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			Chapter 1

			The Day Everything Went Sideways 
(First Person)

			In my thirty-one years upon this planet, I have learned three undeniable truths:

			Gravity harbors a personal vendetta against me.
Coffee will forever seek out white fabric.
And life-altering moments seldom arrive with grace.

			The morning I met him, I was running late, wearing borrowed heels, and making a sincere effort not to perish upon a flight of marble steps.

			An ominous beginning.

			Perhaps I should explain the heels.

			They were not mine. Mine were sensible. Mine possessed traction. Mine did not attempt assassination before eight in the morning. But my best friend Lila had insisted—insisted—that if I were to attend an international conference “filled with important people and opportunity,” I must look like someone who did not carry painkillers solely for fall-related injuries.

			“You look like potential,” she had declared, pressing the heels into my arms.

			At that precise moment, what I looked like was a flamingo attempting figure skating.

			I reached the final step of the hotel entrance. My foot slid forward. My balance abandoned me. My dignity exited the premises ahead of schedule.

			There exists a very particular sound one makes when recognizing an imminent fall, yet still—briefly—entertaining hope of recovery.

			It is a small, hopeful gasp.

			Mine was followed by a yelp.

			My body pitched forward. My conference badge took flight. My bag burst open midair as though auditioning for a slow-motion cinematic masterpiece. Lip balm. Notebook. Phone. An aggressively determined granola bar.

			And then—

			Strong arms caught me.

			Not gently. Efficiently.

			I collided with a chest that did not so much as shift, while I, in contrast, rebounded slightly—rather like a startled squirrel.

			“Oh—wow—sorry—thank you—I promise I generally walk like a functioning adult,” I blurted, still clutching him because my legs had not yet received confirmation that gravity had been suspended.

			He looked down at me.

			And smiled.

			Not politely. Not sympathetically.

			Amused.

			“You fell with remarkable commitment,” he said. “I admire that.”

			I blinked.

			That was not the expected response.

			“I prefer thoroughness in all things,” I replied, straightening—only to wobble once more.

			His hands tightened instinctively around my arms.

			“Careful,” he said. “Let us avoid a sequel.”

			Only then did I properly observe him. Tall. Dark-haired. Eyes composed—eyes that had encountered chaos before and chosen composure over alarm. He wore a tailored jacket and the quiet confidence of a man whose life appeared impeccably arranged, which made me distrust him at once.

			I stepped back.

			My heel snapped.

			Cleanly.

			The sound echoed with humiliating clarity between us.

			We both stared at my foot.

			Then at the severed heel.

			Then at one another.

			I closed my eyes.

			Naturally.

			Of course this is how the day begins.

			He exhaled in the manner of a man accepting inevitability.

			“Well,” he said at last, “this is officially my responsibility.”

			“I do not believe—”

			“You fell into me,” he interrupted. “That constitutes a binding contract in most jurisdictions.”

			“I am fairly certain it does not—”

			He bent, gathering my scattered belongings with alarming efficiency, handed me my phone, and offered his arm.

			“Come along,” he said. “You are going to be late.”

			“How would you know?”

			He glanced at my conference badge.
Then at his watch.
Then back at me.

			“Because you are me,” he said. “Only louder—and with inferior footwear.”

			I laughed before propriety could intervene.

			And just like that—

			before I knew his name,
before I understood why he was truly there,
before I had the faintest notion of the danger we were about to encounter—

			I took his arm.

			And everything in my carefully disordered life shifted irrevocably off course.

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			Chapter 2

			The Man With Too Many Answers

			By the time we reached the hotel lobby, three things had become painfully, irrevocably clear:

			I could not walk with any semblance of dignity on one functional heel.
The man beside me was far too composed for someone escorting a walking catastrophe.
And everyone—every single polished, well-dressed person—was staring.

			I attempted not to limp.
I failed with spectacular subtlety.

			“This,” I declared, hopping gracelessly as the marble floor gleamed beneath us like a silent accomplice to my humiliation, “is where you tell me your name.”

			He adjusted his grip on my arm without breaking stride, his movements smooth, deliberate. “Do you usually demand names after physically colliding with strangers in public spaces?”

			“I fell into you,” I reminded him, indignant. “You said it was a binding contract.”

			“That part,” he replied dryly, “I remember distinctly.”

			We reached the reception desk. He stopped with such effortless precision that I nearly walked straight into his back—again proving gravity and I were engaged in a lifelong rivalry.

			“Ethan,” he said at last.

			There was something in the way he offered it—casual, almost dismissive, as if names were optional accessories in his world—that made me narrow my eyes.

			“Ethan what?”

			He smiled again. The same measured curve of his mouth. The same maddening calm.

			“That depends,” he said lightly, “on who’s asking.”

			“I’m asking,” I replied. “The woman you rescued from a violent and undignified demise by staircase.”

			“Then just Ethan.”

			I snorted softly. “Of course.”

			The receptionist cleared her throat with professional delicacy, her gaze flicking between us with undisguised curiosity. “Sir, the security briefing begins in ten minutes.”

			Security.

			I froze.

			“What security briefing?” I asked slowly, turning toward Ethan with growing suspicion.

			He winced. Only slightly. Barely perceptible. But it was there.

			“…That one,” he said.

			“Why,” I demanded, “does a conference about innovation and global collaboration require a security briefing?”

			“Because,” he answered with careful restraint, “some collaborations are… sensitive.”

			I laughed—a short, brittle sound.

			“Oh no. Absolutely not. I work in marketing. I trip over stairs. I own five pairs of impractical shoes. This is not my genre.”

			He leaned closer, lowering his voice until it brushed against my ear. “What’s your name?”

			I hesitated—longer than necessary—then exhaled. “Mila. Mila Jacobs.”

			He nodded once, as though committing it to memory with quiet precision.

			“Well, Mila Jacobs,” he said evenly, “you’re already involved.”

			“I most certainly am not.”

			“You are,” he replied with calm certainty. “You simply don’t know how yet.”

			I stared at him.

			This was the moment—the precise, blinking warning light—when a rational person would excuse herself. Limp to her room. Elevate her ankle. Phone her best friend and announce her early retirement from society.

			Instead, I said, “Why?”

			Because I have never, in my entire life, qualified as rational.

			Ethan studied my face as if weighing how much truth I could withstand before breakfast.

			“Because,” he said at last, “someone tried to take your bag.”

			I blinked.

			“No, they didn’t.”

			“They did,” he corrected gently. “You simply fell too quickly for them to complete the task.”

			My stomach dropped with sickening clarity.

			“That’s absurd. There’s nothing in my bag except—”

			I stopped.

			My notebook.

			My work notebook.

			The one I had been filling for weeks with restless ideas. The one my boss had called “interesting” in the same tone one might use for “explosive.” The one I was not meant to bring with me at all.

			I swallowed.

			“…granola bars,” I finished weakly.

			Ethan’s gaze sharpened, losing its amusement. “May I?”

			Before I could answer, he took the bag gently but decisively, his hands moving with practiced familiarity—too practiced.

			He withdrew the notebook and flipped it open.

			I reached for it. “Hey—!”

			He held it just beyond my reach, eyes scanning rapidly.

			Then he stilled.

			And for the first time since I had met him, his expression shifted.

			Not amused.
Not relaxed.
Focused.

			“Well,” he murmured quietly. “That explains it.”

			My heart began performing something frantic and deeply unpleasant.

			“Explains what?”

			He closed the notebook and handed it back with deliberate calm. “How fast can you run?”

			I stared at him in disbelief.

			“I have one broken heel and the athletic endurance of a decorative fern.”

			“That,” he replied evenly, “was not an answer.”

			“Mila!” a voice called out.

			I turned.

			A man in a dark suit stood near the
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