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~ Prologue ~­­­­ 
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An invisible force, beyond her control, steered her through the dark, second floor hallway towards their bedroom door. Apprehension mingled sadistically with a hint of terror, and it lingered in the air like a sick stagnant fog. Desperate to catch her breath in protest of the ominous air, she paused outside the sealed door. 

Her legs quaked, sending tremors to every point in her body. If she didn’t get a grip, she’d be taking a knee or worse. Staring at the door, she sucked in one sharp composing breath before delving deep to muster the courage to open it. 

Intense trepidation had a grip on her mind, making it impossible to be rational. The other side of the door held the reason for her unease, and the impending doom taunted her without mercy. Something horrific waited for her—something that made her stomach clench and her heart ache. 

Attempting to shake off the uneasy feeling, she rolled her shoulders and stepped forward. Her hand trembled uncontrollably as it reached out but calmed when her fingers curled around the smooth, brushed brass handle. 

Answers were now within her reach—with the simple twist of her wrist...

But it didn’t feel simple. Instincts voiced their silent concern by shrieking in her ears, urging her to turn and flee, but idiotic curiosity compelled her to move forward, so she turned the handle and eased the door open. 

The master bedroom that she and her husband Greg shared was empty. Greg’s bedside lamp provided the only illumination in the room, but it was enough to clearly define the liquid that dripped down the wall at the head of their unmade bed. She stepped closer to investigate but stopped dead in her tracks, gaping at the thick, crimson liquid that trailed down the wall and gathered in a pool on Greg’s pillow. She recognized the strange substance as the same lifeforce pulsing through her veins with incredible ferocity.

Her mouth opened, prepared to release a scream, but icy terror paralyzed her vocal cords, so she turned and ran from the room. If she knew anything, it was that she needed to escape—with her husband unaccounted for, she had to save herself. 

Tearing through the house, she made her escape through the patio doors and raced down the shadowy street, convinced a malevolent being was in pursuit. She glanced back several times, expecting to discover the culprit, but the only thing hot on her trail was senseless fear. Desperate to outrun it, she propelled her legs to the brink of agony, pushing through the pain until the world spun out of control—her thoughts, a dizzying mass of confusion, forced her legs to stop. Her eyes searched the dark as she tried to steady herself and formulate a plan, but her swirling mind made it impossible. She lost her balance, collapsing into nothingness...

As if she had really fallen, a full-body convulsion rocked Cassie Woods from her dream. Gasping for air, she clutched her chest while trying to gain control of reality. 

It was just a dream, she thought, swallowing hard while praying that it was just a dream.

Somewhere in the dark, the faint sound of snoring caught her attention. Her head swiveled, and she focused on her husband Greg’s sleeping form. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could see he slept soundly, oblivious to her current state. He seemed fine, but she trembled with fright as if her mind didn’t believe it. Her gaze shifted to the wall above Greg’s head. 

No blood, she thought.

“Oh, thank God,” blew from her lips in a breathy whisper. Relief was far from sight. Totally shaken, she sat for several minutes, waiting for her heart rate to normalize, and the tremors to wane. The terror she felt in the dream seemed so real, so raw. She rarely had nightmares, but that dream was awful—something happened to Greg in it, and judging by the blood on the wall, it wasn’t good. 

Shaking her head at the ridiculousness, Cassie admired her sleeping husband while reasoning with herself. Greg’s fine. But common-sense couldn’t erase the unease that had control of her body, and the thought of being sucked back into the same nightmare made it impossible for her to return to sleep. Leaning over, she smoothed a wisp of Greg’s brown hair away from his eye and kissed his cheek. Rather than waste time stressing over a nasty dream, she could make use of the quiet and go for a jog to clear her head. 

Dressed in a grey track suit, Cassie gathered her thick, straight, slightly-longer-than-shoulder-length, tawny hair into a ponytail and stepped outside. Her feet thumping against the pavement echoed throughout the sleepy predawn neighborhood that glowed beneath the shimmer of streetlights. 

Her warm breath mingled with the dank mid-September air, cooling her body as it passed through her lungs. It was the ideal temperature for a jog, and normally it would feel amazing, but her mind was preoccupied with images from the nightmare. She shuddered, recalling the blood on the wall. What would have happened to Greg in her dream if she had slept long enough to find out? Probably, she didn’t want to know.

Unable to shake the uneasy feeling, she ran until the high freed her mind from the negative effects of the dream. Forcing a change in mindset, she thought about Greg, and she suddenly couldn’t wait to be wrapped in his arms. Pushing past the pain in her legs, she raced back to the house. 
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Sharing a delicious post-shag breakfast with her husband was just what the doctor ordered. With last night’s nightmare floating somewhere in the back of Cassie’s mind, she was free to enjoy time with Greg. They chatted casually during breakfast until the chirp of her incoming text alert interrupted them. She reached for the phone, read the message, and squealed with delight. 

Startled, Greg looked up, eyeing her with question. “What’s up?”

“Randy just assigned me my first case! I’m so excited! It’s going to be my first solo surveillance job. I mean, I’ve been casually watching the target for a couple of weeks, but now the client wants to step up surveillance.” 

“Good for you!” Greg said, seemingly pleased with her news. 

“This is going to be awesome! I can’t wait to get started.”

Greg’s smile faded, and his head tilted slightly as though something crossed his mind. “Does this mean you’re working tonight?”

Crap! she thought, recalling the plans they made for his time off. She bit her bottom lip, feeling bad. “Yes. I’m sorry. Do you mind? I feel like a jerk since we just made plans a few minutes ago...I know you have the night off, and I’d be ditching you, but we could spend the night together once I finish. It doesn’t usually take that long to catch a cheater. I’ll probably be working the whole weekend, which sucks, but if I get moving, maybe I’ll get lucky.”

“No worries. I could use the time to chill.” He didn’t sound angry.

“You’re the best.” The smile she sent him highlighted just how much she appreciated his support.

“Will you be doing night surveillance alone?” He shifted casually in his chair but averted his eyes. 

She caught on to his concern because it was one that he had voiced many times before. “Yes. Do you want to come along? I know it’s not what you had in mind, but we could drink coffee and chat.” 

“Ummm. No,” he replied, clearly uninterested in the invitation. “I’ve had a long week, and I really just want to relax at home. Maybe you could take Eryn?”

“That’s a great idea!” Cassie giggled. “Oh, she’s going to hate it, but we could make it a ladies’ night. I promised that I’d help with the yearlings this weekend, too. Do you mind if I spend the night at her place and check in with you tomorrow before I’m back on the job?”

“Sure,” he said, shrugging indifferently. 

“Are you upset with me?” she asked, sensing a shift in his mood.

“No.” Shaking his head, he assured her with a sexy lopsided grin that he wasn’t angry. “How could I be when you’re ecstatic? This is good for your career. We’ll have our night together soon?”

“It’s a date!” Cassie stood and leaned in for a kiss. When their lips met, a nasty chill rushed up her arms to the base of her neck, and the same feeling of dread she experienced in the nightmare washed over her. As swiftly as the feeling arrived, she brushed it off, pulled herself together, and smiled against his lips before pulling away. He didn’t need to be burdened with her silly dreams. 

“I love you,” Greg said, his brown eyes gazing deep into hers. 

She melted a little and planted another kiss on his lips before turning to leave. “I love you, too. See you tomorrow.” Eager to get to work, she grabbed her purse and dashed out the door.  

As a rookie P.I. at Tyler Investigations, Cassie was still in the learning stages but determined to advance in her career. A couple of weeks ago, the client, Jason Schmidt, hired them to keep an eye on his wife, Tricia. Jason believed Tricia was having an affair because he discovered sexy dresses and lingerie that she apparently never wore for him. He believed Tricia’s alleged lover was Jack Brady, the karate instructor who taught their son, Chase. 

For the past two weeks, Cassie had been attending the same karate classes as Chase but nothing unusual was happening there. Tricia was at every class, but there were no questionable interactions between her and Jack. Of course, Jason’s suspicions were understandable where Jack Brady was concerned; Jack was exceptionally hot, but his hotness went unnoticed by Tricia. Cassie hadn’t seen anything between the two that supported Jason’s theory of an affair, but as far as Jason was concerned, Jack was the only possible candidate.

Tricia’s recent announcement, that every Friday night would now be Moms’ night out, sent her husband into panic mode, and he decided to pay the full retainer to step up the investigation. 

Tonight, would be the first official Moms’ night and the best chance to catch Tricia in the act. 

***
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CASSIE ENTERED THE Apex Car Rental agency just after nine. As she approached the front counter, Sara looked up and greeted her with a smile. “Hey, big sister, what can I do for you?” Sara had been working at the agency for almost a year—the longest she’d ever stayed at one job. 

Cassie leaned against the counter and grinned, holding out her credit card. “I need a comfortable vehicle with tinted windows. I’ll be doing surveillance for a few days.”

“Surveillance? Isn’t this Greg’s weekend off? I thought you and Greg were planning to spend more time together.” Sara glared at Cassie as if passing the ultimate judgement.

Smacking the credit card against the counter, Cassie fought the urge to roll her eyes while trying not to let Sara’s condescending tone and insensitivity piss her off. She had more important things to do than argue with Sara. “Greg and I are taking a rain check.” 

Shrugging her disinterest, Sara dropped the subject as her fingers raced across the keyboard. “Let me see what we have.” 

It wasn’t unusual for Sara to blatantly disapprove of Cassie’s career, but at least, she didn’t proceed with a lecture. For some reason, Cassie’s career concerned most of her loved ones, and they were all vocal about it which frustrated Cassie to no end. They didn’t realize that being a private investigator wasn’t at all like the movies, but it was still exhilarating, and she loved it.

Cassie’s gaze flickered, catching an eyeful of her stellar looking sister. She tried not to openly stare, but it couldn’t be helped; Sara’s stunning, waist-length, raven hair flowed along her curvy but toned figure that filled out her drab grey uniform to perfection, and her huge, steely-blue eyes held a lively twinkle. Sara’s incredibly charismatic personality enhanced her beauty, making it easy to adore her and impossible to hate her, but she had a noncommittal attitude and lived like a hummingbird, buzzing from one place to another. Envying her little sister wasn’t something Cassie could help—free spirits like Sara were born to be envied.

Catching her own reflection in the window, Cassie grimaced. In comparison to Sara, she looked like a waif. In many ways, they looked alike. The same huge eyes accentuated both their faces, but Cassie’s eyes were brown. They were similar in height and weight, but Sara was well-endowed, and Cassie was not. In fact, Sara managed to outshine her older sister on every level. 

The sound of keys clanging against each other drew Cassie’s attention away from her reflection and back to Sara. 

“You have a choice. A silver minivan or a gold minivan?” Sara smirked, shaking the keys some more. “That’s all I have with tinted windows.”

Cassie shrugged. “I’ll take the gold one. Minivans make great cover vehicles.” 

“Excellent,” Sara said, handing Cassie the rental agreement to sign. 

“Thanks for getting me a vehicle on such short notice.” After finishing the paperwork, Cassie grabbed the keys and headed for the door. 

“No biggie. Drive safe,” Sara said, “and don’t forget brunch with Mom on Sunday. I work until noon, so brunch is at one.” 

“I’ll be there,” Cassie confirmed, waving over her shoulder. Whether it was breakfast, brunch, or dinner, every Sunday was spent with Mom. It was the one family tradition they all looked forward to. 
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The white bungalow, across the street, stood oddly out of place in the neighborhood. New windows, shingles, and siding, meshed perfectly with its immaculate yard that was minimally landscaped with rock, grass, and shrubs. An ancient elm tree in the front yard stood half bare as the leaves had begun to fall, but there wasn’t a single dead fallen leaf on the ground. There were no flowers or weeds, and the thriving lawn clearly defied the forthcoming winter. 

The owner obviously took pride in his well-maintained property, or he had OCD. 

Cassie admired the brick work that cradled juvenile evergreen shrubs in front of a bay window. She scanned to the houses on either side of the white bungalow and shook her head. The rundown shacks with weedy, garbage strewn yards, brought down the white bungalow’s property value, and it was a tossup as to whether or not they should be condemned. How anyone could possibly live in them was a mystery.

It was as if the rundown houses existed in a separate dimension—one that didn’t cross the property lines and invade the pristine white bungalow’s domain.

“Why would anyone choose to live in the hood? That house is so out of place,” Cassie stated, turning to Eryn, who sat shotgun. “I hope the owner has good insurance. He’s got to be a constant target for vandals and break-ins.” The white bungalow would fit into any middle-class neighborhood in the world, anywhere but the hood.

“This is, by far, the stupidest thing we’ve ever done.” Eryn moaned, shifting uncomfortably in her seat while ignoring Cassie’s lame attempt to keep up the conversation. 

Cassie knew Eryn wouldn’t hold out much longer. Obviously bored, and not trying to hide it, Eryn stared miserably through the windshield. Her patience had reached its end. 

“I’m cold, my ass is sore, and I need to pee. It’s been three hours! You promised me a fun night. Had I known this was your plan, I would have stayed home. I’m not having fun!” Eryn paused, shifting again. “Who actually pulls a stakeout on some random house in the middle of the hood for practice? I mean, I guess I should be grateful that you picked the nicest house for miles.” She rubbed her frozen hands together for warmth. “And speaking of insurance, this is a rented van. What if we’re attacked and it’s damaged? You could have selected a safer neighborhood for us to play pretend in, you could’ve opted for a much better plan for ladies’ night, just saying.” She turned, glaring at Cassie, expecting a reply. 

“OK, so...I lied to get you out here. I really just wanted company. The story about choosing a random house to practice on, well, that was also a lie. This is real surveillance! The real deal! Aren’t you excited?” Cassie beamed, expecting Eryn to share in her enthusiasm. She didn’t.

Blown away and definitely not impressed, Eryn scowled, flashing Cassie the death glare. If looks could kill, Cassie would be long gone, buried, and forgotten. 

She ignored Eryn’s nasty scowl, hoping to ease her friend’s mind. “Oh, and no worries about the van, I bought the extra insurance.” 

Unmoved, Eryn’s eyebrows aggressively scrunched together, her face flushed a deadly shade of angry while her eyes blinked rapidly. She looked lost for words.

Cassie bit her bottom lip, knowing Eryn had a right to be pissed. “I’m sorry I lied to you, but it wasn’t totally selfish. I genuinely thought it would be good to get you out. You never leave your farm. It’s not natural. I’m afraid you’ll end up a crazy old lady who talks to cats and wears muumuus.” Stopping herself, Cassie cringed at what was coming. She went too far with the cat talk and muumuus, but the crazy part matched the look on Eryn’s face.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?!” Eryn raged. “I can’t believe you lied to me. TWICE. This private investigator crap is not my cup of tea, and you know it!” Huffing, she crossed her arms and stared miserably through the passenger window. “Unbelievable. If I get killed on your clock, I’m coming back to haunt you.” 

“Think of it as a creative way to spend ladies’ night. It’s so exciting!” 

“Yeah. What a wonderful way to spend a Friday night. I’m actually thrilled that some psycho could take us out, and our bodies will be found in some foul little corner of the hood. Thrilled.” Eryn snorted, shaking her head. 

“You’re not going to die. Jeez. Seriously, you’re being dramatic. It’s just an infidelity case. The client suspects his wife of having an affair with the guy in that house.” She pointed towards the white bungalow. “His name is Jack Brady, and he’s the karate instructor who teaches their son. Look, if the wife isn’t in there, the client will text me once she arrives home and then we can leave. If he doesn’t text, we have to stay until morning.” 

Eryn spun in her seat, glaring daggers at her. “There is no way in hell I’m sitting in this van until morning. No way! And why are we stalking this guy? Shouldn’t you have a tail on the wife? What if this Jack guy isn’t even the guy?” Cassie looked away quickly, but Eryn caught on to the look of shame. “What?” 

“Well...” Cassie paused, feeling stupid. “I had a tail on the wife. Anyway, I was parked outside the client’s house for hours, waiting for the wife to make some sort of move while the kid was at school...”

“And?” Eryn said, expecting full details.

“The wife was planning a mom’s night out, and I had every intention of following her.” Cassie winced, avoiding eye contact. “I had to pee. The client was home from work, so I figured I’d meet up with you at the office after I went to the bathroom. We would’ve been back in plenty of time but while I was in the gas station bathroom, the client texted to say his wife took off an hour early, and he wasn’t sure where she was going. Anyway, the client was pissed, but I had to go to the bathroom, at some point.” She stopped to catch her breath. “So, I figured I could keep an eye on Jack’s place, since the client suspects he’s his wife’s lover.”

“Okay then,” Eryn said, beginning to soften. “You should have just told me the truth.” 

“I was embarrassed that I lost her, and you wouldn’t have come if I didn’t lie to lure you out.”

“You’re right, I would have stayed home.” Sighing with resolve, Eryn leaned forward and scanned the street. “What about the wife’s car? Is it nearby?”

“No, I’m pretty sure she isn’t in there, but I’m not leaving until, I’m positive.”

“Great.”

“You have to admit, now that you know the truth, it’s more exciting than just sitting here staring at some random house. Now, we have a purpose!” A brazen smile curled Cassie’s lips as she gave Eryn a loving, apologetic nudge. “You can’t wimp out on me, not now, I need you.” 

“I am not a wimp!” Eryn snapped, squirming in her seat. “Whatever! I have to pee, and we’ve been sitting here forever. I can’t hold it much longer. I’m getting out!” She reached for the handle.

Cassie grabbed Eryn’s arm, pulling her away from the door. “You can’t just pee in the street.”

“Pfft. This is the hood. I’m sure it’s been done. You’re the hotshot P.I.—keep an eye out for me.”

Just as Eryn reached out to open the door, someone knocked on Cassie’s window. Both women jumped, leaning towards each other while trying to duck from view. 

“Shit—Jack!” Cassie whispered. “Don’t move. Maybe he won’t see us.” 

He tapped on the window again. 

“I thought you said we couldn’t be seen,” Eryn hissed. 

Cassie shrugged, her eyes bulging with the fear of being caught. She hadn’t planned for this.

He tapped again. 

“Fuck,” Eryn said, nudging Cassie. “You owe me. Stay down.” Inhaling nervously, she ruffled her hands through her hair and then flung the passenger door to the van open. She stepped on the frame while leaning on the door and looking over the van at the street. Eryn’s momentary silence could only mean that she was assessing Jack. 

A knowing smile curled Cassie’s lips as she stifled a giggle. Glancing to Eryn, she could only assume that Eryn was as affected by Jack as most women. Curious and wanting to watch the scene play out, Cassie lifted her head to peek through the windshield. Her eyes travelled back to Jack, who stood before them looking every bit as beautiful as usual. But tonight, he looked like a god, standing aglow beneath the streetlight that illuminated his magnificently flawless body against the midnight sky. 

Clearly annoyed, Jack glared expectantly at Eryn with his hands casually stuffed into his jean pockets. His tight, black, Guns and Roses t-shirt accentuated bulging biceps that glistened in the moonlight, and his scruffy, shoulder-length, dark hair framed his unshaven, olive toned face—the entire package rivalled that of any Greek god. 

The van rocked as Eryn composed herself, grabbed on to the luggage rack, stretching as tall as her 5’7” body would allow.

“Excuse me, do you mind?” Eryn demanded with feigned exasperation and an obnoxious toss of her long blonde mane.

“Yeah,” Jack replied. “Why have you been parked outside my house all night?” His dark eyes highlighted his suspicions as the irritation in his voice, his deep sexy voice, filled the air like orgasmic music. 

A moment of silence followed his question as Eryn contemplated her response. Cassie listened with a knowing smirk; Eryn had always been quick on her feet. 

“This should be good,” Cassie whispered, praying it would be because her job was on the line.

“For your information,” Eryn said as she pulled a tale from that magical place deep within her ass. “My girlfriend and I were just looking for some privacy, not that it’s any of your business. This is a public street is it not?” 

Jack chuckled. “Whatever, babe, maybe you should swing for a safer neighborhood to make out in. What if I were a dealer or rapist?” 

“Well, are you?” she demanded, and he shrugged his response. “We can take care of ourselves, thank you very much.” Eryn huffed, sounding genuinely pissed.

“Whatever.” Jack threw his hands up before turning to walk away. 

Eryn slowly lowered herself back into the van and slumped in her seat. “Damn! He’s super-hot, and he thinks I’m a lesbian. Nice.”

“Holy shit!” Cassie released the breath she had been holding while damn near crapping her pants. “That was close.” She winced as Eryn yanked the door shut with a pointed slam. 

“You owe me. Big time.” Eryn’s face flushed, and her azure eyes blazed from the adrenaline pumping through her veins. 

“Oh, my God! I know,” Cassie said, leaning towards Eryn. “Thank you! Randy would have been pissed if I blew my cover.” She pulled back, smiling triumphantly. “See? Now, what would I have done if you weren’t here? You saved my ass, Chickie.”

Eryn lost it. “We didn’t even see him come out! Some private investigator you are!” She paused from her rant for a second to admire Jack, one last time, as he strolled into his house. A painful moan rolled from her throat. “He is so beautiful. I swear he looks like a Greek god.”

“I know, right? I thought the same thing the first time I saw him.”

“Hey, maybe I’ll ask him if I can use his bathroom.” Eryn reached for the door handle.

“No!” Cassie grabbed Eryn’s arm. “Let me think. Normally, I would just go in the alley, but I’m afraid you’ll be murdered. We can’t just leave the job. This day can’t be a total waste.” She paused for a moment to think, but Jack’s sexy ass invaded her thoughts. “He is beautiful, though. Damn!” 

“Yeah, well, I basically just told him I’m having a lesbian affair. Ugh. I’m so depressed. I want to go home to bed. This sucks!” She glared at Cassie who stared dreamily out the window. “Hello? Umm, you’re married.”

“I’m married, not blind. Jeez.” As if on cue, Cassie’s phone vibrated. She sighed while reading the text. “You’re off the hook. The wife just got home, and since no one came or went from that house, except Jack, I can safely assume the wife wasn’t shagging him tonight.” She started the van and pulled away from the curb.

“You know, Jack had a point,” Eryn said. “Please enlighten me as to how you intend to protect your petite-ass from the psychos of the world. What if Jack had been a rapist or murderer?” 

“I would have started the van and took off.” Cassie giggled, trying to lighten the mood. “Actually, I’ve been taking karate classes for the past couple of weeks.” Grinning slyly, she sent Eryn a sassy wink.

“Nice. Let me guess who the instructor is,” Eryn said, glaring at Cassie and expecting an explanation, even though she knew the answer. 

“I’m learning to defend myself.” Cassie shrugged innocently. “And it just so happens, I can keep an eye on the wife at the same time.”

“You’re hardly home as it is, and when was the last time you spent more than an hour with your husband? I can’t believe Greg is okay with this. Surely, he can talk sense into you.” Eryn didn’t even try to mask her concern. Fiercely overprotective, she always looked out for Cassie. They had been best friends since high school and would do anything for each other. “By the way, what did you tell Greg you were doing tonight?”

“Relax. Jeez. We never lie to each other. He knows I’m on a job, and I told him that you were coming with me. He also knows I’ll be spending the night at the farm to help you with the yearlings tomorrow.” Grinning at Eryn, she crooned, “It’s all good, baby. However, now that my hormones are raging, thanks to the Greek god from the hood, I think I’ll go home and shag my husband.” Greg won’t know what hit him, Cassie thought. “I’ll still swing by the farm in the morning to help you out though.”

“Whatever. I’m going to piss myself if we don’t find a bathroom in a fast hurry.” Eryn squirmed anxiously in her seat.

“We’re almost there.”

Cassie stopped at the nearest gas station for a bathroom break, and then drove Eryn back to the office where her truck was parked. 

Even though Eryn was unimpressed with the events of the evening, Cassie knew her bestie would be over it by morning. Eryn Miller’s greatest fear was losing another loved one, so Cassie accepted and understood her protective ways. 

It seemed like only yesterday, but it was more like ten years ago, when Eryn’s parents were killed in a car accident. Eryn was in her second year of university at the time, but she dropped out to devote herself to the Standardbred farm that she and her older brother Ben inherited. 

A half-hour away from the city, the massive farm, which was more like a small country, provided Eryn and Ben with a comfortable income. The Standardbred horses used for racing were in Alberta during racing season, and the breeders and babies enjoyed life on the farm. Like Eryn, Ben was a racehorse trainer, but he spent most of his time with their horses, travelling the racing circuit through Alberta. 

Eryn gave Cassie a decent amount of shit for becoming a private investigator, but Cassie knew her friend would support her. Cassie loved her new career and fed off the adrenaline rush she got when working a case—it was a good substitute for horseracing which she gave up, two years ago, when the local track shut down. Travelling from track to track was brutal and not what she wanted at the time. 

More than anything, Cassie wanted a stable family life. She and Sara were raised by their single mom, Margo Woods. Their father, John, split shortly after Sara was born, and he never contacted his family again. Cassie was two at the time, so she had only a vague memory of him. His absence pained them all, and Cassie longed for her father. 

It still hurt like hell when she thought about how he abandoned them, and there were many times when she considered trying to find him—she was in the perfect line of work to do so, and it probably wouldn’t take much, but the fear of rejection held her back. Afraid of the outcome, she couldn’t bring herself to search him out. Plus, bringing up painful memories of abandonment would hurt her mom and sister, and she would never put them through that. Besides, if he really wanted to be with his family, he would be. They shouldn’t have to chase after him.

It was Eryn’s family dynamic that fed Cassie’s desire for normalcy. The Millers were a close family and they welcomed Cassie into it, from day one, treating her like one of their own. The Millers taught her everything she knew about racing, and she eventually became a trainer. 

For her high school graduation, Eryn’s parents gifted her with a feisty two-year-old stud, Gun with the Wynd, but Cassie called him Gunner. She purchased more horses with his race winnings and worked hard to grow her stable and make something of her life.

Sara, on the other hand, made a point of being the opposite of Cassie in every conceivable way: Sara partied all the time, still lived at home, had little ambition, and had been with more men than Cassie cared to count—the implications were of considerable concern to Cassie and their mom—they hoped that Sara would settle down one day and truly fall in love, but neither were holding their breath waiting for it to happen.

Cassie met her true love, Greg Montgomery, at a BBQ about a year before the track closed. Greg had just moved to the city and worked full-time as an emergency room nurse. She fell, fast and hard, the minute they met, and six months later, they married in Vegas. Marrying Greg was the best decision she ever made, but sometimes their jobs meant that finding time together could be tricky. They did their best, they were happy, in love.

Cassie pulled up in front of Tyler Investigations and parked. “Thanks for sticking it out with me tonight.” She yawned, stretching her arms over her head.

“Yeah. Let’s not do this again,” Eryn said
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