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TO EXPOSE THE TRUTH, he becomes the enemy.
To finish it, she risks everything.

When an explosion tears them apart, Cole Maddox makes the only choice he has left: disappear into the heart of the conspiracy that ruined his life. Embedded beside Major Keaton, wearing the badge of the very network he’s sworn to destroy, Cole walks a razor’s edge—one wrong move from execution, one act of mercy from exposure. His final message to Harper is a warning she never wanted to hear:

Trust no one. Especially me.

Believing Cole has abandoned her—or worse, betrayed her—Harper Vale refuses to stop. Armed with encrypted ledgers, journalistic instinct, and a growing circle of allies, she prepares to do what no one before her has dared: drag Project VIGILANT into the light and let the world watch it burn. Every upload, every leak paints a larger target on her back—and draws the attention of forces that operate far beyond the military.

As a donor summit approaches and power consolidates at the highest levels of government, the final pieces fall into place. The truth about Ethan’s murder. The real architect behind VIGILANT. And the cost of choosing love in a world built on secrecy and blood.

With time running out and death stalking every step, Harper and Cole fight on opposite sides of the same war—until the moment arrives when trust must be absolute, sacrifice unavoidable, and the truth unleashed before it can be buried forever.

Because some wars aren’t won in the dark.
They’re won in front of the world.

––––––––
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THE EXPLOSIVE CONCLUSION to a dark romantic suspense trilogy about truth, loyalty, and choosing the light—even when it costs everything.
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COLE

Two more vans backed up on the ramps. The first of the two older model rusty junk buckets passed by me as I stood watching over. They reversed like old armored and embattled elephants as they aimed toward the warehouse’s open dock doors. At a first glance, they seemed like pieces of crap that would break down at any given moment if they dared to rev their engines over twenty miles an hour. And a first glance was all anyone would ever give the pair of belabored cargo vehicles. Their shitty appearance was meant to deceive, and deceive they would as they transported packages and cartons of drugs from this warehouse to the next pitstop of the distribution route. 

Men patrolled around the site, all the details of their ammo, guns, and protective gear blurred and smeared under the darkness of the night. No moon lit up the area for me to note and file away who they were. 

Besides, it didn’t matter. 

Right now, the specific identities of these men couldn’t make a difference in my mission. 

Because I was one of them. 

But I’m not in. 

I’m not...back there.

I drew in a steady breath as I donned the mask the other security guards wore. Stone-faced. Cool. On edge and alert. I wasn’t back in the service. I wasn’t with my old unit. And I had no proper role in any branch of justice. 

But so long as I stuck with this rogue plan, I would look the damn part. I would convince every one of these armed guards that I was with them. I would do all I could to persuade my enemy strutting around that I was with him—again. That I would be his loyal soldier to rely on. 

Dressed in fatigues, carrying his guns, fitting in as security over his activities, and looking the part of one of his mercenaries, I was in on this operation. As far as Keaton and the rest of Project Vigilant could tell, I was a part of them. 

But deep down, I knew I never could be. 

I wasn’t back there in the service on a mission taking his orders. As I furthered my plans to go deep undercover though, I had to work a fine balance of looking like I’d take all his commands and see them completed. 

I wasn’t overseas, far-out in the thick of the enemy territory and in a war zone. Yet, as I stood with the other guards here as drugs were moved as one cog of the corruption that Project Vigilant orchestrated, I had to keep up the ruse that would enable me to stay close. 

But I’m not his soldier. 

I’ll never be back there. 

I had been discharged, and that was a final declaration of my purpose being done. 

Now, as I cracked down on trying to expose Keaton and Project Vigilant, I had to stick with the start of something new. The true beginning of actually pursuing justice. 

On my own. 

Through my periphery, I watched Keaton stroll toward me. Arms down, hands clasped behind his back, head down, he adopted the same “pensive” pose he used back when he was my CO. Giving the appearance of being deep in thought, he probably should’ve looked less intimidating. 

But I knew damn well that any time that man was plotting and scheming, it would result in nothing good. 

“I’ve got to admit that I was surprised to see you show up, wanting to join my security force, Maddox,” Keaton drawled, his tone condescending but not overly so. 

I shrugged, scanning the activity of the drugs being moved for transport. “Just another job.” 

Seeing as you are the sole reason I lost the one career I ever wanted, asshole. 

“Is it?” He raised one brow. With the thin-framed glasses on his nose, his stupid soul patch goatee on his chin, he looked like he was trying too hard to cling to his youth. His shaved—and balding—head was covered under a hat, but that would’ve just completed the pathetic hipster look. 

“It is,” I replied as neutrally as I could. 

“Hmm.” He nodded once and gave me a measured look for a long moment that might have broken weaker men. 

I was used to this, used to him, though, and I knew how to keep my cool. How to never snap under his scrutiny. 

Sure enough, after I didn’t give him the satisfaction of looking nervous or skittish, he continued walking by. 

He could muse all he wanted about why I’d shown up and asked if he needed additional security help. Of course, it had been a surprise. My name was on the Project Vigilant kill list, and Keaton was actively aware of the fact I was labeled as a problem. As a target. 

Not anymore. 

The fact that I’d been accepted and hired, brought in as a new guard, proved that he was willing to buy my story. That tall tale that I’d been following Harper because someone thought she knew too much about the Project. That for the last few years, I had been working as an independent contractor. Which was true. I had been. I’d been working off the record as a PI and security expert. I’d only needed to twist that fact into a lie for him—that I’d been spotted with Harper because someone had wanted me to get close to her and see what I could discover about her. 

The lies had come to me when I first began thinking about how to keep her away from me. When I first brainstormed about going undercover to truly get closer to Keaton. 

Because I never could have kept her safe as my partner. At my side. 

Over and over again, I saw how she had become a liability. I’d come to care too much about her, and that burden, that worry, and that responsibility wasn’t going to be any help in seeing justice delivered in terms of the Project’s crimes and their extensive corruption and reach. 

Partnering with her had seemed like a no-brainer when I wanted to keep her safe. By sticking with her, though, I saw how she never would be safe again. Not until Keaton was down and effectively ended. Not until the conspiracy of Project Vigilant was revealed to the fullest extent that it could be. 

It wasn’t easy to consider abandoning her. It wasn’t a simple decision to break ties with her and go off on my own, as a mole within Keaton’s closest circle of security. But it seemed like it was the only way forward to push her away for her safety and also to pursue documents and conclusive evidence of all that Keaton participated in as a commander within the Project. 

That was why, over a week ago, I’d staged that water leak at that café to ensure no civilians were inside during the explosive devices I’d planted. Harper, Jason, and Omar had rattled on about their impulsive idea to question Isabella Crestwood, but I’d lingered in the background, figuring out how to use that meetup as a window of opportunity to disappear from Harper’s life. 

I rigged it so that no one would’ve died. And per the news reports I’d followed in the aftermath, no casualties had been reported. 

As the debris settled and the smoke dissipated, I’d run off to start this phase of being a mole, undercover, right beneath Keaton’s eyes. 

Whatever it takes. 

I moved in formation with the other guards as the vans were loaded up and the doors locked down.

Whatever it takes to get close. Close enough to get my hands on the evidence I need to expose them. 

Even at the cost of pushing Harper away. 

I furrowed my brow, stuck in the loop of my ugly thoughts as I carried on this guise of being one of the mercenaries for Keaton. We gathered up to escort the vans out of the area, but it didn’t matter what we did and all that I noticed, I couldn’t shed the thoughts about her. 

I’d pushed her away—the only good thing I’d ever had happen to me—and I had yet to convince myself that it was the right choice. 

I was under no illusion that she’d forgive me. She would be downright furious with me if she were to ever find out that I’d set up that explosion all for the sake of cutting ties between us. 

After all those times she’d pointed out that we’d agreed to be tentative partners. That we were working together, not apart. 

“Stick with you. Like glue.” 

She’d agreed to that, staying with me. But her reasoning tugged at my heartstrings each time I thought back to all that she’d said. When I’d suggested her staying behind the scenes and safe, she’d protested. 

“To make me be an accessory at a screen while you’re out doing the hard work? Who’s going to look out for you?”

Seated in the back of an SUV with Keaton’s force, I curled my fingers in a fist. 

You just don’t get it, do you?

You think you can save me?

You think you can take the role of protecting me? 

She had. I couldn’t laugh that off. She had saved my life when she dragged me away from that auction. And she had saved me when she listened to me and didn’t judge when I told her about how my military career had ended. 

But that was all part of the risk. Letting her soften me and trick me into thinking I wasn’t a monster was the first step in losing my edge. And that wouldn’t do while I tried to pin Keaton and the members of the Project down. 

Stop dwelling on it. On her. 

I’d made my choice to go solo and go deep undercover, and I’d stand by it. 

She wouldn’t be alone. She’d get in touch with Jason—who would no doubt be just as furious with me as she would be. She’d continue working with Omar. 

And I’d be out here to infiltrate as high as I could to get the master ledger that Keaton would know about. The motherlode of proof of all of the Project’s members and political persuasion across the world. 

Moving through the motions of “job,” I rode along on the transport and then relocated to the lodging that Keaton and his men were using on the other side of the country. But it didn’t matter what I witnessed, what I heard, and where I went, Harper was still just as embedded and stuck under my skin as ever. 

Please just be safe. 

I couldn’t resist the automatic worry that she could’ve been hurt outside that explosion. 

Please know that I’m still on your side. 

In my room that night, I paced and learned the lesson—again—that I couldn’t outrun, outwalk, or outpace my worries about her. 

Please know that I will get you your story. 

Gritting my teeth as I rubbed the back of my neck, I grabbed the burner phone out of my hidden pocket. 

I couldn’t let it go on like this. This total separation. 

I couldn’t stomach the yawning, open-ended unknown of how she was and if she’d be receptive to when I could contact her with the truth we’d been hunting for. All the answers. All the proof the world deserved to see. 

Fuck. 

I just needed some sliver of a connection between us, a tether to hang on to despite my action of pushing her away. 

After going to the primitive texting options, I tapped in her number. 

Unknown: Trust no one. 

I sent it to her before I could talk myself out of it. 

Giving her a warning was critical as she was likely searching for me in the wake of the explosion. 

Unknown: Especially me. 

That was too telling. She’d know this message was from me, but she wouldn’t be able to prove it. 

I heaved out a deep breath, staring at the device. 

Unknown: Please be patient and wait until I can reveal myself as a mole deep undercover. I had to get close. I have to find this master ledger if it exists. I couldn’t do that while I worried about you getting hurt. So please wait. And believe me when I say that this is the only way forward. 

My finger hovered over the send button for a long second. 

But then I moved it to the delete option, tapping it over and over to erase my confession. 

It was too soon. I wasn’t ready to come clean. This was only beginning, this step of getting as close to my nemesis as possible all so I could ride along and slip in to take the evidence of all his secrets. 

The text box was blank, completely empty, and I warred against how empty I felt inside for pushing her away. 
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HARPER

Red and white lights flashed on the screen overhead. The news ticker strip at the bottom of the TV announced another snippet of breaking news. 

My abs tensed. 

The skin on my forearm that had been sliced open from debris at the explosion stung. 

Blood ran hotter and faster through my veins as I braced for impact. 

As I prepared on a cellular level of fight or flight. 

Adrenaline was a wicked beast like that, priming the whole body to go even when danger wasn’t present. 

I inhaled quick breaths through my nose, fully aware that I was tiptoeing too closely to panic. Again. 

Because on the screen, the front of that café was shown again. The same bistro seating area where I’d last seen Cole. Coverage of that explosion was still circulating as the police searched for who set off the devices that exploded. 

The image was ripped away as I stood in line at the gas station. In its place was a new photo of  fugitive on the loose from the nearby prison. 

“You can call in the tipline...” the reporter continued to say, referencing the local law enforcement’s call for help in catching the latest bad guy on the streets. 

I exhaled in a long whoosh as I stepped forward. Moving up in the line meant I’d get out of here faster. It also pushed me ahead to where I couldn’t see the TV blaring. 

Breaking news that didn’t involve me was ideal. But just that brief visual of the scene from almost two weeks ago haunted me all over again. 

Talking myself out a panic attack wasn’t fun, but it was what I’d had to make a habit of since that fateful morning. 

One second, Cole and I were sitting there talking to Isabella. I’d been focused on getting more intel out of her, surprised she wasn’t walking away and glad that I could prove to Cole it wasn’t a bad idea to reach out to her. 

But then in the next second, all hell had broken loose. Shards of wood, metal, and glass flew out. The impact of the explosion had sucked all sense of time away. Life had paused, then fallen into disarray. Through the smoke, it was impossible to see. With all the yells, shouts, screams, and sobs, I couldn’t even think straight. 

That was the mark that changed it all. Before the explosion, I was confident in this fight to get answers, secure with Cole as my partner against evil. 

After the explosion, I was lost and confused. Alone and without any clue of what happened or why. 

It was my turn to move up to the register. Shoving aside the flashbacks of the explosion, of the moment where I’d lost Cole, I put my things on the slim counter space between two racks of lotto tickets. 

“You okay?” 

I glanced up just a bit at the teenager manning the register. She arched both blonde brows at me as she scanned my drinks, protein bars, and first-aid kit. 

“Yeah.” I didn’t prolong eye contact, well aware that I could still be a target, a prey. Avoiding the public eye was essential. With or without Cole, I knew better than to linger near any surveillance cameras. 

After all the news footage of that café explosion, I was even more on the radar. I’d spotted myself in the replays of the minutes before the explosion had gone off. My head and face were partly visible from the surveillance cameras in the area. Cole wasn’t, hidden behind a column. Isabella wasn’t that visible either, blocked by an umbrella to the table next to ours. 

As I left the gas station, I kept my eyes open, aware of my surroundings. But in my mind, I scolded myself for even thinking back to how they hadn’t been visible in the footage before the explosion. 

Because they’re not visible or available now, either.

I scowled as I got into the car and immediately locked it to go to the cabin. 

Cole had vanished in the wake of the explosion. Isabella had taken off too. Hell, lots of people had fled the scene. When a bomb went off, it was instinct to run to safety. 

Afterward, though, I should’ve been able to find them. I hadn’t though. In the throngs of people checking that their loved ones weren’t hurt. Among the crowds of bystanders. The reporters and news teams that had shown up. Even with the paramedics, cops, and EMTs who had come to assist and assess the situation. 

I evaded everyone once I realized I was alive and only minimally wounded. In those moments after the explosions, I searched for Cole and Isabella, determined to find them. 

And no one had a word about them at all. No one could tell me if a body matching their descriptions had been found. No bodies had been found at all, with no one dying in the blasts. 

Having to hide and stay on the downlow went against the grain of trying to find Cole or ultimately, I’d given up, unable to find any trace of them. 

I left and wrapped a bandage around the cut on my arm. As soon as I got in the car, I called Jason and Omar and that was it. 

That was the end of working with Cole. 

I was on my own now, pissed at the mystery of how this had happened. 

Jason video-called as I drove, and I answered. 

“Anything?” I asked. 

He’d been on the hunt for clues and answers about his friend too. A man couldn’t just disappear into thin air. Even with the capabilities Project Vigilant had, they couldn’t pull off a fucking magic act like that. 

It was how I greeted this former special ops friend of Cole’s each time he contacted me now. Anything new? Anything like a clue or fact? 

“No,” he replied tiredly. I heard the annoyance in his tone too. “Omar and I have been tracking through every possible avenue of footage in that area. No sign of him.”

I shook my head, beyond frustrated. “He has to be somewhere. He couldn’t have died and been left there.” I could say that with a straight face because it was so impossible to believe. 

“He had to have been taken,” I concluded. 

He shook his head. “There would’ve been evidence of that. He’s too big, too combative to just be taken away without a single sign of that capture.” 

“What if he was drugged again?” I felt like a broken record asking this. We’d debated this for over a week. “Like at the auction.” 

“Fine. Let’s say he was. Imagine dragging him out of a bomb site and no one noticing, not one camera picking up on that.” He raised his brows. 

Dammit. My stomach twisted as I kept driving. There was only one other option then. And it sickened me and pissed me off the most. 

“He mentioned wanting to split up,” he reminded me. 

I growled, hating that the special ops hero I’d found would actually ever believe in a plan that ever coincided with the statement that it could be “for my own good.” 

“Are you saying you wanted to push me away and used that as an opportunity?” I asked. 

“I’m suggesting he might have made that opportunity happen the way it did.” 

I growled again, wishing I could scream. If my throat wasn’t still raw from the explosion’s smoke, I would have. 

“Isabella darting away is feasible too,” he reminded me. “And that’s more worrisome than what happened to Cole.” 

I gaped at him as I turned on the road that led to this other remote safehouse, a cabin that was bigger than the one Cole and I had been in for a while. “It’s not worrisome that Cole is missing?” 

“I don’t think he’s missing. I think he went rogue. I’m not saying I like it. It pisses me off, too. But that’s what I suspect has happened.”

I set my teeth together as I finished driving to the cabin. He could be okay with it, but that didn’t mean I had to accept it. 

We were partners, dammit. 

Why can’t you let me help you? 

Why can’t—

“He started to sound like he was ready to pull back and go solo. If anything, he’s probably trying to do things his own way to get that master ledger that Omar thinks is out there.” 

I shook my head again, peeved as I parked and got out of the car. 

“Fine. Then what comes next?” I wouldn’t be able to let go of my anger with Cole for wanting to do things his
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