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THE TRUTH DIDN’T SET them free.
It put a target on their backs.
Hiding in a remote cabin while Cole Maddox fights for his life, Harper Vale uncovers the one secret she never expected: Cole has been tracking the Crestwood family—and the operation that killed her fiancé—for years. What began as survival turns into something far more dangerous: trust.

As Cole recovers, the evidence they uncover confirms their worst fears. Project VIGILANT wasn’t a rogue mission—it was a global operation, protected by money, military contracts, and men who erase threats without mercy. Ethan Crestwood wasn’t just a victim. He was part of it...until he tried to walk away.

Now Harper and Cole are running out of time.

With assassins closing in and allies dropping dead, their fragile refuge collapses. Harper is forced to confront the rot beneath the Crestwood legacy and the devastating truth that the people she once loved may have signed her death warrant. When she’s taken hostage by the man at the center of it all, Harper learns just how expendable human lives are to those in power.

Cole will burn the world down to get her back.

But saving Harper means unleashing the soldier he swore he’d never become again, and facing the guilt that’s haunted him since the day he disobeyed orders to save innocent lives. As vengeance and love collide, both must decide how far they’re willing to go for the truth... and what it will cost them when they find it.

Because the conspiracy runs deeper than they imagined.
And some enemies don’t just kill you—they make sure you never escape.
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COLE

Fragmented nightmares accosted me. Shifting from one unclear episode of screams and the bright flashes of shots and explosions to another, I was trapped in a confusing collage of suffering. Of danger and pain and the need to fight. 

The need to get up and defend whoever was crying for help consumed me as I lay helplessly still. 

Someone was sobbing for how they’d been beaten. 

Another begged me to kill them and put them out of their misery. 

One more asked when it would end. It seemed impossible for any of this hell to stop. To cease. The metallic tang of blood wouldn’t abate as I watched one scene of hell upon earth after another. As bullets flew. As bombs rattled the ground. The desert dust pluming all around me and—

No. 

This wasn’t real. 

No dirt rose from the broken land. No water or mud threatened to suck me under. I wasn’t in the sunbaked desert or the no-man’s-land of a swampy jungle. 

Stuck between consciousness and sleeping, I wasn’t sure where the hell I was. 

But a nugget of truth burned deep inside me. 

I wasn’t fighting anymore. 

I’m done. 

I wasn’t with Keaton anymore. No longer a part of the special ops unit, with the men I’d called my brothers. 

I’m done. They finished me. 

I had been discharged, and that kernel of a fact hadn’t changed before I’d been nearly knocked out. 

Nothing made sense, and I couldn’t begin to figure this out. Blanketed by a hazy confusion, all I could do was watch my mind’s eye. The visions of the war zones playing out in action were all real. One hundred percent there and unavoidable as I was too sluggish and weighed down to move or protest. 

I couldn’t stop the images. I couldn’t silence the uproar of battles and suffering. My fellow men shouted at me to cover for them. Victims cried out in the distance. Targets screamed orders and threatened to unleash more strokes of combat and violence. 

But the tang of blood was still there. Still thick and potent, nauseating me as I tried to get up. To move at all and break through this wall of nothingness that shackled me into inactivity. 

Streaks of pain lanced through me, keeping me captive to suffer and stay put. Throbbing aches littered my body, proving a faint and weak awareness that I had recently fought hard to survive. 

But what happened? 

Where am I? 

What did I survive? 

This wasn’t survival. This wasn’t life. Possessed and locked in this foggy agony, this stillness of not moving, I felt closer to death than anything else. 

I’m done. 

Or rather, I was done for. 

Even as defeat warned at the edge of my consciousness, I wasn’t free to let go. To surrender. To sleep. It just wasn’t who I was. That wasn’t how my body or brain worked. 

I was alive, but locked in this spell of nightmares, my only purpose to exist was to bear witness to the past hell I’d escaped from. The previous violence and warfare that I’d participated in. 

Keaton’s voice rang out, ordering me to stand by and be ready. 

Ready for what? 

Vesper’s snarling shouts taunted me to get out of the way. 

Out of the way for what? 

Juan’s panicked yells followed, his request that I help him. 

To help you with what? 

Jason’s measured tone reached me through a comms unit, warning me to watch my back. 

Watch my back for what? For who? 

All the voices and sounds of the men I used to work alongside jumbled as the scream and cries of the wounded broke through the blasts of guns and bombs. Shrapnel flew through the air and littered down on us. Dust billowed up and—

No. 

That part of the scene always cut away. 

There was no dust. 

I wasn’t sucking in gobs of dirt. 

I’m done. I’m not there anymore. 

Memories continued to flog me, all of them coming in fragments. No matter what the scene was in my mind’s eye, I couldn’t escape it. I was stuck to watch it all until the world dropped out beneath me. 

Physically. 

I fell. 

My body smacked down. 

Jolted into more consciousness from the drop, I tried to blink. To open my eyes. To see how I’d plummeted from one universe into another. That was how disoriented and lost I was. 

The change in height almost forced me out of the nightmares playing on that hellish loop. My body was still throbbing, aching as one ray of pain coursed over my skin after another. And still, I couldn’t push myself to wake up. To snap out of it. 

The slow motion of being moved came to me next. It wasn’t a blunt observation. It wasn’t a clear clue. The sensation of my limp and dead body dragging was unmistakable, though, despite my sluggishness to understand where I was and what was going on. 

“Come on.” 

That voice. 

Who—

How—

What’s—

She didn’t speak again. No sassy and desperate order returned, but I was still dragged over. Out. Away? I had no idea where I was being moved to, but as long as I latched on to her voice, I was yanked out of the memories from too long ago. 

“Come on.” 

It wasn’t Keaton. It wasn’t any of the men from that special ops unit I couldn’t belong to anymore.

Harper. 

Locking down on the recognition of her voice, so determined but so fearful, I was thrust into another sequence of memories. Of more recent nightmares. 

Drifting into a replay of the auction, I saw it all. Her in that sexy dress to pose as a woman to sell. Me in that suit to blend in as a confident seller. All those assholes bartering on people to sell, buy, or abuse. Darkness was cut only by intermittent lights in that large venue space. It wasn’t a party. It wasn’t a celebration. We’d gone there to get closer to those who belonged to Project Vigilant. Anything to get near answers and collecting the information necessary to fight back and see that justice could be feasible. 

She had almost been taken. The fuzzy memory of that tension came in with sharper detail as I slumped against a softer surface. Pain remained, but I wasn’t moving. I was still again, treated to the fragmented recollection of how frightened Harper had been as she held my hand when Dennis Ward told me to have her appraised and tagged, like she was a thing to catalogue. 

No. I can’t. I won’t. 

I hadn’t been on board with her going there with me at all, exposing her to that much more danger. It was Jason’s idea to have us go there, both of us as a team with me as a buyer and her as a piece of meat to sell. 

I can’t risk losing her. 

Not at that auction. 

Not...at all. 

Harper was new in my life, but with how much we’d fallen into that flimsy partnership to look into the Project, I knew I couldn’t lose her. I would get more answers by keeping her close. 

Yet. 

But what had happened? 

We’d been there, walking through the auction. I’d stalled before taking Harper to get checked in. And then—

Fuck. 

Keaton. 

He’d been there, and he’d seen us. He’d spotted me and that was when we’d given up on staying for intel. We couldn’t have lingered. Now, as I fought the last threads of sleepiness that tethered me into the abyss of darkness in my mind, I realized why. 

The memory of Keaton’s voice was the trigger. 

He’d shown up and spotted me at that auction I hadn’t wanted to go to in the first place. 

After that moment, it was all a chaotic mess. 

We’d run. 

I’d tried to block Harper from the men chasing us. 

The adrenaline rush of firing back and escaping was the last thing I could pull together in my mind. 

But now...?

The warmth of liquid on my side teased me to follow it. The drip of the water. The stinging jab of inflammation on my skin. 

But now...? 

Pain prodded me further out of the agony. Throbbing pulses of wounds heightened my senses as I began to more fully come to. 

Blood. 

That tangy and potent odor wasn’t only in my mind. I was bleeding. I felt it more clearly now, the sting on my flesh. The pump of my heart. The rawness of the injuries on my shoulder. 

I was bleeding. I’d been shot as I tried to get Harper out of that auction, as I attempted to disappear after Keaton recognized me. 

Every partial blink of my eyes pushed me back into the present. Not stuck in the vestiges of the past. Not scrambling to understand what was coming in the future. Snapping into place, I groggily opened my eyes more and more. I took stock of my surroundings, unable to identify any detail that filled in. 

Blank wooden walls. The pale outline of where a painting or framed image might have been hung once. A bare hardwood floor with a ratty rug further from the worn blue couch that I lay on. Heat cranked out from vents overhead, near the water-stained ceiling, the air stale and overly hot like the furnace had only just been turned on and all the residue and dust motes had to crisp and burn up yet. 

Where the hell am I? 

This wasn’t the safehouse I’d been calling my base. 

It wasn’t a standardized rental place like a hotel room. 

Wherever I was, it was rustic and remote. 

A cabin? 

Someone’s house?

Harper’s place? 

It wasn’t my place. It wasn’t the small rental house that I’d found Harper in, either.

Without any sounds to clue me in to where I was—no noise of the traffic or the city—I felt like I was floating on silence. The lack of civilization in the background had me assuming we were out in the country, yet no animals or birds made a sound. 

Not a single bit of noise came to me in this living room, but I couldn’t be alone. 

Someone had brought me here. Harper had told me to “come on.” 

Fuck. 

What happened? 

More pieces of my mind clicked into place as I closed my eyes again. 

Harper must have called for help. She had to have enlisted someone’s assistance for me to wake up in an unknown yet quiet place like this. To have moved me at all. From the frenzy of shooting and running to this too-still silence, something had to give. 

She must have contacted someone for help. 

Jason? She knew how to call my friend. 

Omar? I was under the impression her friend was overseas or not anywhere close enough to rescue us. 

Someone had to have helped. Harper couldn’t have gotten me out of that stairwell by herself. 

But who? 

Who did she call? 

How many other people were in on this mission and aware of what we were doing? 

I wasn’t back to normal speed, but already, my first priority was assessing the risks. 

Even one more person being aware of our plans was dangerous. The fewer, the better. Because it was far too impossible to try to have a stealthy operation of spying on dangerous members of Project Vigilant when half the world seemed to know what we were investigating. 

“Where...” 

My voice barely worked. I tried to clear my throat. I attempted to cough. Swallowing was just as impossible. 

Where am I? 

“Who’s...” Once more, my broken whisper was too weak to be audible. 

Who’s here? 

Fatigued from trying to move and speak, I let out a deep breath and once more fell back under the dragging pressure of sleep. 

I lay there and tried to listen to any hints of Harper being here. Of anyone else loitering while I was defenseless and helpless, wounded and bleeding and disoriented like this. 

No footsteps came. No sounds of things being moved. No thuds of anything falling. 

No voices. 

In the bleak nothingness of unconsciousness, I was once again adrift and confused. Only the sharp smell of medical antiseptic supplies cut through the haze. 

Harper? 

I didn’t hear her. 

But I sensed her near, once more wiping something cool and wet over the epicenter of pain. 

She’d saved me. 

In order for her to have done that, she’d also exposed me to the one man I had wanted to keep an upper hand over. 

The image of Keaton’s smirk flashed in my mind for a fleeting second again, but I didn’t fight it. 

Succumbing to the darkness, I wondered when I’d be strong enough to wake up and fight again. 
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HARPER

Diluted streaks of red coated the walls of the sink. Furrowing my brow as I wrung out the rag again, I released a deep sigh. 

It’s getting better. 

It’s slowing down. 

If I kept at it, compressing that grazing on Cole’s shoulder and pushing the other cloth against the almost superficial through-and-through on his arm, I was certain his bleeding would stop altogether. That second bullet could’ve shredded his flesh. Had it sunken into him any closer to the surface, it would’ve been too messy and free-flowing of an injury that I wouldn’t have been able to play nurse on my own—not if I wanted him to have good odds of surviving. 

He will survive. 

I furrowed my brow deeper and glanced over my shoulder at him lying on the couch. 

Won’t he?

Setting my upper teeth on my lower lip, I cringed and prayed that he would. 

Roarke seemed to think he’d be fine...

Instead of feeling more assured, I cringed again. 

Roarke wasn’t a doctor either. He had been my saving grace, though, happening to be nearby enough that he could swoop in and be our getaway driver in the most dangerous situation I’d ever found myself in. 

Going to that auction was risky. 

Wait. Back up. 

Partnering with a semi-fugitive-like, secretive, gruff former soldier like Cole Maddox was risky. 

And now, on the run from the men who’d given us chase from that auction, I felt like I was playing with more risks and odds than I should. 

Leaning on Roarke’s dismissive and curt assessment of Cole, a “He’ll live,” that he’d tossed out at me before he sped away from that building was yet another risk I wasn’t sure I could roll with. 

What did he know? 

He didn’t really look at the wound for long to be able to give any sketchy prognosis.

Maybe it’s a military thing. Some radar for knowing what’s not life-or-death. 

Miraculously, Roarke had shown up, shouted at me that he didn’t want to know any details, and instructed me to get in his car. I supposed with a military background, it was still ingrained in him to act first and question it all later. Or never. He had a hands-off attitude of not wanting to know why I’d called him or what was going on. He hadn’t questioned if I needed help and a ride out of there. That much was obvious, and he’d held me in enough esteem that he’d given a damn to get me to safety. “Let me see,” he’d said after I scrambled into the backseat of his idling car. He’d carried Cole out of the building and dumped him next to me. Unhappy to be a part of my problems but there to help anyway with a vague warning that I should’ve stayed away from trouble. 

Too late. 

I wasn’t so great at staying away from Cole, and I was grateful he had wanted to stick around to save me. Again and again. 

As I lowered my gaze to the sink and rinsed out the rag again, I sighed and felt another wave of soreness in my throat. My mouth had gone so dry. It had seemed like my throat and lungs were on fire, from panting and breathing so harshly with the panic and adrenaline rush of trying to run from trouble at the auction. 

And we literally had run. I’d looked out over Roarke’s broad shoulders for anyone to rush up to the car and stop us. Security was running amok all over the place, but Roarke hadn’t slowed down for the hell of it. Or for long. 

He’d pushed back Cole’s jacket to see the bleeding and nodded once. “Hold that to the bleeding.” He tipped his chin at a gym shirt in the backseat. “He’ll live.” 

The ride away from the auction passed in a blur. All that grounded me was the warmth of the blood under my hands as I tried to apply pressure to Cole’s wounds. Sticky and seeping, his blood soaked the shirt in a matter of minutes. I balled up his jacket next to sop up the liquid next, looking out the windows as Roarke pressed the pedal to the floor and swerved his way out of the downtown area. Swinging back and forth with the crazy momentum and maneuvering reminded me of how Cole and I had recently done this. How he’d driven us from that store, where the explosion had gone off in the parking lot. It was only days ago, but it seemed like more time had passed. Or that Cole had been this destructive yet rescuing force of nature in my life for much longer. 

Shaking off the rag, I turned to resume helping Cole as he slept off the worst of his sedative. 

That, not a militaristic, devil-may-care indifference, was probably why Roarke predicted that Cole would live. Cole was still unconscious, either mostly asleep or fully out of it. But that sluggishness wasn’t nearly as worrisome on its own. He likely wasn’t so addled and out of it because of the blood loss, which I’d been quick to address and compress. He was probably still down for the count due to whatever sedative had been shot into his system. A tranq dart had fallen from his back when Roarke showed up and first picked him up. 

At the moment, I’d been too stuck in a frenzy of panic to really stop and wonder about that complication. And now, at this moment, as I came back to him on the couch to once more press the rags against his wounds—just in case they were still angry and bleeding too profusely—I tried not to be overly concerned. 

Sedatives weren’t necessarily dangerous. 

Cole was a big, muscular, fit man. Broad-shouldered and tall like an ox, not a lightweight. Any drug that was administered to him would simply run its course and that would be that. I hope. 

“It didn’t help though,” I muttered in a low whisper to myself as I gently dragged the wet cloth over the wound. 

He didn’t reply, still asleep. 

I let out a sigh, frowning as I watched his chest rest and fall steadily. 

Roarke didn’t ask questions on that getaway drive. Each time I tried to say anything, he’d cut me off with a curt reminder that he didn’t want any details. That it was clear I’d stuck my nose somewhere it didn’t belong and someone wasn’t happy about that. Still, I worried that he knew where we were. 

He’d driven us to the rental that Cole and I had, stopping there only long enough for me to grab the bags and get right back in the car. He bluntly stated that he knew of a safehouse that we could use, and he promptly brought us there without another word. 

As soon as I was inside and compressing Cole’s wounds, Jason called back and I gave him all the details. He was concerned that even though Roarke had left, he could be a threat, someone else who’d know where we were and that we were alive. Cole’s cover was blown at that auction, and under Jason’s paranoia and worry, he told me to relocate. 

After the way I’d gone to Dylan for help and he’d tried to get me taken, I couldn’t easily dismiss Jason’s concerns. 

The junky, beat-up car that was parked in the back looked like it wouldn’t run for long, but it started. So, once Roarke left, I dragged Cole out of the safehouse and hurried to drive him to this other cabin that Jason gave me the coordinates for. 

Every hour, on the hour, he checked in with me. 

My phone buzzed right then. 

Jason: Is he still asleep? 

I studied Cole, frowning and wishing he’d wake up already. Still in my dress, still moving on autopilot to keep Cole comfortable, and still wracked with exhaustion, I let out another sigh. 

Overdramatic, huh? 

I couldn’t stop sighing. Frowning. Worrying. 

Yet, I told the truth in a text back to him. 

Harper: Yes. But he seems steady. 

Jason: I’m sorry your calls didn’t come in on time. 

Jason: If I’d known what was going on, I would’ve told you to grab that dart so we could determine what drug he’s getting through. 

I shrugged even though he couldn’t see it. I was doing my best in a shitty situation, which was all anyone could try to do. It would’ve been helpful to know what had knocked Cole out so deeply, but I had to cling to the confidence that he’d wake up soon. 

And when he did...

I winced again. 

He’d be pissed. He’d be frustrated that his cover was blown. Thinking back to how he’d locked down and stiffened at the sight of his former commanding officer, I had a hunch that he’d be thoroughly furious. 

His cover was blown now, and I had no doubt that when he was up again, he’d be making plans to work around that issue. 

Being shot and hit with a tranq dart wouldn’t be enough to make him give up on tracking down Project Vigilant members. I hadn’t known Cole for long or that well, but I knew that much. 

He shifted in his sleep, tossing and stirring. Physically, he was with it and moving, as if he was stuck in a dream. But he didn’t wake up. He didn’t rise off the cushions or move in any way to suggest he was aware of his position. 

Watching his lips move, I grew more concerned about how agitated he seemed to get. Scowling. Mumbling. Gritting his teeth and straining his jaw. 

Something was bothering him as he slept, and I fleetingly wondered if hallucinations could be a side effect of whatever he’d been drugged with. 

Unable to do anything but try to comfort him, I rubbed my hand over his uninjured arm. I couldn’t tell if he would sense it, or if being touched would
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