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      Twenty years ago, Nicole Laurent’s world shattered with a single email. Her marriage to Tripp Masterson ended in heartbreak, leaving her with nothing but unanswered questions.

      Now she’s a fierce prosecutor, facing the only man she ever loved across the courtroom. But as the trial unfolds, buried secrets rise to the surface—secrets that prove their breakup may not have been their choice at all.

      Families lied. Loyalties twisted. And the betrayal that tore them apart runs deeper than either imagined.

      With passion still burning and enemies close at hand, Nicole and Tripp must decide—can love survive the truth, or will the secrets of the past destroy them all over again?
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      Mustang Island, Texas – June 1999

      Nicole Reyes had never worn a pair of high heels in her life until tonight. Her toes were pinched, her feet ached, and her dress clung too tightly around her ribs. But none of that mattered. Not really.

      Because tonight, she was going to marry Dustin “Tripp” Masterson.

      She glanced sideways at him, the boy she’d loved since she was sixteen. He was tall with dark hair and big brown eyes that glittered when he gazed at her. He looked too perfect in his navy blazer and khakis, like he belonged in a Ralph Lauren ad instead of this over-decorated country club on the edge of Mustang Island.

      He turned toward her with a warm smile, the kind that always made her heart stumble.

      “You okay?” he whispered.

      “Yeah,” she breathed, even though she wasn’t. Not entirely.

      Yesterday, they’d walked across their high school graduation stage. Everyone had cheered. Her mother had cried. His mother hadn’t even clapped.

      Now here they were, two kids standing in the middle of a crowd full of expectations and champagne flutes, pretending to belong, when they both knew they didn’t.

      Their time together was running out, and Tripp’s mother couldn’t be happier.

      Tripp’s parents had made it crystal clear: end things with the poor girl from the wrong side of town, or lose your college money.

      And even her parents, who had once smiled warmly when he visited their tiny home, had started pushing her toward the future. College. Independence. Forgetting Tripp.

      But she couldn’t forget him. She didn’t want to.

      She looked up into his golden brown eyes, fear bubbling up inside her. “Are you sure?”

      He didn’t hesitate. “Yeah. Are you?”

      She swallowed hard, her heart pounding. She loved him like she loved the air in her lungs. Like she loved the ocean. Like she loved the sunrise on Mustang Island when everything was quiet and full of promise.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “But your parents…”

      “They’ll be furious,” he admitted, his voice steady. “But what can they do?”

      She blinked at him. “Disown you?”

      “They’ve already threatened to.”

      “They threatened to cut off your tuition if you didn’t go to Baylor.”

      “I know.”

      Nicole winced. “You told them you wanted to go to UT with me. That we were going to law school together. That we had plans⁠—”

      “They didn’t care. What is more important? Money or being with you? I think you’re the most important person in my life, and hopefully they’ll come around.”

      But what if they didn’t? Nicole couldn’t imagine not speaking to her family again. Even for Tripp, she’d have a hard time letting them go.

      “Tripp…” Her voice broke slightly. This was such a drastic step, and yet, the thought of living without him was terrifying.

      He reached for her hand and gave it a firm squeeze. “My mom wants to control everything. My dad... sometimes I think he lets her because it’s easier. But this is our life, Nic. Not theirs. We said we’d be together. We made a promise to one another.”

      They had. A thousand promises whispered under moonlight and kissed into skin. They’d talked about opening their own firm one day. Masterson & Reyes, or Reyes & Reyes, depending on who passed the bar first.

      But those dreams felt fragile now, like paper boats in a storm. Beautiful, hopeful, and easily torn apart. She was used to being poor, but Tripp had grown up in luxury. If he were disinherited, could he take the pain of living without money?

      “Just to be clear,” she said, lifting her chin, “you’re transferring to Austin in December?”

      Before she took this very important step with Tripp, she wanted to make certain that they agreed on everything.

      “Yes. I’ll finish the fall semester at Baylor and switch. We’ll only be apart for a few months. I’ll come see you every weekend.”

      “And we’ll get an apartment together.”

      “I’ve already looked online. There are student places near campus.”

      Her heart bloomed with warmth. She was scared, but not of him. Never of him. She was more afraid of losing him.

      “You know everyone’s going to assume we’re pregnant.”

      It was true, and yet, part of her didn’t care. They would know the truth. They had married because she couldn’t live without him.

      Tripp grinned. “Well, we’re not. No babies until after law school.”

      “Agreed,” she laughed. “But... I did buy a nightgown for tonight.”

      He groaned dramatically and pulled her closer. “Let’s leave now before I die from anticipation.”

      Nicole let out a breath of relief filled with a small bit of terror. They had yet to consummate their relationship and were waiting until tonight, when they were man and wife.

      “Thank God. I keep expecting your mom to burst in here and drag me out by the hair.”

      His mother hated her and had let her know her feelings months ago. Suzanne Masterson didn’t think she was good enough for her son.

      He kissed the side of her head. “We’ve made our appearance. That’s enough.”

      “You’re certain? It’s your party,” she said.

      “I didn’t want this party. My mother did,” he said as he took her hand and pulled her toward the door.

      They began weaving toward the exit, trying to avoid any parental radar, when a familiar figure stepped into their path.

      “Where are you two sneaking off to?” Paige asked, arms crossed and one perfectly sculpted eyebrow arched. Her silver heels gleamed under the chandelier light.

      Nicole smiled. “It’s a secret.”

      Her best friend knew of their planned elopement. She had tried to talk her out of doing this, but Nicole loved Tripp, and they wanted to stay together. Yes, it would be hard, but love would keep them together.

      “Oh no,” Paige whispered, her voice catching. “You’re doing it. You’re actually doing it.”

      Nicole nodded, and Tripp wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “We have to go. The chapel closes at ten.”

      Paige looked between them and sighed. “Do you need a witness?”

      Tripp shook his head. “No. You need to stay. If you disappear, my mom will know something’s up.”

      Paige’s mother and Tripp’s mother were best friends. If they began to suspect anything, they would drag Paige into it and probably even torture her until they learned the truth.

      “Where are you staying tonight?”

      “That’s top secret,” Tripp said.

      Paige rolled her eyes. “Fine. But use protection. Please. You two are way too young to be raising a baby.”

      Nicole laughed nervously. “No worries there. Just love and college for now.”

      Paige hugged her tightly. “You’re crazy. But maybe crazy in love.”

      Yes, she knew she was taking a huge risk with Tripp, but she loved him.

      Paige turned to Tripp and jabbed a finger into his chest. “Don’t screw this up.”

      “I won’t,” he said quietly.

      They slipped out the side door, away from the string lights and laughter and into the warm coastal night.

      Tripp’s Mustang purred to life, and they drove in silence for a few minutes, the weight of what they were about to do pressing in from all sides.

      Nicole stared out at the dark sea beside the road. “Do you think we’ll make it?”

      He took her hand. “I don’t think. I know. We love each other. We’re going to be happy. I guarantee it.”

      When they arrived at the small chapel, the inside smelled like lavender and old wood. Candles burned softly on the altar.

      They stood at the altar, hands entwined, hearts pounding, gazing at each other.

      “How old are you?” the pastor asked Nicole.

      They had come this far; she had to convince him.

      “I’m eighteen. I just graduated from high school.”

      The man frowned. “You’re awfully young.”

      They gazed at one another.

      “I’m pregnant,” she said. “We want to keep our child, and our families will make us get an abortion.”

      The man shook his head. “All right.”

      She wore her sundress and the white veil she’d hidden under her bed for two months. Tripp looked at her like she was the only thing that existed in the universe.

      When they spoke their vows, her voice trembled. His didn’t.

      “I promise,” he whispered, “that nothing and no one will ever come between us. Until death do us part.”

      Nicole’s eyes filled with tears. “Together, we are invincible.”

      They kissed, and the world shifted. They were husband and wife, until death did they part.

      After they signed the marriage license, they ran out of the chapel, laughing.

      It was done. Not the wedding she’d dreamed of, but that didn’t matter. They were together, and soon, they would be attending college.

      “I love you,” Tripp said.

      Nicole sighed and kissed him. “I love you. Let’s go celebrate our wedding night.”

      Tripp grinned at her and started up the Mustang. “I can’t wait a moment longer.”
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        * * *

      

      The banging on the door rattled the tiny house. Maria Reyes sat bolt upright in bed, her heart clenching, sending up a prayer that all her children were safe and sound in their beds.

      “Dios mío,” she whispered. “Who’s knocking like that at this hour?”

      Francisco swung his legs over the bed and reached for the nearest shirt and pants. By the time he opened the door, Suzanne and George Masterson were already halfway inside.

      “What the hell?” he muttered.

      “We need to talk,” George said, brushing past him, beginning to pace the floor of their small home.

      “What’s going on?” Maria asked, stepping into the living room. Instantly afraid that something bad had happened to her daughter and that boy she thought she couldn’t live without.

      Suzanne’s voice was ice. “Your daughter has trapped our son.”

      Maria blinked. “Excuse me?”

      Nicole would never trap a boy. The woman was high-society loco.

      “They eloped,” George said. “They’re probably married by now.”

      “No.” Maria’s knees went weak. “Nicole would’ve told us. She’s leaving for school in a month. How do you know they eloped?”

      Oh God, she hoped and prayed they had not gotten married. She hoped and prayed that she was not pregnant.

      The woman wore evening clothes and looked completely out of place in their modest home.

      “Because I questioned Paige and she finally told me the truth,” his mother said. “She said they were eloping because we’ve been trying to get Dustin to end his relationship with your daughter.”

      Oh, Maria had known his mother was a snotty bitch the moment she’d met her. The woman gazed down her long, perfectly shaped nose at Maria, and she had to resist the urge to keep from breaking it.

      “And we’ve been trying to make our daughter see that your family is not a good fit for her,” Francisco said.

      The woman rolled her eyes at him.

      “She’s pregnant, obviously,” Suzanne said with such utter disgust that it was all Maria could do not to slap the woman. “Why else rush into marriage at their age?”

      “She’s not,” Maria said automatically, but the words felt thin. What if she were?

      Maria watched George Masterson frown at his wife, as if signaling her to shut up, but the woman had a sharp tongue, and she wouldn’t be quiet.

      “Why else rush into this? Unless she’s trapping him for our money?”

      Good grief. Was everything about money with this crazy woman? Maybe she needed to lose some of her precious cash.

      George ran a hand through his hair. “Look. We all can agree that this marriage can’t happen. Our kids are making a mistake.”

      Francisco crossed his arms. “Yes, we agree. He’s not good enough for her.”

      Oh, how Maria loved this man.

      Suzanne sputtered.

      “Our daughter is brilliant,” Maria said. “She has a full scholarship. She’s going to be a lawyer. She doesn’t need a husband.”

      Especially, that boy. He was nothing but trouble.

      “Then she doesn’t need to ruin her life chasing my son,” Suzanne snapped.

      “Your son is the one chasing her,” Maria said. “I’ve seen the way he looks at her.”

      “We’re not here to argue,” George said, exasperated. “We’re here to fix the problem – our kids getting married.”

      Spoken like a true lawyer.

      They all stood in tense silence. Maria was not going to offer them a chance to sit down. She’d seen the way Suzanne had gazed at their furniture. She could stand all night in her spiky heels for all she cared.

      “She’s seventeen,” George said. “The marriage isn’t valid without parental consent.”

      “We didn’t sign anything,” Francisco said. “I would’ve said no.”

      Absolutely, they would have told Nicole no and probably locked her in her room.

      “Then we file for an annulment.”

      “And keep them apart,” Suzanne added.

      Deep in her heart, Maria knew that would not be enough to keep these two kids separated. “Not enough. Once they leave for college, they’ll get in touch with one another.”

      It was true, she knew her daughter, and the girl kept saying she was going to be a lawyer, and Maria could see that stubborn determination in her child. And these two would find a way to be together.

      “Not if we’re smart,” George said. “We’re taking Tripp to Europe in the morning. No contact. No phones. It will look like he abandoned her.”

      These two must never have experienced true love.

      “She’ll still wait for him,” Maria said softly. “She loves him.”

      Maria knew that look in her daughter's eyes. It was the same way she’d felt about Francisco all those years ago. It was young love, and it was dangerous.

      “Love. Those kids don’t know the meaning,” Suzanne said.

      Maria glanced at Suzanne and glared at her. Nicole was her pride and joy, and she didn’t deserve the hatred radiating from this woman.

      “We have to end this permanently,” Suzanne said.

      “Another woman,” George said.

      “Another man,” Francisco said.

      “A realization that he doesn’t love her,” Suzanne replied.

      “The realization that he’s not good enough for her,” Maria said.

      There was a moment of silence as they all stood there thinking about how to put their plan into action.

      “What if Tripp were to send her an email saying that he realizes they’ve made a mistake. That he wants to spend his college years chasing other women,” George said.

      “Why does it have to be Tripp’s fault? Why can’t Nicole do the breaking up?” Suzanne said. “Our son has put up with so much.”

      Her son had put up with what? He’d married her daughter, taken her virginity, and now he was going to break her heart. Thank goodness, the parents were ending this marriage, because her daughter deserved a much better family. One that would see her brilliance and appreciate her.

      “What if we do an email from each one. You send one from Nicole to Tripp, and we’ll send one from Tripp to Nicole,” George, the practical one, said. “Can you get into your daughter’s email?”

      That was one thing that Maria had insisted on with all her children. Occasionally, she glanced at their emails and texts to ensure they were safe.

      “Yes, I can get into Nicole’s email,” she said. “What about you? Can you get into your son’s?”

      “Yes,” George said. “He doesn’t know it, but I can. So here’s the plan. We’ll each send an email from the other one saying that they’ve had second thoughts. Then we’re going to whisk our son off to Europe until he goes to college. By then, your daughter will be in school.”

      Shaking her head, Maria knew they were missing out on the opportunity to help Nicole. “No. I’m not going to do this. We’ll just let the kids work things out between themselves.”

      Francisco glanced at her like she was crazy.

      George sighed and shook his head. “I’ll give you fifty thousand dollars to help with your daughter’s education and to keep her away from my son.”

      They were desperate. And that’s what Maria wanted to hear. “Make it seventy-five and you have a deal.”

      Suzanne gasped. “Trash. You’re nothing but trash.”

      It was all Maria could do to keep from yanking the woman’s hair out, but instead she smiled at her. The woman was going to lose some of her precious gold and Maria would use it to help her daughter get through school.

      “And you’re going to be so lucky that our trashy daughter is not going to be in your family.”

      Nicole had received a full scholarship, but this would cover everything and then some.

      “We’ll send messages, one from each family. Make them both believe the other had second thoughts.”

      Maria stared at the floor. “And they’ll never know?”

      “No,” Suzanne said. “It’ll be like it never happened.”

      Maria closed her eyes.

      “I want the money agreed to in writing. A contract.”

      “You’ll have it by the morning.”

      Was she being mean? Yes, but in the long run, it would help Nicole. She was doing this for her daughter. Now her education would be paid for. And she had saved her from this horrible family.

      “I’ll get the contract drawn up and the annulment started,” George said. “We’ll be leaving for Europe tomorrow. By the time we get back, the kids will be in separate schools and have new friends.”

      With a sigh, Tripp’s parents walked to the door.

      Thank goodness, they were leaving, never to darken their door again.

      “Let’s hope this is the last time we have to meet over our children,” Suzanne said.

      “Don’t ever come back here,” Maria said. “We don’t want your family here.”

      Tripp’s parents walked out. Maria closed the door.

      Francisco sighed. “What have we done?”

      “Saved our daughter from that family,” Maria said.

      She stood in the room long after they’d gone, staring out into the moonlight, clutching her robe, wondering where her daughter was. She thought about her husband Francisco. Their own start had been rocky and yet, she loved him with her heart and soul. Had she just robbed her daughter of that kind of love?

      “We just sold our daughter’s heart,” she whispered, guilt ripping through her.

      What if her own parents had done this to her and Francisco? How would she have felt?
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      Twenty Years Later

      Nicole Reyes was going to bury this bastard.

      Derrick Reddick.

      The man accused of gunning down his pregnant girlfriend, Bianca Laurent, in cold blood. A girl with whom Nicole resonated, as the young woman had just received her admittance letter to law school. The young woman who loved a man from a very wealthy family – a family who wanted him to marry someone with a pedigree like his. Not a young woman whose family was middle-class.

      There was so much about this case that left her cringing inside with the realization this could have been her. Only Tripp wasn’t a murderer.

      Nicole had built her entire case piece by piece, with meticulous precision. She had the motive. She had the means. And she had enough circumstantial and forensic evidence to put Derrick behind bars for the rest of his miserable life.

      Today was only the pre-trial, but the weight of the case already hung in the air like a summer storm. The media would be watching. The town hanging on every word as a very prominent family and a middle-class Catholic family with strong ties in the community awaited justice. One had lost a loved one, and the other would soon lose their son, if she had anything to do with it.

      She didn’t care.

      Let them watch her win.

      Nicole’s heels clicked sharply against the marble floor of the courthouse hallway as she strode toward Courtroom 2B, briefcase under her arm, coffee in hand, jaw set with determination. Her dark green blouse was tucked into high-waisted slacks, her blazer tailored to perfection, her dark hair swept into a smooth, professional chignon.

      The fisherman’s daughter had come home with a law pedigree. No longer was she the girl from the poor side of town. Her life now pulsed with purpose, supported by a salary that allowed her to savor the comforts she once only dreamed of.

      She had returned to Mustang Island to care for her aging parents. What she hadn’t expected was to step right into a trial this high-profile, or one this personal. But this trial gave her something she hadn’t felt in years, a purpose, a reason to face the town that had once shattered her heart.

      When she entered the courtroom, Craig Allen, her second chair and longtime mentor, was already seated at the prosecution’s table, scanning his notes. He glanced up as she approached.

      “Morning, Reyes.”

      She slid into the first chair beside him. “Morning, Allen.”

      “Ready to wreck this guy’s life?”

      “Absolutely.” She peeled the cap off her coffee and took a steadying sip. “Let’s nail him to the damn wall.”

      A shuffle of movement across the aisle made her glance toward the defense table.

      And just like that, the breath caught in her lungs.

      No.

      No. No. No.

      Sitting at the defense table, looking infuriatingly sharp in a navy suit, his tie slightly loose like he never really needed to try, was Dustin “Tripp” Masterson.

      Her ex-husband.

      Her high school sweetheart.

      The boy who’d vowed to love her forever, and shattered her heart less than forty-eight hours after they’d said “I do.”

      Her stomach dropped. Her pulse roared in her ears.

      “What the hell?” she whispered. “He’s not Victor Lawson.”

      Allen leaned in. “Something wrong?”

      She forced a smile, her jaw clenching. “I know the defense counsel. And he’s not Victor Lawson.”

      “Victor had a heart attack. I guess this is the new guy. Is there a problem?”

      Now she understood why he was here. His name had not been on any of the pretrial motions.

      “We were... close. A long time ago.”

      “Need to recuse yourself?”

      “Not a chance!”

      This was her case. Her courtroom. Her win.

      She wasn’t about to let Tripp Masterson walk in here and take that from her.

      Not again. Her freshman year wasn’t defined by textbooks or exams, but by the ache of losing the boy who vowed to love her forever… and left her within a single day.

      Craig smirked. “Everyone knows the Masterson family around here.”

      Oh yes, she knew the Masterson family very well. A father ruled by a wife who could make the Wicked Witch look like a saint, a woman steeped in venom, with more vile than anyone she’d ever known, and one she prayed would stay gone from her life forever.

      She had heard that Tripp’s father had passed away recently, and her first thought had been, did his wife kill him? Too bad his witch of a mother was still alive.

      “And not in a good way,” Nicole muttered. “Talk about a family full of drama-filled divas.”

      He chuckled, flipping through his file.

      “Bad blood?”

      “You could say that,” she said.

      Their past was steeped in more bad blood than she cared to confess, betrayal, lies, and a runaway groom. She told herself he must have gotten cold feet. And still, she couldn’t forget their wedding night, so sweet, so unrepeatable, that no one else had ever come close.

      Across the aisle, Tripp finally looked up. Their eyes locked.

      And just for a moment, the world narrowed to the space between them.

      All the memories of them as kids surged through her, only to end with that final morning after their wedding, the morning he never came back. She’d waited for hours, dread coiling tighter with every minute. And when the truth finally came, it wasn’t with words spoken face-to-face, but with an email, cold, distant, final.

      His lips parted slightly. Recognition hit him like a slap.

      Then disbelief.

      Then something else, something she didn’t want to name.

      Nicole turned away, stone-faced.

      She didn’t have time for this. Not here. Not now.

      The door at the front of the courtroom opened.

      “All rise,” the bailiff called. “The Honorable Judge Carlton Price presiding.”

      Everyone stood as Judge Price, a tall, silver-haired man with kind eyes and a reputation for fairness, took the bench.

      Nicole straightened her spine.

      This wasn’t about Tripp. This was about justice.

      This was about Bianca Laurent.

      About the life Derrick Reddick had snuffed out without remorse. A man who had killed his own child, along with its mother.

      And she wasn’t about to let him get away with it. Any more than she’d let Tripp off the hook for abandoning her, leaving her to break the news of their marriage to her parents alone. He’d promised he’d be back. He never was. And when she showed up at his house, he was gone.

      As in forever gone.

      The pre-trial began.

      “Nicole Reyes, for the prosecution,” she said, standing and facing the judge.

      Tripp stood, his voice cool and confident as he faced the judge. “Your Honor, I’m replacing attorney Victor Lawson, who is in the hospital. The defense moves to suppress the prosecution’s claim that this was a premeditated act.”

      Nicole stood just as smoothly. “Your Honor, the prosecution intends to prove that Derrick Reddick planned the execution-style murder of Bianca Laurent from the moment he learned she was pregnant.”

      “Objection,” Tripp said quickly. “Prejudicial speculation.”

      Judge Price looked from one to the other. “Overruled. Proceed, Ms. Reyes.”

      Nicole gave a slight nod. Score one.

      Her partner, Craig, stood next. “Your Honor, we request to include the defendant’s prior assault charges involving Miss Laurent. They’re directly relevant.”

      Tripp’s voice sharpened. “Objection. Prior
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