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Prologue

 


Cassie didn’t eavesdrop. She
never had reason—or cause—to do so. She and her sister River were
close despite the difference in their ages, and they talked openly.
Their father never said anything worthwhile enough for them to want
to listen in on. Besides, she liked to think she had good
manners.

But she’d never been in love
before, and happening upon the object of her
affection hunched over his phone, almost whispering, had driven
what was right clear out of her head, and she lingered to
listen.

“… I told you. She doesn’t know
about you yet. It’s not the right time. She’s the Alpha’s freaking
sister-in-law, and I’m not rushing this! She hasn’t even had her
first heat.”

Her heart thumped into her
throat as she tried to decipher his side of the conversation,
straining to hear the other person but unable to make out the
voice.

Ben said, “Erin, back off. You
know how I feel about both of you! I’ll find a way for all of us.
This is a progressive pack. I just need time.”

Who was Erin? Ben … felt for
her? As he did for Cassie? She shook her head in bewilderment. She
was under the impression she and Ben were in an increasingly
serious relationship and there was no place for another female in
it. Had she misinterpreted?

It wasn’t possible if they
mated. Mated shifters didn’t stray. Though she’d heard many things
were different in the Blue Star pack. And then there was the fact
her Alpha had managed to sire pups on two different women, one his
mate in Mystic River and the other her brother-in-law’s mother,
Marlene at Blue Star.

A cold hand gripped her heart,
causing it to stutter as the thoughts rushed through her head. She
knew, without needing to consider it, that she wasn’t that
liberal-minded. She wasn’t sharing Ben with
another woman. Confusion clouded her mind as he continued the
conversation.

“I have faith that she’ll come
around. I do. We need to give it some time, is all. Give me time. I
need to cement my place here. We’re already close. I—”

Whatever else he whispered
faded as Cass nearly staggered down the hall. Hot and cold, all at
once, she hurt to take a full breath. She thought … she thought
he’d been courting her. Thought he felt about her the way she felt
about him. She loved him. If she even knew what that was…

She escaped upstairs without
seeing Ben, a blessing, though she expected he was still on the
phone with her. Making plans behind Cassie’s back for
all of them. Her eyes filled and spilled over as she shut
and locked the guest room door.

Without turning on the light,
she navigated her way into the bathroom and firmly closed that door
too. She built additional barricades in her head while staring into
the lit mirror over the vanity. A flushed, hectic visage peered
back, and maybe a broken heart reflected in the depths of her eyes
as she forced herself to quit weeping. She hardly recognized the
reflection. It took several minutes of practicing before she could assume a neutral expression
and maintain it.

It was the last thing she
wanted to do now, but she’d promised River’s in-laws that she would
babysit their twins. In anticipation of being driven to Tahl and
Desi’s home—by Ben, she ran a variety of conversations through her
head.

She convinced herself she could
act distant and disengaged, give Ben a clear message that she was
no longer interested. Women changed their minds all the time, and
she didn’t have to explain herself. All those romance books she
read supported that, just as they eagerly went on about being
heartbroken. To think she’d never thought to experience it, what
with shifter ways. That no longer seemed certain.

Gathering her courage, ensuring
her mask was in place, she descended the stairs to face the biggest
challenge of her life.

“There you are. Ready?” Ben’s
handsome visage took her breath and his smile seemed special—just
for her. How gullible she’d been.

She wanted to confront him and
demand an answer, but her pride stepped up. There was no way she’d
let him see the power he had over her. “We’d better get going.”

His gold-hued eyes narrowed as
she slipped past him, but he followed her out the door without
further comment.

Responding to his conversation
with non-committal answers took all her focus, which saved her from
noticing the effect he had on her—much. The atmosphere in the
vehicle became increasingly strained, although it seemed Ben was
equally distracted. She supposed he had a lot on his mind.
Bastard.

As they pulled up to the house,
she hurried to get out of the car, flicking off her seat belt and
clambering free.

“Cassie?” Ben was halfway out
behind her, presumably to walk her to the door—and kiss her. She
quailed.

“I’m late,” she called and
hustled, vastly relieved when Tahl appeared, framed in the doorway.
“Good night.” Good bye.

Her last look at him took in
the puzzlement on his gorgeous features, a line appearing between
his brows, his full lips setting. For an instant, she thought again
to ask him why, but Tahl touched her arm and she whirled to go
inside, blocking Ben out.

Almost immediately, her phone
chimed. Ben. She ignored it, and the next call—to Desi’s apparent
interest. She didn’t know how she’d face him later, but for now,
she had a job to do. The twins deserved her focus even if they were
sleeping. She’d simply face Ben down afterward, tell him they were
over.

The evening stretched out, with
her jumping every time the phone made a sound, pacing the floor.
She checked constantly on her charges, sleeping like angels, and
tried to harden her heart.

Every so often, she’d wipe away
tears and then lecture herself for being weak. Her wolf didn’t
help, mourning along with her. She dreaded the return of Tahl and
Desi, hoping they’d be too wrapped up in one another to notice her
angst.

The thought of facing Ben
filled her with anxiety she couldn’t dispel and the anticipation
nearly killed her. In the end, Tahl drove her home, Ben having been
called to a task by Jett. She was a wreck by then, performing by
rote.

She packed up and went home to
Mystic River in the morning, thankfully spared the confrontation,
telling her sister their father had expressed the desire for her
company. A note for Ben left no room for interpretation and
blocking his number eventually had the desired effect.

And life went on, dimmed
somehow, but she’d made a lucky escape.

 



Chapter One

 


Cassie hesitated then
resolutely pressed the doorbell. The tone echoed within the
confines of the big house, and her nerves ratcheted up. Please
don’t let him be on duty. Please.

After an eternity, River yanked
the door open, her lovely face surprised but thrilled. Whoever was
monitoring the security cameras must have recognized her, but that
didn’t mean it was him.

Her big sister reached for her.
“Cass! C’mon in! What are you doing here?”

She let herself soak up the
love and warmth of River’s embrace, fighting back tears. When she
could trust her voice, she said, “I thought I’d surprise you. Is
Jett home?”

River pulled back, staring into
her eyes, and gently touched her cheek. “He’s away on business.
It’s just me and the kids. And the guards.”

Belly clenching, Cassie forced
a smile and locked her knees against the relief when Jarrett passed
in and out of her line of vision. The older male was taciturn but kind for all of that, and she’d always felt
comfortable around him. “I just saw Jarrett.”

“Uh-huh. He saw who it was on
the cameras so allowed me to greet you.” Her sister’s tone was wry,
but she’d accepted the need for security over the years. “Max is
upstairs, lurking outside the children’s rooms.”

“How are they?”

“Andrew is … challenging as
always, but he’s such a sweet little boy when he reins himself in.
Bella is her usual, sweet self and gets her way with just one
look.”

“And Caleb?” River had nearly died birthing her third child, a quiet
little boy who missed nothing of his surroundings, and Cassie had
left—fled—before Caleb had become his own person.

“The same.” Her smile was
tinged with sadness. “We aren’t supposed to have a favorite child,
and I love all of mine fiercely, but Caleb is
… special.”

Cassie was angry with herself
that she hadn’t been around of late to get to know her youngest
nephew as she’d done with
Bella and Andrew. Phone calls weren’t enough. She vowed she’d make
it up to him—and River—now. “Special?”

“As bright as Andrew but deeper
or something. As I’ve said, he can talk but speaks only when
there’s something to say. It’s like he went from no words to being
fluent overnight, yet it’s so infrequent. He avoids contact with
his siblings, content to watch them rather than engage. I sometimes
wonder—” She cut herself short, visibly upset with the direction
her thoughts were going. “Listen to me. You only just walked
through the door, and I’m unloading on you.”

“I’m happy to listen, River.
Honestly.” If she listened, maybe she could help out more, and
maybe her sister wouldn’t be too interested in asking why she was
really there.

“Come to the kitchen. We’ll
make some tea, and you can tell me what brings you here. Not that
you aren’t welcome, but you never simply drop in. Not when we live
so far apart.”

Crap. She plastered on a
smile and followed her sister. “I should have
visited sooner.”

“And we can talk about that
too.”

Double crap. She decided
to get the main issue out of the way. “I spoke with Dad. He agreed
and discussed my request with our Alpha. He was fine with it.”

“Fine with what?”

“He’s going to be in touch with
Jett, but he gave me permission to come ahead on a visit.” She
managed a chuckle. “I guess he figured it was a done deal.”

“Cass. You’re talking in
riddles.”

“I don’t want to remain in
Mystic River.” And she didn’t want to be in Blue Star either,
except her sister was here. And there were no alternatives for
female shifters soon to go into their first heat—outside of a pack.
She accepted Blue Star would be her future, despite him
being here. Besides—

“Okay, but what about Dad?”
River cut off Cassie’s musings with her query
and got up to plug the kettle in and assemble the makings for
tea.

“He met someone.”

A cup clattered on the counter,
and a spoon hit the floor with a clang on the tile. “What?”

As River spun to stare at her,
Cassie held up a hand, stooping to grab the
utensil. “Sorry. I sprang it on you.”

“Huh.” Her sister plopped on a
stool. “He mentioned considering dating again, but I didn’t think…
I mean, Dad was always so disinterested in females, for lack of a
better word. Since Mom.”

“Dahlia is a newcomer. Seems
the packs are getting with the program of infusing new DNA. Nobody
caught Dad’s eye before.”

River scowled and tapped the
countertop. “Is she mistreating you? She’d better not be.”

Her sister might be on the
small side, like her, but she was fierce too. She had to be to deal
with her mate, Cass supposed. “No. Not like you’re thinking. But I
don’t want to live there. I mean, I think Dahlia’s past bearing
cubs, but they’re so…”

“Ah.” River’s cheeks turned
pink. “I get it.”

“Yes. I guess you do.” It was
Cassie’s turn to blush. “Oh, crap, I didn’t mean it that way. But
there’s nothing there for me anymore.”

“Right.” River hopped up and
went to pour the tea. “So there’s nobody at Mystic you’re
interested in?”

“Like for a mate?”

“Well, twenty-five is just
around the corner.”

Twenty-five. Like she hadn’t
just thought about it. She always thought about it. The worst
number ever, or the best, for a shifter female, depending on where
one’s head—or heart—was at. Cassie dreaded her upcoming birthday
now. “There’s nobody there. Well, there are several males, but no
one I’m the least bit attracted to
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