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IN A WORLD WHERE LOYALTY is bought, lives are expendable, and love is the ultimate vulnerability, some truths are worth dying for—and some are worth killing to protect.

Three years after her fiancé’s murder, Harper Vale is still chasing the truth—and punishing herself for wanting out of a love that ended too violently, too soon. Once a fearless investigative journalist, she’s now hiding behind a bar, until one reckless decision pulls her back into the gilded world that almost destroyed her life.

A single stolen flash drive.

A warning buried in code.

And someone powerful who wants her silenced.

Cole Maddox knows what it means to be marked for death. A former special ops soldier disgraced for refusing to follow illegal orders, he’s been hunting the shadow network that ruined him—ex-military contractors, corrupt politicians, and men who erase their mistakes with bullets. When his investigation collides with Harper’s, he sees her first as a liability...then as a target.

And then as something far more dangerous.

As assassins close in and secrets unravel, Harper discovers that the man she loved may not have been who she thought. Is the truth behind his death is tied to a covert operation known as Project VIGILANT? 

Forced into an uneasy alliance, Harper and Cole navigate betrayal, buried guilt, and a magnetic attraction neither can afford.

Because trusting each other could get them killed. But walking away will cost them everything.

This is Book 1 of the dark, high-stakes romantic suspense series, Love’s Labyrinth. 
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​COLE

Although I made no noise, a bird took off from its perch on the rooftop I hid on. Its wings flapped in a blur of shadows, almost pulling my focus from the view in my scope. In the distance, it announced its departure with a soft cry into the nighttime sky. 

Shut up. And screw off already. 

It had been watching me up here ever since I came to see up my scope in the bleak pitch darkness near the tree canopy. 

I set my teeth together tightly, damning the annoyance, but I didn’t budge. Didn’t react. 

In a situation like this, spying for a mission that might help end the curse of guilt that burdened me, no mistakes, distractions, or lapses in concentration could do. 

Nature had to blend in to the background. Time ceased to matter. Arbitrary details were only specks of existence to ignore because nothing could be so significant as locking down a visual on Major Keaton. 

But the time did matter. My patience ran out a half hour ago of spying on these elite members of society gathering to party and write out more checks for causes they likely didn’t care about past the recognition of being generous. As if donating money would really be a legitimate excuse for the indulgences they lived with so freely. 

One good deed didn’t make up for a lifetime of lousy behavior. 

Just like one bad decision shouldn’t account for a pattern of loyalty and service? 

I huffed silently, turning off that train of thought before I’d derail with it. 

Not now. 

Never was the time to reflect on why I was here, on this particular job. 

Focus. 

Where the hell is he? 

Squinting to sharpen my gaze on the partygoers mingling outside the entrance down below, I exhaled steadily and slowly. My target had yet to reveal himself, but I knew better than to give up too soon. These things took time. They required strategy. 

And patience. 

Come on. I know you’re on the guest list. 

After months of tracking Keaton, this was the first window of opportunity I’d have to get closer and get intel off the man. 

As long as he showed. 

A glance at my watch confirmed that the Crestwood Foundation’s event had really only just started. Guests were still being driven up to the massive architectural gem. Influencers and celebrities were still climbing the many smooth steps up to the venue. Peering through the windows of the foyer to the grand ballroom, I was afforded the view of politicians and philanthropists chatting and discussing countless bribes, threats, requests, and thanks. 

Such was the way this world worked. These people revolved around one critical source. Not the sun. But money. 

Another bird landed, waving its wings erratically as it missed the ledge of the eaves. I flinched before I could school myself not to react. 

Fuck!

I held my breath at its sudden arrival. A bird could still alert someone that I was here. Any commotion, even an innocuous bird’s movement, could serve as a clue to anyone watching, and with the big names and important figures at this gala, security was high. 

Tucked against the outcropping of this part of the roof’s structure, I was concealed, but it wasn’t wise to ever assume anything. Seconds trickled by as I tensed and waited for anyone to peer in my direction way up here on the roof. 

Nothing. No sign of Keaton. No one has detected me. 

People continued to arrive without a care in the world. Music streamed from the open doors, the live band carrying on. Security guards and personnel scanned the guests approaching, not glancing up at all. 

All clear. 

So far. 

Dammit. I flexed my hand that had instinctively tightened in a firmer clutch on my scope.

Nothing was worse than this stomach-clenching dread of a cover being blown. That paranoia was embedded in me regardless of the time since I’d been in the military. 

I’d always be on edge—in or out of service.

I narrowed my eyes, determined to dismiss that stupid bird and focus. The threat of being spotted when I was undercover or in the thick of a surveillance exercise would never cease to twist my gut in knots. Even though my time was over with my former unit, I was very much on now. 

Where the hell are you, Keaton?

Anxiety clung to me. Between my impatience and that bird spooking me, I was raw and restless to move. With the crow casting its beady stare on me, I felt exposed. 

Caught. 

And that was another sensation I’d never escape. 

You’re not caught. 

No one knows you’re here. 

You’re hidden. You can do this. 

Already, I was taken down the familiar path of anxiousness. Battling with PTSD from my missions in the military was a full-time job, but now wasn’t the damn time for it. 

This wasn’t the desert with sand and intermittent cacti for cover. This wasn’t the jungle with too many slippery shadows where enemies could lurk. 

Skilled combatants and crazed terrorists weren’t skulking around down there at this party for the upper crust of society—an event I’d never be welcomed at. Only socialites and wannabe leaders milled around here. Bored trust fund babies and ambitious retirees from all branches of law enforcement. 

You can do this. 

It wasn’t the same landscape of what I was familiar with, the kind of high stakes I was trained to overcome. But this was an important mission all the same. 

One I had to do. 

My phone buzzed in my pocket, pulling me from my mental pep talk. It didn’t vibrate long, indicating it was only a text. 

I furrowed my brow at why I’d be summoned now. One person had this number, and I would never hesitate to be there for my former comrade, the same as I knew I could count on him. 

Multitasking to get my phone out, I kept a steady eye on the scene—still no sign of my surveillance target while a Congressional representative pulled up to the entrance. She exited her car with a princess wave and brilliant smile, eating up the press as the paparazzi and reporters flashed their cameras and captured her arrival. 

Jason: Are you still doing this mission? 

If I didn’t have the goal of going unnoticed, I would’ve huffed. 

Yes, dammit. 

While he wasn’t as enthusiastic about tracking down our former commanding officer, he wasn’t outright discouraging me from it. 

Cole: Yes. 

Jason: You’re determined to do this even if I tell you about another job? 

I rolled my eyes. Another job would always be waiting for me, and he knew it. Jason had been discharged from our unit since before I left the service. A severe burn and loss of half of his leg had ended his time in the military. Now, he served as an independent middle man for the contract gigs I accepted. Stuck in the ambiguous field of security and protective services, I was a mix of a bodyguard and private investigator—whatever the job asked for. 

But not now. This was my chance to do this mission.

Cole: Another job can wait. 

Jason: So can this one. Go after Keaton later and knock out this easy job first.

I scowled, setting my phone down to check the scene in front of the Crestwood Foundation’s grand hall again. 

He was well aware of why I’d moved this mission up. Keaton wasn’t an easy man to follow or get close to. Jason had been the one to give me the heads up that our former CO would be attending this shindig tonight. 

Cole: I’m not putting this off forever. 

For the last couple of years, I had. I’d put finding Keaton and this mission on the backburner. Part of that was because Jason had so many jobs for me and a larger part of that wait was due to Keaton’s movements and how difficult it was to secure reliable intel about him and what he was involved in. 

Jason: I’m not suggesting that. 

I grunted a weak laugh, spooking the bird to take off again. This time, I didn’t react to the flapping of the wings. Making my case, again, to Jason was a familiar argument between us that I would never put to rest. 

This mission was too personal. Keaton represented a significant challenge to me. Every day that went by and I held on to my guilt was another day too long. 

I needed answers. Once and for all. 

Jason: Has he shown yet?

While I appreciated that he wouldn’t push a different contract on me, it was impossible not to be irked that Keaton hadn’t arrived yet. Lot of other dignitaries were here, including a couple of other congress members, but I was only here to track Keaton. 

Narrowing my eyes, I peered through my scope again. 

No. He’s not fucking here. 

Busy dragging my gaze over the small crowd at the front entrance, I was pulled away by the movement off to the side of the enormous building. 

What’s that? 

I squinted, tracking a brunette tiptoeing along the parked catering vans near the kitchen’s entrance. Then dashing forward. Slowing again as she crept with her back pressed to the panel wall of a cargo truck that had likely brought the food for the evening. 

What the hell?

Giving up on a steady focus to watch the main entrance for Keaton, I was lured back to the side. Again and again. The short, windswept mess of her brunette waves stood out in the limited light cast out from where the caterers and servers likely entered. 

She remained watching and waiting. Her pose was too cautious and calculated for her to be simply lost. Her dark-blue dress was too elegant and stylish for her to fit in as a member of the uniformed staff on the clock. 

Someone else was spying and watching. 

I wasn’t the only uninvited person here. 

Who is she?

Dammit. 

It hardly mattered who she was. I needed to know why she was here.

What is she up to? 

The idea of someone else sneaking in and looking ready to crash this party through the catering door might not be relevant to why I was here. 

But I didn’t know that. I had no idea why this brunette was stalking up close to this gala. Unknowns ruled the universe, but I couldn’t allow an unidentified variable to thwart my plans. 

An employee exited the door she was watching. He dragged a bloated trash bag out and lobbed it into the small dumpster along the wall before returning to the kitchen. 

Then she moved, hurrying to dart into the staff door when it was left open. 

What the—

She was gone, out of sight and inside. 

Intrigued by her reckless courage to slip in, I winced at the possibility of more trouble brewing when I felt like I should finally have a chance at this mission taking off. 

I bit back a growl at this unexpected development that could only be an obstacle in my way. 

Who are you and what the hell are you up to? 

My phone buzzed, jarring me from eying the side entrance. 

Jason: Is Keaton there?

I frowned, peeved. 

Cole: No

Jason: He should be there. I saw the list.

I believed him. I always could. The fact of the matter was that Keaton wasn’t here yet. 

But that slender brunette was. 

Quietly grabbing my scope and backing up to reposition further from this side of the rooftop to the building adjacent to the hall, I moved to track her. 

She could be a nobody. It could be nothing. 

Neither of those speculations sat well with me. On a night when I was confident that I would be the only one spying and up to no good in the line of subterfuge and gathering intel, it would be a foolhardy and amateur mistake to dismiss that woman sneaking in. 

Lowering back down to focus through my scope, I tracked the windows nearest the kitchen. Utilitarian walls without openings made up the side of the building where the food was prepared. Without a clear sight inside, not one window into that room, I was left with only questions about where this outlier of a woman had gone. 

And why. 

Jason: Let me know if you need anything. 

He’d help me with anything I asked, but there was nothing he could offer me about this stranger showing up and sneaking in. Located several states away and unable to get here to be backup onsite, he couldn’t tell me anything I wasn’t seeing myself. 

I roved my gaze back to the entrance, where guests pulled up and strode into the hall without any need for stealth. 

They were invited. 

They belonged here. 

I didn’t. I’d never fit into that wealthy and influential club, the denizens of propriety. 

I was only here to watch for a sign of Keaton, who wasn’t appearing yet. 

I needed to know who this woman was and if she could be trespassing on my mission. 

Because that wouldn’t do at all. 
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​HARPER

I’m in!

As soon as I snuck into the kitchen at the Foundation hall, the loud chaos and commotion of the busy room clashed with the still quiet outside. Pots and pans hit burners, cooks shouted orders, servers complained about the rush. The grinding whir of a dishwasher almost drowned out the hip beat of Bad Bunny from further back in the space. 

It was pandemonium, a blur of too many people, sounds, and actions. 

Yet, one of the servers decked in black and white, not a hair out of place, spotted me. 

Shit. 

I was the only thing sticking out like a sore thumb in the kitchen where countless employees prepped the trays of food to carry out to the guests. With this dress, I hoped that I looked like a guest. But I had to think on my feet about this issue of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

Uhh... Shit. What do I do?

A managerial-looking woman approached as soon as the kitchen door swung closed behind me. “Excuse me, only authorized personnel are allowed back here,” she said curtly, gesturing for me to get the hell out of the way. 

A cook rushed a steaming plate of something past me, causing me to duck. I used the momentum to spin and give the woman my back while scanning the busy place for an exit. Not the exit to where I was, hiding by the vans. An exit out of this steamy cacophony of food prep and into the party in the ballroom. 

Actually, my goal was somewhere beyond that. This was only the first phase of my sleuthing for the night. I had to get past the party and find a way to the offices in the back. My late fiancé, Ethan, used to work out of the office suites back there, and that was the plan. To breeze through this kitchen, cut through the party while avoiding any members of the Crestwood family, and locate his old office. 

Simple. 

Right? 

Wrong. 

“Ma’am.” The Karen-ish kitchen worker wasn’t having it. “This kitchen is for authorized personnel only. For your safety, please go to the other entrance to the hall that’s for guests.” 

Yeah, I’ve got a little problem with that. 

“Oh, dammit!” I exaggerated my dismay, pretending that something was spilled on my dress as I whirled around. “Some drunk knocked into me out there and splashed all this wine on me. Look. Look!” I pinched the fabric so tightly that if she were to look, she could see this fake spill. 

She furrowed her brow, not easing up on being the kitchen sentinel. “I’m so sorry, but—” 

“Someone told me the restroom was this way.” I feigned ignorance, looking from the left to the right so quickly that my hair tossed and brushed over my eyes. “Um. This way?” I pointed to my right. “Or was I supposed to head toward that way?” 

“Restrooms are located near the foyer and near the bar,” she stated in a clipped I-don’t-have-time-for-this manner. She aimed a finger at the door. “Please proceed to...” 

I nodded along as she spoke, already walking to the swinging door she indicated for me to go through. “Thanks. Thanks so much!” I put on a cheery smile of gratitude but laid off it quickly. No guests here would actually interact with the hired help that much. 

After I pushed through, I exhaled a sigh of relief. 

Trading the bustling drone of too many noises in the kitchen for the smooth music floating over the din of conversations, I shifted from one world to another. That swinging door very well could’ve been a portal to another universe. Glittering chandeliers replaced the heat lamps for the dishes. Smooth walls papered with gilded gold and pure white emphasized elegance instead of the tiled surfaces of the kitchen. Gowns and tuxes suited the people out here while the uniforms and stained aprons stayed behind me. 

All right. 

Now, I’m in. 

Before I could relax that I’d gotten this far into the event, more trouble approached. 

Dammit! 

Once more, I turned to the side. This time, a passing waiter bearing a tray of drinks offered me a prop. I snatched one and reached into my dress. Stuck to my boob was the price tag that would give me the disguise I needed to stay on the inside. The laminated surface adhered to my skin, and I bit back a wince at yanking it free. I really crammed that thing in there, hoping I wouldn’t need it. 

“Excuse me.” The staffer was right behind me, tapping my shoulder. 

Completing the turn from taking a flute of champagne, I sipped and clipped the ID credential to the hem of this navy dress I was lucky to find in the back of my closet. 

“Hmm?” I pursed my lips, letting the man see that I had my mouth full. 

“Excuse me,” he repeated. “Guests need to check in at the—” 

I swallowed and smiled, tapping the press badge. They used to be a staple in my life, a constant reminder that as an investigative journalist, I had the privilege to be in limited-access areas. 

“Oh.” He tipped his chin up, maintaining a level glare on me. “I see.” 

I nodded and didn’t dare lose my smile. “I’m with the press.” 

He didn’t reply, looking me over as if he doubted every syllable I said. He was right to have second thoughts because I wasn’t a member of the press. It’d been a little over a year that I’d done any reporting on anything. When I had been an active journalist, it wasn’t for a lifestyle blog, like I was claiming to represent now. But it was much more feasible to pretend to be a blogger about trends and culture than it was to fake that I was still employed by the serious news outlet I once consider my boss. 

Again, without another look, he nodded once and let me be. 

Whew. 

That was...easy. 

If I could make my way through here and not have to think up another lie about why I was here, that’d be awesome. Draining the champagne, I scoped the room to make sure I didn’t wander or weave too close to the Crestwoods who would most certainly recognize me. I wouldn’t be able to deceive Mr. and Mrs. Crestwood. Or Ethan’s sister, Isabella. They might have cut me out of their lives after Ethan died, no longer seeing me as a potential new member of their family with his death, but they’d remember what I looked like. 

They’d recall that I was not a guest at this party or any others that they put on, either. 

Marking their locations, I stayed outside the perimeter of the cavernous ballroom. Nerves filled me as I realized I’d almost been initiated into this family, into this circle of society where commoners like me from a blue-collar family didn’t fit. Glitz and glamor saturated the atmosphere as they all danced and drank or talked and flirted. It contrasted with the suspense and anxiety brewing in my mind, complicating my ability to orient myself. I had to find the doors toward the back before anyone could notice me. 

I had no idea if Ethan and I would’ve married like we planned to. If he hadn’t been killed in what looked like a random mugging, would we have had our big fancy wedding? Would I have agreed to finally become Mrs. Crestwood? 

It was impossible to play that guessing game now. He was dead and there was no bringing him back. Sneaking into this family for answers about why he had pulled away from me before his death felt like I was attempting such a resurrection. 

That if I could have a better view of what he had been working on before he died, I could know if he’d simply been stressed and distracted about his career and family life, or if he’d been distancing himself from me and the ideal of growing old with me. 

Go. Get through this place and find his office. 

Quit dilly-dallying. 

I set the champagne glass down and merged into the slight traffic of guests circumventing the main area of the dance floor and where the tables were situated on the fringe of it. 

Once more, I was stopped. 

A woman bumped into me, knocking her shoulder against mine as she lost her balance. Drunk, or if not that, tipsy, she giggled and clutched my upper arm to brace herself. As she did, she looked up at me and stopped short. 

“Harper?” Her eyes were a bit glossy from intoxication, but they still bugged out and opened wider. “Oh, my goodness. It is you.” 

My stomach tensed. I stiffened, wracking my brain how to get out of this hurdle. “Hi, Jenna.” 

“Oh, my—” She looked around. “Michelle? Michelle. Look who’s here. It’s— Michelle?” Furrowing her brow, she gave up searching for her friend she so clearly wanted to gossip with. Facing me again, one of the nosiest family friends of the Crestwoods kept me in her grip. Literally, with her cold fingers wrapped around my arm. “Harper Vale. Imagine my surprise to see you here.” She tacked on a titter of a laugh. “I mean, after you and Ethan...” 

I nodded gamely. “Yes, after Ethan was killed...” Letting her imply that Ethan and I had broken up before his death wouldn’t help anything. That was the rumor though, that before he’d been killed, we were headed to Splitsville. 

“Right. Yes. Such a tragedy. That fine young man taken too soon.” 

Still nodding, I panicked for how to escape. The longer I talked to her, the longer Ethan’s family could spot me here. Once he was gone, they decided that I’d be gone from their lives, too. While they’d never cared for my choice of career, they had seemed ready to welcome me into their lives as a daughter-in-law and sister-in-law. Their actions to ghost me after Ethan’s death proved otherwise. 

“It seems like it just happened yesterday that I got Virginia’s call about him.” She shook her head but lost the look of a woman in sympathetic mourning by hiccupping loudly. “Oh, dear. Excuse me.” She licked her lips then grinned as a waiter passed with more flutes of champagne, two of which she took for herself. “But it’s been almost a year.” 

“It’s been just over a year,” I corrected. I’d know. Because it had been a long year of wondering how my life could’ve changed so drastically. From worrying that I was engaged to the wrong man to being at his funeral then alone. From looking at wedding dresses to moving all my clothing to an apartment of my own. From working part-time in a career I loved with limited hours available to being a bartender every shift I could just to cover bills. 

“A year,” Jenna agreed before sipping one of her drinks. “And how has that year treated you?” Switching to guzzle from the other glass, she raised her brows and looked me over. “I heard you that own a bar now?” 

I cleared my throat. “Um. Well. I work at one.” 

“Oh.” She laughed, like she was the only one between us who knew what the joke was. “You’re a bartender... Hmmm.” 

“Yep.” I smiled quickly just to appease her and move on. 

“And they invited you tonight?” She pointed at the dance floor. “What, for old time’s sake?” She laughed at her own joke again. “Oh, wow. What a blast from the past, seeing you. Here, of all places.” 

I hadn’t been invited, and I needed her to not even think about that. The last thing I wanted was for her to call for her friends, or Virginia, to point out my questionable presence. 

“Because I swear, it seemed like Ethan was getting ready to dump you before the wedding planning got any further.” She finished off the flute in her right hand. “I mean, that’s just a rumor, of course.” She sipped the flute in her left hand again. 

“Old news now,” I quipped to slip away. 

“Oh, sure. Old news,” she agreed with a slur, sidestepping to block me from going further. “But seeing you here is new news!” A twinkle of mischief glittered in her drunk gaze. She lifted the right glass to her lips and realized it was empty before switching back to the left and draining it. “Because I have to wonder why you’d be here at all without Ethan as an excuse to belong among us.” 
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