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      Jake

      I was Vanguard's charm offensive.

      When a client was panicking, when the press was swarming, or when a high-profile principal needed to feel like they were hanging out with a buddy instead of a lethal human shield, Hayes sent me. I smiled for the cameras, I schmoozed the publicists, and I made sure nobody realized I could dislocate a man's shoulder in three seconds flat.

      It was a good gig. Clean. Professional.

      Which is exactly why I was standing in the foyer of a twenty-million-dollar Hollywood Hills mansion, questioning every life choice that had led me to this exact moment.

      "Your blink rate just elevated."

      I froze. My hand was still resting on the handle of the heavy glass front door I had just locked and secured. Nobody had come down the stairs. Nobody had crossed the marble behind me. I would have heard it.

      I slowly turned around.

      Standing exactly four inches behind me was Harper Quinn.

      She was Hollywood's most critically acclaimed darling. She had just won an indie award for playing a woman who slowly lost her mind in a lighthouse, a role she prepared for by actually living in a lighthouse with no electricity for three months. Now she was slated to star in No Safe Distance, a summer action franchise where she was playing, ironically, an elite executive protection agent.

      My file said she had a stalker problem. A persistent fan who had bypassed her gate security twice.

      My file did not say she was unhinged.

      She was wearing oversized black sweatpants, a tiny white tank top, and thick-rimmed glasses that made her green eyes look like they were dissecting my soul. She was holding a worn black Moleskine notebook and a pen.

      "Excuse me?" I asked, putting on my best, most reassuring Vanguard smile. The one that usually made starlets swoon and producers relax.

      Harper didn't swoon. She clicked her pen.

      "Your blink rate," she repeated, her eyes darting between mine. "When you secured the deadbolt, your blink rate spiked. Is that a stress response to entering a new environment, or are you mentally cataloging the structural integrity of the glass?"

      I stared at her. The Vanguard smile faltered just a millimeter.

      "I'm cataloging the perimeter, Ms. Quinn," I said smoothly, taking a deliberate step back to establish a professional distance.

      Harper instantly took a step forward, closing the gap. She tilted her head, her nose practically brushing my chest.

      "Fascinating," she murmured, scribbling furiously in the notebook. "He retreats to maintain spatial dominance. But the smile is fake. It doesn't reach the orbicularis oculi muscles around the eyes. It's a pacification tactic. You think I'm crazy."

      "I think you need to give me three feet of operational space so I can finish clearing your ground floor," I corrected, my charm starting to curdle into genuine bewilderment.

      "I can't do that," she said matter-of-factly.

      "Why not?"

      "Because I am studying you, Jake." She looked up at me, tapping the end of her pen against her chin. "I play an agent in three weeks. The studio hired a military consultant, but he just yells at me to do push-ups. I don't need muscles. I need the psychology. I need to know how a man who gets paid to take bullets for strangers justifies his own existence."

      I blinked. "I justify it with a very large paycheck."

      Harper snorted, a sharp, dismissive sound. "Bullshit. Nobody stands in front of a gun for money. There's a savior complex in there. A pathological need for control. I'm going to find it."

      She stepped around me, mirroring my exact posture. She widened her stance, dropped her shoulders, and let her arms hang loosely by her sides. It was a terrifyingly accurate impression of my resting tactical stance.

      "Are you mocking me?" I asked, my brow furrowing.

      "I'm absorbing your physical vocabulary," she corrected, walking backward into the sun-drenched living room. "Come on. Clear the room. I want to see how you check the corners."

      I stood in the foyer for exactly five seconds, staring at the empty space where she had just been.

      I pulled my encrypted phone from my pocket and hit speed dial.

      It rang twice before a gruff, deeply annoyed voice answered.

      "Hayes."

      "Boss," I said, keeping my voice low, turning my back to the living room. "I need an immediate extraction."

      "Are you under fire, Miller?" Declan Hayes demanded, the sound of a keyboard clacking in the background.

      "Worse," I hissed. "She's observing me. She has a notebook, Declan. She's writing down my blink rate. She's trying to absorb my physical vocabulary. She is a menace to society."

      A heavy sigh crackled over the line. "She's an actor, Jake. Ignore her."

      "I can't ignore her! She's currently standing in the middle of the living room exactly like me. It's like looking into a tiny, terrifying funhouse mirror. Send Roman. Roman doesn't have a physical vocabulary. Roman just grunts and breaks things. She'll hate him."

      "Roman is unavailable. You are in Los Angeles, and you are Vanguard’s best client liaison. Handle the client."

      "Declan, I swear to God..."

      "Do not let her get assassinated, Miller. And stop blinking so much. You're embarrassing the firm."

      Click.

      I stared at the dead screen of my phone. I was going to kill him. I was going to fly to Chicago, bypass the ridiculous security system he treated like a second religion, and strangle him with his own red true-crime yarn.

      "Who was that?"

      I jumped, spinning around.

      Harper was standing right behind me again. Twice. She had managed it twice already, and I hadn’t heard so much as a footfall. She moved entirely too quietly for a woman wearing fuzzy socks.

      "That was my boss," I gritted out, shoving the phone back into my pocket.

      "You sounded distressed," she noted, her pen flying across the page. "Your vocal pitch elevated by half an octave. Does your boss intimidate you? Is there a paternal transference happening there?"

      "Ms. Quinn..."

      "Harper."

      "Harper," I corrected, running a hand over my face and taking a deep, fortifying breath. I plastered the golden-boy smile back on. It was time to lay down the law. "I am here because a man broke through your security gate with a box cutter and a manifesto. My job is to keep you breathing. Your job is to let me do that. Which means you stay behind me, you listen to my instructions, and you stop psychoanalyzing my posture."

      Harper stopped writing. She looked up at me, her green eyes blinking slowly behind her glasses.

      For a second, I thought I had actually gotten through to her. I thought the reality of the danger had finally pierced her eccentric, artistic bubble.

      Then she smiled. It was a slow, devastatingly bright smile that transformed her whole face, and my chest did a weird, uncomfortable stutter.

      "You just dropped your charm," she whispered, her eyes shining with pure fascination. "That was the real you. The operative. The alpha."

      She tapped her pen against the notebook.

      "Do it again."

      My jaw clenched so hard my teeth ached.

      "I am going to clear the kitchen," I said, my voice flat, devoid of any charm whatsoever.

      "I'm right behind you," she chirped happily, falling into step exactly three inches from my back.

      The kitchen was a cathedral of white marble and glass, and it was clean. Pantry, clear. Utility room, clear. I was already composing my nightly report in
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