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One



“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” Nan—the certified wedding officiant—said with a warm smile.

Cassie didn’t catch the rest of Nan’s words. All she could feel was the thrill of finally marrying JD Walker. A tiny squeal of joy threatened to escape, reminding her of the girl she once was, dreaming of this moment long ago.

She was Cassie Walker—finally his wife.

JD tugged gently on her hand, and Cassie’s lips curved into a bright smile as he turned them toward their cheering friends and family. Her heart swelled with happiness.

Her new husband let out a carefree whoop, and she burst into laughter. It was perfect—fun and spontaneous. After all, they were on a beach, not in a church, where such a raucous celebration might raise eyebrows. Here, it was exactly right.

Cassie’s tearful mother, Patricia, stepped forward quickly, her eyes shimmering with emotion.

Cassie, overwhelmed, dropped JD’s hand and threw herself into her mother’s open arms, sobs escaping her lips. “Oh, Mom, I thought this day would never come.”

Her mother gently brushed her hair, whispering back, “Me neither, baby. Me neither.”

As they pulled apart, Cassie was immediately enveloped in a heartfelt hug from Levi. 

Cassie had been without her father for years. Her heart knew exactly who she needed to give her away—Levi. Without hesitation, she couldn’t imagine having walked down that aisle with anyone else by her side. 

Having worked closely with Levi at the FBI, he had always treated her like a daughter, a bond she deeply treasured, making this moment even more poignant.

Over the past few months, since their last planned wedding, Cassie fought to keep her negativity at bay. Her mother and Levi had officially become a couple, and though she sensed another wedding on the horizon within the year, she kept her thoughts to herself.

Levi released her with a warm smile. “Way to go, kiddo.”

From the moment she met him at FBI headquarters, he had called her that, and strangely, it never bothered her; instead, it kind of endeared him to her.

Before she could thank him for giving her away, she was swept into a whirlwind of hugs. She caught glimpses of the men shaking hands and man-hugging, congratulating JD in their own tough-guy way.

Henry Kyle, JD’s son, unexpectedly approached her, a mischievous grin playing on his lips. “What should I call you now?” he asked, keeping his distance and not reaching for a hug. He was testing boundaries as a preteen in that awkward “no touch” phase, but she loved the boy, regardless.

She forced a gentle, solemn smile despite her happiness. "You can keep calling me Miss Cassie, or—” she paused, unsure about asking him to call her Mom, especially after he’d lost his own not so long ago. Could she?

He seemed to sense her hesitation, and with a sparkle in his eye, he added, “Or Mom?”

A tender warmth spread through her. “Or Mom.”

“Whoo-hoo! Mom it is!” He surprised her as he closed the distance and wrapped her in a genuine hug. 

Cassie felt like she had never known happiness as pure and bright as this. Marrying JD and hearing that young man call her “Mom” filled her with a joy so overwhelming it brought tears to her eyes. She couldn’t wait to share her next big secret—she was two months pregnant. This moment truly felt like the beginning of everything she had ever dreamed of.

A sudden, piercing crack shattered the air, and Cassie gasped as Henry Kyle's body jerked involuntarily. Her heart pounding, she cried out, “JD!” but before she could react further, he was already by her side, deftly pulling his son from her trembling arms.

Cassie’s eyes widened in fright as she cried out, staring horror-stricken at the dark blood pooling ominously on Henry Kyle’s back. 

Before the car raced away into the distance, Cassie froze as a chilling voice echoed in her mind, “I told you he was mine, and you’d never have him.” The engine roared, disappearing around the corner.

Startled, Cassie McKay jerked awake, her hand instinctively reaching for her throat, as if expecting to find scars from that haunting moment. 

She had a recurring dream—her wedding day turning into chaos, and something terrible happening to Henry Kyle. After his kidnapping, she became almost like a mother hen, constantly ensuring he was exactly where he should be and that he was safe. She wasn’t alone in her concern—JD shared her vigilance, pressing even further by physically checking in on him, as if her worries weren’t enough.

Cassie could tell this was wearing on the kid. Who craved their parent—or parents—even though she wasn’t officially a parent yet—checking in all the time. Preteens were…well, challenging to manage, and she suspected it would only get harder from here on. That thought worried her. How would JD handle Henry Kyle, especially with the tight leash he’d been kept on since his abduction?

JD shifted slightly in his sleep, eyes fluttering open. “What is it? Another bad dream?”

These days, staying over at JD’s was a rare treat, especially since Henry Kyle was with a friend. Much to JD’s dismay, she refused to move in before the wedding, wanting to do things right for Henry Kyle’s sake. 

She nodded slowly and lay back down.

JD instinctively wrapped his arm around her belly, pulling her close. “Want to talk about it?” He snuggled her neck as the quiet night wrapped around them.

“No. It’s the same dream. I’m sure it’ll go away after the wedding.”

The wedding day was swiftly approaching, less than two weeks away, and Cassie could hardly contain her excitement. The plans had evolved from an intimate gathering of just her, JD, and family on the sun-kissed beach to a charming, tented affair welcoming about twenty guests, culminating in a cozy reception. Despite the changes, one thing remained beautifully constant—the ceremony was still set right there on the beach where JD had nervously dropped to one knee and proposed, making the location even more meaningful.

JD kissed her neck. “I’m sure it will.”

“Are you upset about the changes to the wedding?”

With the addition of guests at the wedding, JD decided he’d don a tuxedo—not because he was asked, but because he wanted to make a statement. When she mentioned dressing up, he confidently declared that if she was “gussying up,” then he would too. He chuckled and said it was his first—and only—wedding, so he was determined to do it right and leave a lasting impression.

Cassie was wearing her mother’s wedding dress, the same one her mother had worn when she married Cassie’s father. It had been kept all these years, even though Cassie had been married before and had chosen not to wear it at her own wedding to Mike McKay. That should have been a warning sign that something was off.

JD sighed, obviously knowing he wouldn’t get more sleep. “No. As long as it’s you, me, and Henry Kyle there, I don’t care who else is in attendance.”

She knew better. After all, he had refused to invite Bryant Jacobs, his childhood friend who once betrayed JD. That betrayal cut deep—sleeping with Henry Kyle’s mother while she and JD were sharing their lives—wasn’t just about love or its absence. It was about a shattered trust between two best friends, and no matter how much he pretended it didn’t matter, the wound still stung.

Since JD discovered the betrayal, Bryant’s presence in their lives had been a rollercoaster—sometimes welcomed, often kept at arm’s length. JD’s suspicions kept him from trusting Bryant fully, only allowing him near when absolutely necessary, like helping Cassie’s friend or searching for Henry Kyle after his kidnapping.

Cassie desperately wished for reconciliation, hoping JD would forgive past wrongs and that they could finally put their history to rest. But deep down, she knew that piece of hope was slipping further away with each passing day.

Cassie’s closest friend, Missy Sauvage, was set to be her maid of honor for their intimate wedding. Alongside Henry Kyle—JD’s best man—the pair would be the only attendants, making the day even more special and personal. 

“Does Missy truly have a moment amidst her hectic book tour to attend the wedding?” JD had asked this question countless times, his concern for Cassie growing with each inquiry.

“Yes, her new agent assured her that she had plenty of time carved out in her schedule.” Once Robert’s obsession with Missy became undeniable to everyone else, Missy made a bold move—she switched agents within the agency to a newer one she was eager to try out.

“Then, quit fretting. I can hear your mind going ninety-to-nothing from here.”

She let out a slow sigh; her mind tangled with worries. After everything they had endured to reach this moment, the upcoming wedding felt simultaneously thrilling and daunting. Cassie’s injuries had finally healed; she no longer limped or felt pain, easing some of the tension caused by the delays. Their wedding was still during hurricane season—a gamble they hoped wouldn’t backfire. Meanwhile, a storm was gathering far to the south, and Cassie silently prayed it wouldn’t escalate into a hurricane and threaten the Gulf.

“Do you think the latest tropical disturbance will strengthen into a hurricane?”

JD squeezed her tight, then released her, keeping his arm over her stomach. “If it does, we’ll worry about it then. Now, try to get some sleep.”

Instead of sleeping, Cassie’s mind raced with anxiety as her endless wedding to-do list grew heavier. “Will Henry Kyle make it in time for the photo shoot tomorrow?” 

They had planned a family photo on the beach before the wedding—a special moment to cherish before the big day. But now, the uncertainty gnawed at her, threatening to overshadow her excitement.

JD groaned. “We’re not getting any more sleep, are we?” When she didn’t respond, he answered her question. “Sweetheart, he’ll be there. I’m picking him up instead of counting on John’s parents to deliver him to the right spot on the beach. What else?”

Cassie smiled, relief washing over her as she found an outlet for her worry. “What about your tux? Have you and Henry Kyle been fitted yet?” She had already had her mother’s dress beautifully altered and cleaned, ready for the big day. Yet, trusting JD to follow through with something as important as his tux kept her on edge, her mind drifting into anxious possibilities.

“Nan is picking them up tomorrow. What next?”

“What about my ring? Have you picked it up from the jeweler’s yet?”

JD laughed. “You’re worried, aren’t you?” He kissed her neck. “Yes, I picked it up, and it’s safe. Did you pick up my wedding band?”

Cassie nodded, even though her head was resting against a pillow. “Yes, Mom has it ready for Missy.”

JD snorted. “Are your mom and Levi coming out as an official couple finally?”

Cassie chuckled. “It appears they are slowly doing that.”

“Slowly? It’s been months since they showed up in Oxford, all touchy-feely.”

Cassie’s mom, Patricia, had been married multiple times, losing two husbands to death and one to deception. Her mom’s smile and laughter with Levi Bronson—their tech expert at Coastal Investigation—had Cassie excited that she’d found love again.

“I think they’ve finally stopped sneaking around like teenagers.” She had recently witnessed Levi kissing her mother goodnight as he left her house—an intimate moment she hadn’t expected catching. Living temporarily with her mother, Cassie had watched these two lovebirds in the evenings, sensing their growing affection long before they truly realized what was happening. Now, the truth was undeniable.

JD leaned over and kissed her on the lips, a gentle touch that settled inside her. “What else is bothering you?” 

“Plenty. The caterer, the florist, the tent company, the cake maker—”

JD interrupted her. “I get it. It’s a lot. How can I help make this easier for you?”

Cassie snuggled into him. “Just listen like you do. That’s all I need.”

“Well, my sweet Cassie, I can do that.” He leaned over her gently, his lips capturing hers in a deep, passionate kiss. As he held her close, she felt her toes curl instinctively, responding to the moment's intensity. With her worries momentarily eased by his tenderness, she felt a newfound lightness.

As he rolled over on top of her, she smiled. “I love you, JD.”

“I love you, Cassie.”










Two


On Sunday, the ocean was incredibly calm and serene, with gentle waves barely rippling the surface. Its tranquil appearance provided the perfect, peaceful backdrop for engagement photos, creating an idyllic setting of natural beauty and calm.

However, Henry Kyle was giggling so hard he couldn’t stay still; the photographer was barking directions like a drill sergeant; and JD was sweating through his light blue button-down shirt as if it were a cross-examination rather than a celebration.

“Dad.” Henry Kyle tugged at his sleeve as he shifted barefoot in the sand. “You look like you’re waiting for the firing squad.”

He shot him a look. “Eleven years old and already a smart-mouth.”

Cassie, dressed in a lovely light blue summer dress, smoothed a palm over his chest, a sharp smile curving her lips. “He gets it from you. Don’t deny it.”

JD’s chest squeezed. Nearly six years sober. A son who believed in him. A woman who trusted him enough to say yes. He had no business standing here, on this beach, with everything he thought he’d lost. But he wasn’t giving it up. Not now. Not ever.

The photographer waved them into place. Henry Kyle darted forward, digging his toes into the sand like he was born of this shore. Cassie leaned into JD’s side, soft and strong at once. He inhaled salt, sunscreen, and her perfume—a tether stronger than the tide.

“Relax, JD. Try smiling like you’re not imagining cuffing the photographer.”

“I don’t smile on command.”

“You do for me.”

And damn if she wasn’t right. His mouth curved. For her, always.

The shutter clicked. The breeze lifted. And then—

A high-pitched whine cut through the air. Not a gull. Not wind. A drone.

Instincts fired hot. A dark speck barreled in from the dunes, wobbling but deliberate, angling down too fast.

“Henry Kyle—move!”

Cassie shoved Henry Kyle behind her as JD lunged forward and covered them both. Sand sprayed as the drone dive-bombed, skimming close enough that he felt the buzz of its rotors graze past his ear. The photographer yelped, tripping backward.

The thing crashed nose-first into the sand with a crunch. Smoke puffed.

Heart hammering, JD kicked it over. A camera lens glared up at him, cracked but still recording. 

Cassie leaned in closer, her breath coming fast. “I wonder who it belongs to.”

JD’s stomach clenched at the thought that they might have been recorded, even by accident. He scanned the deserted beach, noticing the few scattered visitors near the casinos.

Henry Kyle bounced over with a grin. “It probably belongs to someone down the beach. Don’t worry, they’ll come get it.” He reached out eagerly, but JD quickly grabbed his hand.

“Careful, Henry Kyle. It could be hot.”

The photographer eagerly snapped photos, as if this shiny object were a coveted tourist attraction. “What an adventure.”

JD clenched his fists, barely restrained. He wasn’t paying for pictures of a mere toy; he wanted stunning shots of his family, not this distracted photographer’s hobby.

Cassie, with a gentle yet firm hand, steered the photographer back on track, urging him to keep shooting. They left the drone where it had landed, constantly watching it like a cautious hawk, ready to pounce if someone came to claim it.

JD’s eyes darkened at the thought—he’d have a serious talk with the owner about their reckless carelessness.

Yet, after another hour spent carefully posing for photos, meticulously adjusting their stance, and waiting patiently, no one came for the contraption, leaving them alone with the unclaimed device under the fading light.

As the photographer packed up and headed away, they couldn’t resist approaching the drone once more. Its frame was still buried in the sands where it had crash-landed, holding untold mysteries.

Cassie glanced around nervously. “I wonder if someone’s coming to claim this. I hate to leave it to just anyone.”

Henry Kyle stepped closer, pointing at a tiny spot on the drone’s surface. “Maybe the owner’s name is on the memory card. We can check it out and find who it belongs to.” A mischievous grin tugged at his lips. He paused, frowning slightly. “That is, unless they’ve password-protected it.”

JD’s gut twisted. No one had come to retrieve the drone. He knew it wasn’t just any toy—this was expensive, with a sleek military-grade casing and a high-quality lens. Why had no one come for it? Curiosity sharpened as he wondered what secrets this drone might hold and why this had happened to them. Now.

Decisively, he grabbed the drone, flipping it over to locate the off switch, wary that it might suddenly take flight. “Let’s see if Levi can track down the owner and return this lost drone.”

Cassie looked up at him with a hint of a smile. “I think he’s at Mom’s right now.”

JD glanced at his son, a playful tone in his voice. “So, how do you feel about visiting Miss Pat and Mr. Levi?”

Henry Kyle's face lit up as he whooped excitedly. “Heck yeah! Now that I’m in regular school, I really miss Miss Pat.”

“Plus…” Cassie grinned. “Mom’s making her famous lasagna tonight.”

JD’s face lit up. That was a definite yes then. Patricia’s lasagna wasn’t just good—it was legendary in his book, outshining even the best Italian cooks he’d encountered, each claiming theirs was better. Nothing beat her recipe—nothing. 

“Sounds like we’re in.” JD grinned as he hoisted the drone under his arm.

He and Henry Kyle hurried over to his truck, excitement bubbling in their steps, while Cassie headed toward her Jeep. The trip to Gulf Islands was quick, their chatter and anticipation growing with each mile. Before long, they pulled up outside Patricia’s cozy cottage, ready for her famous dinner.

As they stepped inside, Levi
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