my eyes at the woman if I were not so stressed out. But all I can manage is a nod.

      I first met Betsy, as a spirit ghost back in Chicago. The couple who had given birth to me had purchased her house. It was only twenty months later, my parents were killed and the house burnt to the ground. I had been placed in protective custody. And as an adult I discovered the couple I went to live with were actually my biological parents.

      ‘Betsy, what am I going to do?’

      ‘You’ll be fine, Laini pet. Congratulations.’

      “Laini, time’s up,” my sister screams through the bathroom door, making me jump. “What’s the result?” What’s the result she demands? Well, it’s a shock. That is the bloody result. Of all the things to happen at my age. Aren’t I too old to be pregnant? “Come on, Laini. What does the test say?”

      I gulp and stare at the door.

      “Shit... Essy,” I squeak. I glance back at the dreaded sticks. “How in the world can I be pregnant at my age?” I moan. My eyes begin to mist up. “I have a thirteen-year-old daughter. Surely I’m too old?”

      I hear an unladylike snort come from behind the door. “Maybe don’t have unprotected sex,” Essy mumbles, then wobbles the door handle. “Open the bloody door,” she says louder. “Give me a look at the stupid stick. Did you remember to use the second test as a backup?”

      ‘Go. Your sister is here. Allow her to be there for you.’

      I nod at Betsy. She then vanishes before my eyes leaving me alone. I stand, run my hands over my face, making sure no tears have escaped, and pick up both tests. Then, inhale a deep breath as I lift my chin and stand tall with my shoulders back, hoping to fool myself that I am stronger than I appear.

      As my fingers reach for the door handle, I pause. My life is about to change in a big way.

      I pull open the door, swinging it wide, and say, “Yeah. Yeah. Of course, I used both of them. They say the same thing.” I glance towards Essy, then back to the pregnancy tests in my hand, and smile. “I’m pregnant!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            ESSY

          

        

      

    

    
      OMG. I knew it!

      My sister is pregnant after all these years. Wow! I’m going to be an aunt again.

      From all those years ago, when I first met Laini at her Chicago high school as an undercover student for the FBI — she would later become my adopted sister — only to discover years after that we were indeed blood-related and that our adoptive parents were our biological parents. Strange and mysterious how different events in one’s life happen.

      Joy fills me, and I begin to smile at my sister. “Wow. How do you feel about it?”

      She smiles. Her eyes meet mine, and then she frowns. “I’m not sure. Don’t get me wrong. But, am I ready?” Her eyes mist up.

      Silly girl. I wrap my arms around her shoulders and give her a tight squeeze. “Yes, Laini, you are ready. You have been ready for a long time. Only this time, your husband can be by your side.”

      Laini married her long-time love several years ago, who is also the father of their thirteen-year-old daughter.

      When Laini was seventeen, she found herself pregnant. However, before she could inform her boyfriend, he would be a father. He was sent away by his parents. It was later revealed that his parents refused to acknowledge Laini and quickly organized an arranged marriage for their only son. After all those years apart, Laini and Jaxton have a second chance at life and love.

      “What am I going to tell Jax?”

      “What you should have said to him fourteen years ago.”

      “Essy, don’t be a bitch.” Oooh. Touchy. I only wish I had known about her teenage pregnancy. I could have been there for her. Instead, our mother hid her away until after the baby was born. In all that time, Mother had made it look as if Laini was overseas backpacking through Europe, sending regular postcards.

      “I was honest, Laini. It’s time for the two of you to grab life and enjoy it. Now you have a new baby to enjoy.”

      “But.”

      “No, buts. Go make an appointment with your doctor and have the pregnancy confirmed.” I wiggle my eyebrows and smile. “Then surprise your husband with the news.”

      Her worried frown turns into a smiling face of excitement. But then, it might be how Laini thinks of her husband. Several years ago, Laini and Jaxton surprised us with a dinner party. We thought it was to announce they were getting married. Instead, the dinner party was to celebrate their first wedding anniversary. Our parents were not impressed with another daughter getting hitched without them being there to witness the ceremony.

      Even after all this time, Laini and Jaxton still act like two teenagers in love.

      “Okay, Essy. I’ll phone my doctor’s clinic.”

      I turn and watch my fun-loving sister go to her handbag and remove her cell.

      Right then, that’s my hint to give her some privacy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      With my steaming cup of tea sitting between my hands and another hot brew waiting opposite me on my kitchen table, I wait patiently for Laini to walk into the kitchen.

      Geez, how long does it take to make an appointment?

      Laini’s light footsteps sound from the hallway before her easy-going treads echo behind me.

      I shift my laptop and paperwork to the side and concentrate on Laini as she sits opposite me.

      She reaches for a chocolate cookie, specially imported from Australia — original chocolate TimTam’s from the plate on the table. She dunks it in her cup and quickly sucks the yummy melting chocolate between her lips before eating it.

      I shake my head at her antics. But unfortunately, my adorable sister never changed that habit. She still eats chocolate cookies the same way since we were teenagers.

      My eyebrow raises, waiting for her to fill me in on her phone call.

      She smiles annoyingly at me. Her lips and teeth are coated in chocolate. What is she... five? “Seriously, Laini. Lick your lips or something. You have chocolate covering your mouth.”

      All it would take is for one of my kids to see her act this way, and they, too, will think they can behave in such a manner.

      She runs her tongue over her lips and teeth several times and takes a few sips of her hot drink. Then, with another flick of her tongue, it does not take her long to clear all traces of chocolate from her mouth.

      “All better?” she innocently asks, battering her eyelashes. Then, instead of mentioning her appointment, she takes another mouthful of tea, then another.

      My fingers tap against the tabletop, waiting for her to say something. That’s it. She’s frustrating. As usual, she’s expecting me to ask.

      I take a sip of my tea and pick up one of the remaining TimTam chocolate layered of deliciousness — a unique combination of contrasting layers of milk chocolate, two chocolate malt cookies and a cream filling of chewy caramel down the middle and coated in a thin layer of milk chocolate — take a bite, and slowly chew before swallowing.

      Righto. Two can play her game. After another sip, I place my cup down and stare her in the eyes. After a minute of silence, I sigh and ask, “Laini... Are you going to inform me of your phone call? Did you make an appointment?”

      She takes another mouthful of her tea, places the cup in front of her, and nods as her facial features turn serious. “Yes. My doctor wants to perform a sonogram while I am there.” Really? How far is the pregnancy? “Can you go with me? It’s in an hour,” she mumbles the last bit while looking at her watch.

      Shit. That’s fast. Glad I decided to work from home today!

      I watch her face change. Hairy monkey balls, she’s worried.

      The annoyance I felt earlier was instantly replaced with concern. “Yes. I’ll be there. So, do you need to drink a gallon of water before we go?” I remember when I had my scans. I had to drink gallons of the stuff. Not comfortable at all. All I wanted to do was pee myself.

      She nods before taking another mouthful of tea, then grabs another TimTam. Oh... kay. She’s scared.

      I get up, grab a few water bottles from the pantry, and pass them to her. “Here. These will come in handy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            ESSY

          

        

      

    

    
      Less than two hours later, we stare at the dark screen with a white mass in the shape of a baby’s chest cavity and watch the fast pulsing heartbeats of Laini’s baby. I glance down at Laini, and we both look at one another with happy tears.

      “Congratulations, sis,” is all I can manage. I still cannot believe she has gone four months without realising she’s pregnant. Four months! Well, eighteen weeks, but seriously… how did she not know? The kid should be kicking by now, practising Kung fu moves against her organs.

      The doctor’s voice echoes in the small room, and I just about jump. “As you can see, the heart is healthy and strong. Your baby is progressing fine, and all his toes and fingers can be seen. The spine is fully formed. Before you leave, I want to take blood from you to ensure everything is fine. You know, standard tests.”

      My happiness is short‑lived upon hearing those words. I turn my head from the screen toward the doctor. “What are you not telling us?” He glances my way before looking back toward Laini.

      “Mrs. Travelli, I know this is not your first pregnancy. But at your current age, we need to take some extra precautions. Plus, you should take pregnancy vitamins.”

      Laini nods. I can see she is becoming agitated. “Doctor, I have taken women’s multivitamins for several months as I was drained and tired. It turns out I was pregnant! How did the doctor I’d seen at my last medical appointment miss the symptoms?”

      Yes. How did the doctor not notice? She had looked like death warmed up several months ago and had fallen asleep on my lounge when she arrived at my place for drinks. I had never seen her in that condition before. While she slept, I went to the local drugstore and purchased some women’s multivitamins containing iron. Thankfully, it didn’t take much to convince Laini to take the tablets. After several weeks, she improved.

      I face the doctor again and request, “Doctor, Laini would like a couple of pictures of the baby to show her husband. If he had known she was pregnant this morning, he would have been here instead of me.”

      He nods in understanding and prints out several pictures.
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      Laini pulls up outside my building in the drop‑off zone. “Thanks for going with me, Essy.”

      I smile. “Where else would I be, Laini? You’re my sister. I’ll always be there for you.” And I would. She has always been there for me. I don’t know how I can repay her. “Now go and speak with your husband. I bet he will be shocked but thrilled at becoming a parent again. If you want, I can mind my gorgeous niece and give the two of you some adult time together,” I say and wiggle my eyebrows suggestively. My darling cheeky niece informed me I am not allowed to use the word babysit as she is far too old now to be babysat.

      Laini laughs. “Yeah, that’s just the thing. That got us in this predicament in the first place.”

      I begin to laugh. “At least you cannot get any more pregnant.”

      She snorts with a huge smile. “True.” She looks toward my apartment and nods. “Very true.” Laini turns and leans over the middle console, hugging me. “Thanks again, and yes, I think we will take you up on the babysitting. Can you meet Emma at the school pickup?”

      “Yes. What else are super fun aunties for?” I say with a laugh, pulling away and placing my hand on the door handle. Spending time with my niece is something I enjoy. I’d missed so much of her first five years and made it my mission to make up for the lost time. “She can stay at my place for a few days. You guys need this time for one another.”

      “Thanks, sis. Remember, I love you. Now, I better go home, make dinner arrangements, and shower. I can still feel the sticky gel drying on my skin,” she says with an over‑the‑top shudder.

      I open the car door and stand. “Love you, too. Don’t forget. We have spare clothes and stuff for Emma, so we don’t need to return to your place. Have fun and enjoy.”

      With a smile, Laini says, “I will. But this time, everything will be different. I finally have the man I love, and our family is back together. Now go. I have stuff to do and little time to do it in.”

      Another laugh escapes me. I bet Laini and Jaxton don’t leave their house tonight or tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            LAINI

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart pounds hard against my ribs after a round of sexy time with my husband. Jax, my sexy husband, is the only man capable of satisfying my body after every session. No wonder I married him.

      With my hand over my heart, I feel my chest move with each rushed breath, and a huge smile forms. A saying fills my mind: Color me rainbow colors and tie my hair in ribbons. Yep, I am one extremely happy, satisfied woman. But Gawd, I love my husband.

      “Babe, you never fail to make me feel good,” Jaxton pants. “Any better, and I think I’m in heaven.” He rolls over, places his arm around me, and presses his tender lips to my naked shoulder. “I love you so much, Laini.” His hand caresses my rounding eight‑month baby belly, and I feel our baby move from within.

      “I love you, too, Jax.” I place my hand over his, feeling our son move against our joined hands.

      “Laini, I’ve missed you.” Until several days ago, Jaxton has been busy filling in for one of Essy’s employees as a bodyguard. “The client I’m protecting is a royal pain in the butt.” Now, that is an understatement — a three‑day assignment, my ass!

      Jax has been away for two weeks protecting a client. An annoying rich client who is selfish.

      “I know, Jax.” Enough is enough. There is no need for my husband to work full‑time or part‑time for that matter. Technically, we are semi‑retired. Thanks to my birth mother all those years ago, she placed two million dollars into an offshore account in my name before she was murdered. Thanks to her stock market skills, Essy encouraged me to invest — allowing me to increase my wealth.

      “I’m sorry, baby. All I wanted was to be back home with you.” That I do understand. I trust my husband. He only wanted to enjoy this pregnancy right by my side. He was determined not to miss a thing. He has been a hands‑on husband — attending all appointments, selecting and purchasing the baby goods for the nursery, and painting the baby’s room with stencil animal and forest themes on the walls, with glow stickers on the ceiling and walls. It looks fantastic. He wanted to do something special. He knew I could create and paint the nursery, as I have designed and painted Essy’s kids’ bedrooms, but something deep inside told me to allow Jax to have his chance to decorate the baby’s room. I’m glad I did.

      When I sensed something was wrong a week ago — A rule in our family is never to take our senses for granted. Stop and listen — They might save your life! — I contacted Essy. Thank goodness she overruled the client, replacing Jax with two other guards. I’m thankful Jax agreed to travel to our holiday home for a couple of days of alone time together. Late last night, we returned to his hotel room to collect the last of his belongings he had taken with him for his bodyguard position, ready to leave in the morning.

      Wrapped in his arms, I’m feeling slightly better being able to see and touch him. The only thing is, that strange sensation that started all those days ago is still in the middle of my chest — time to change the subject.

      “Jax, I’ve enjoyed our time away.” I press my lips to his flesh once more, inhaling his scent at the same time. “Thankfully, we are leaving for home soon.”

      My husband moans and squeezes me tighter. “Don’t remind me of that horrid client, Laini. I’ve gone out of my mind and hated being separated from you, Emma, and this little guy every minute.” He rubs my belly and presses his lips to my skin again, kissing my shoulder. “I do not want to miss the birth of our son.”

      “I want you home, Jax.” I turn my head enough to meet Jaxton’s lips with my own.

      We’ve only just made love, yet my body demands more of his. Our lips fuse, and our passion increases to inferno levels. My lips sizzle from the intensity of our kiss.

      His hard length pokes at the back of my thigh. I wiggle my butt as much as I can allow. Finally, Jax adjusts his body enough, reaches down to lift my leg, and thrusts forward, impaling me balls deep, filling and stretching me deliciously. We both moan in pleasure, enjoying the sensations of our bodies joining. His hips set a delicious rhythm, touching me the way I like.

      No matter what position my husband takes me in, he never fails to reach all my favorite places to bring me pleasure over and over again. Each time we make love, he ensures I reach an explosive orgasm.

      “Ahhh. You’re squeezing my dick,” he grunts as his pelvis thrusts against me. The sound of flesh slapping together echoes through the room, intensifying our encounter, causing my approaching orgasm to intensify just before it slams through me as my inner muscles begin to flutter. “Babe, I’m about to,” he grunts, and I let go completely and scream my explosive release. His breath hitches as he shouts, “Ahhh, fuck! I’m cummmminnnng.” I feel his cock swell within me, and he moves his hips in short, fast thrusts. He grunts, groans, and then wiggles his pelvis with his release, which sets off another orgasm within me.

      The sound of a female screaming reaches my ears. Only for it to stop as Jax covers my mouth with his.

      My inner muscles contract and squeeze until my body pushes his softening length out. If he keeps satisfying my body in every way possible, I will not be able to walk.

      My sexy husband has accomplished another round of orgasms, and my body is more than sated — this time, I need to take a well-earned break. My boneless body requires time to recuperate, as my eyes flutter shut.

      Bright sunshine blinds me as I roll over. Confusion fills my head until I realize where I am.

      Jax.

      I am with my husband.

      Thoughts of what he accomplished with my sated body bring a smile to my face. No wonder I fell asleep. He wore me out. Yet, I savor his body and touch.

      I contemplate my thoughts for the day. First, contact Essy and check on Emma. Second, let Essy know we’re leaving for home soon.

      If Essy needs someone to fill in as a bodyguard with her business again, she can forget about us. It’s not as if we depend on an incoming wage. I receive regular payments from my successful secret writing career as a published romance author, which I use as pocket money.

      There it is again. That nagging feeling keeps pushing to the front of my mind, sending my senses on high alert. Something is wrong where my husband is concerned. I don’t know how or why he’s in trouble. But something is coming, and Jax is in the crosshairs.
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      “Laini, are you sure you want to drive?”

      I nod and smile. I’ve been itching to get back behind the wheel of this superb piece of sporting machinery. In another week or so, it will be far too uncomfortable to be behind the wheel. I want to take advantage while I can still drive.

      Jax is eager to be home. He’s determined to be there for the remainder of the pregnancy, especially the birth.

      “I’m sure, babe. You can take over in an hour or so.” I turn onto the open highway and put my foot down, enjoying the purr of the V8 engine.

      “Okay, Lain. Just let me know when you want me to take over.” He squeezes my thigh and releases a yawn.

      I watch Jax from the corner of my eye as he leans back into his car seat, attempting to find a comfortable position, and closes his eyes.

      A smile stretches my lips — thinking of last night and then early this morning, and scoff — I must have worn him out!

      I’ve lost track of the number of eighties songs I’ve been listening to on the radio and glance toward the dash to check the time. I’ve been driving for less than two hours. Wow. I enjoyed singing and bopping to the music. Time has just flown, and I glance toward Jax and notice he’s still fast asleep.

      It’s time to swap over so Jax can drive. All I need to do is find somewhere safe to pull over and stop.

      I wiggle in my seat to get comfortable when a familiar buzzing pressure begins in my head.

      ‘Laini pet.’

      Her voice startles me, just about causing me to jump out of my seat.

      ‘Girl, take it easy, it’s only me,’ her words caress my mind. ‘I need to speak with you.’

      Before I reply, I ensure the car is safe in my lane and cruising at a steady speed. ‘Betsy, what’s going on?’ I scan my mirrors and then back to the road ahead.

      Betsy has been part of my life since I was thirteen. She appeared to me a couple of days after I moved into the large park‑side house with my then‑birth parents. Betsy wanted to know why I was in her home!

      Instead of freaking out staring at a ghost, I felt at peace with her and somehow knew she wasn’t there to hurt me. Straight away, she noticed I was upset, and instead of being annoyed, she tried to comfort and help me.

      I learned so much from speaking with her. She always appeared when I needed a shoulder to lean on. Betsy explained a bit about her past — how she was fast becoming one of the best in her field as a doctor and surgeon in the early nineteen eighties. In a time when being a female doctor was tough. The night she died, she was driving home and about to turn into her driveway when bright headlights blinded her. Another vehicle smashed into the driver’s side, killing her instantly. Many years later, my birth parents fell in love with Betsy’s expensive Royal Park house and purchased it.

      ‘Laini pet, you are in danger. Please be careful.’

      I check my mirrors, knowing to take Betsy’s words seriously. ‘What is going on, Betsy?’

      ‘You are being followed.’

      What? As tempting as it is to look over my shoulder, it’s best to watch my mirrors.

      ‘Followed?’ I don’t understand. Who would follow us? ‘Okay, Betsy. How far away are they, and what kind of vehicle?’

      ‘I am not sure, Laini pet. I have noticed two dark four-door cars following at a distance.’

      Great. That does not sound good.

      I knew the feeling I’d been having regarding Jax was to be taken seriously.

      ‘Betsy, I think it might be time to phone my sister. She needs to know what is happening. She might help in some way?’

      ‘Please, hurry, pet. One vehicle is speeding up.’

      I glance at the rear‑vision mirror and look for a dark car. There are several dark‑looking cars behind us.

      I reach beside me for my cell, press the side button, and speak my sister’s name to activate the hands‑free call feature. The cell rings a couple more times before I hear Essy’s voice.

      “Hey, Laini. Your daughter is fine.”

      Before she can say anything else, I cut her off. “Essy, listen. Jax and I are on our way home. Someone is following us. Two dark‑looking cars. What should I do?”

      “Hairy monkey balls. Are you sure… Of course you are. Look, I’ll activate the tracking to follow your progress and organise a bird in the air to watch over you.”

      Relief fills me, knowing I can rely on my sister.

      “Thank you, Essy.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Anything can happen. Please keep yourself as safe as you can.”

      ‘Laini pet. There. Can you see the car behind us?’

      I glance at the mirror every few seconds until I know which vehicle Betsy is speaking of.

      “Essy, one vehicle is several car lengths behind me. Please, hurry. If anything should happen, look after my daughter.”

      “Laini, keep your focus. I want you to drive as I taught you. Now put your foot down. I have you on my screen.”

      “Okay, sis. Here goes.” My foot presses against the accelerator, increasing my speed. I move around a few slow cars. “I hope I can delay long enough for your people to arrive.”

      “Please, concentrate, Laini. My people will be there as quickly as they can.”

      The car is right behind me. In the mirror, I see two men sitting in the vehicle’s front seats. Not good. Not good at all.

      Must keep moving — faster, I chant as I press my foot harder to the pedal. The speed increases as I swerve around a few more cars.

      ‘Betsy, where is the other vehicle?’

      ‘Laini pet, the other vehicle is racing to move in front of us. There is a side road up ahead on the left. I think they are going to cut you off.’

      “Gypsy sticks, nooo.”

      “What? What’s happening, Laini?”

      Oops. I must have spoken out too loud.

      “Whoever is following us is attempting to cut me off up ahead from a side road on the left. What can I do, Essy?”

      “Hang on.” Several seconds later, Essy finally speaks. “Laini, I want you to turn on the next road on the right. Be ready. It is coming up fast.”

      I spot the road at the last second, pull hard on the steering wheel, and swerve onto the new road. The car tilts and rights itself. Thankfully, we don’t roll and crash. I don’t wait to see what happens next. I press my foot down to the floor.

      ‘Betsy, what can you see?’

      ‘It seems the car was not expecting that move. They overshot the road. They’re now turning on this road.’

      At least I’ve placed a little more space between us.

      “Laini, what is going on?”

      Uh‑oh. Jax has woken.

      “Why are you driving so fast?” His groggy voice fills my ears.

      “Ahh. We are being followed.” I eye the mirrors to ensure I cannot see the dark car behind me. “I am trying to place a bit of distance between us.”

      “What do you mean we are being followed?” His voice quickly becomes clear of sleep.

      “Laini, I want you to turn… right, then… left, just up ahead of you.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “What? Is that Essy?” Jax quizzes.

      “Hey, Jaxton,” my sister hollers. “I wondered what happened to you.”

      “I was asleep, Essy,” he grumbles. “Now, will you tell me what is going on?”

      I tune Essy and Jax out, allowing them to finish their bantering while I keep my focus on the upcoming road signs. It’s not long before the road Essy mentioned appears on my right. I don’t waste any time and turn onto it, then manoeuvre my car, turning down the next road on my left.

      Not noticing any roads on either side of the narrow road we’re on, I call out, “Now, where?”

      Essy doesn’t waste time. “I want you to turn right again in a few miles. I’ll let you know when to turn.”

      “Okay.”

      “Laini, if we are cut off for any reason, I want you to head for the main road. You need to be around other people. Witnesses.”

      “Yeah, yeah, Essy. I remember.” My sister taught me well. I even became an agent on a part‑time basis. My skills, talent, and knowledge far exceeded even that of my husband when he used to work full‑time with the FBI. With Essy’s words flying through my mind — It is always best to be in the open, surrounded by other people. Once alone — the bad guys hit.

      That is just it. The situation we’re in is not looking good. We’ve gotta get back to the main road.

      Monitoring my mirrors for the dark vehicles, the sensation in my chest increases.

      I think I have delayed whatever is about to happen to us for as long as I can.

      “Jax.”

      “Yeah, baby?”

      “Remember that I love you.”

      “I know, babe. I love you, too, but why are you mentioning it now?”

      Still keeping an eye on my mirrors, I notice one of the dark vehicles getting closer.

      “Essy, they are gaining on me. What do you have for me?”

      “What do you mean, getting closer?”

      Without taking my eyes off the road, I tell Jax, “There is a dark vehicle coming up fast behind us.”

      He turns around in his seat, looking through the rear window.

      “Babe… I can see the car.”

      “Essy. Can you hear me?” I shout.

      Where is my sister? She should have answered by now. No time to wait. I have to do something to save us.

      I see another road coming up on my right and swing the steering wheel. “Hold on, Jax.”

      “What?” he shouts.

      ‘Laini pet, don’t do it.’

      The car screeches as we turn. I keep pulling hard on the steering wheel onto the narrow road and press my foot down on the accelerator.

      ‘Betsy, I have to try something.’

      ‘It’s a dead end.’

      Now she tells me.

      Too late.
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