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      Thrower handed over his ticket and adjusted his suit as they checked his name on the list.

      “You’re all set, Mr. Thrower. Enjoy your night.”

      “Thank you,” he replied.

      Thrower walked through the lobby, not seeing anyone he recognized. Not that he really expected to anyway. The only reason he was at this charity event was because Logan Yarbrough asked him to come. He felt a little uncomfortable as he maneuvered his way through a throng of people. Yarbrough had told him there’d be over a thousand people attending.

      This wasn’t really his type of crowd. He didn’t really feel like he belonged. A lot of people were schmoozing, drinks in hand, laughing with each other. If it wasn’t for a good cause, he probably would’ve turned around and left.

      After meandering for a few minutes, Thrower entered the main room. It was packed. He noticed a bar area to the left of the room. He walked over to it.

      “What can I get ya?” the bartender asked.

      Thrower seemed ambivalent. “Anything. Just nothing too heavy.”

      “I got ya.”

      A middle-aged woman brushed up against Thrower’s back. He turned around to see the smiling woman.

      “Oh, you’re a big one, aren’t you?”

      Thrower smiled. “Hi.”

      “Hi, yourself. Hey, do you, by chance, happen to be single?”

      “Um, yeah, I guess so. Why?”

      “Oh, would you be interested in participating in our auction? It’s for only the single guys.”

      “Uh, yeah, sure, I guess so.”

      The woman clapped her hands. “Great! I’m actually one of the people involved in the planning, and you would get a fortune.”

      Thrower looked confused, not sure exactly what she meant. “What is…”

      The woman handed over what looked like a white poker chip with the number 25 on it. “Here. You take this. And when they call for the single guys, you just go up to the stage, OK?”

      “Uh, sure?”

      “Thanks so much! Enjoy the evening.”

      The bartender handed Thrower his drink, smiling at him. “You know what you just agreed to?”

      Thrower shook his head. “I have no idea.”

      The bartender laughed, then went down the counter to attend to other people. Thrower then took a sip of his drink.

      “Something tells me I’m gonna hate this.”

      He looked around the room, trying to see if there was anyone else that he might know. He assumed that there wasn’t, as the only person he counted on seeing was Yarbrough. He knew St. James wouldn’t be there, as Yarbrough assured him that she was out of the country on a shoot. That would make the night both more boring, and more tolerable, at the same time.

      While he couldn’t deny that seeing her face would produce feelings for him, he also knew it would produce negative emotions, knowing he couldn’t have her. Not with what he did for a living, traveling all over the place. Along with her career, it wasn’t a match made in heaven. Add to the fact that she had a boyfriend, of which he completely forgot the name of.

      Yarbrough was clear across the room, waiting for one of his clients to arrive. He knew she was there, as he’d already seen her earlier. Then, after a minute of waiting, she found him, and tapped him on the shoulder.

      Yarbrough turned around, seeing his beautiful client standing there. St. James was in a white strapless dress that went to just below her knees, with a high slit going up her left leg.

      “How do I look?” she anxiously asked.

      “You look beautiful, as always.”

      “Is it too much?”

      Yarbrough shook his head. “No.”

      “You think he’ll like it?”

      “Of course he’ll like it.”

      St. James wiped her sweaty hands on her dress. “I don’t know why I’m so nervous.”

      “I don’t know either. I should be the nervous one. I told him you weren’t going to be here.”

      She put her hands on his arms. “I know. And thank you for not telling him.”

      “He’ll probably never talk to me again after this.”

      “I’ll just tell him I came back early.” She rubbed her hands together. “I feel like I’m gonna be sick.”

      Yarbrough chuckled. “Monica, what is wrong with you? You wanted him here so you could talk to him.”

      “I know, but… what if he’s not ready?”

      “You had something special, right? He’ll love seeing you.”

      “But that job was months ago. And when we saw each other last, I was with Jonathan. Maybe he’s moved on. Well, we weren’t even together to begin with. I mean, not officially. And now… what if…”

      Yarbrough just let St. James ramble on for a few more minutes, not interrupting her, even though somebody probably should have. Finally, she stopped talking, and took a gulp. It looked like her eyes were getting glossy.

      “It’s just that… I’m crazy about him. And I don’t know why I can’t get him out of my system.”

      “You had a life-changing experience,” Yarbrough replied. “Extreme danger, close encounters, in many ways, that conjures up feelings.”

      “It’s not just that. I really care about him.”

      “And I’m sure he cares about you.”

      “But what if he doesn’t anymore?”

      “He specifically came up to see you a couple months ago. He obviously wanted to see you.”

      “But then there was Jonathan, and… you know.”

      “Monica. You wanted to see him. He’s here. Go talk to him. And if he’s moved on, then at least you know. Then you can move on.”

      She wiped her hands on her dress again. “Yeah. Yeah. You’re right.”

      Yarbrough turned his head to the left, seeing a glimpse of Thrower by the bar. “And there he is.”

      St. James’ face turned pale, like she’d seen a ghost. “What?”

      He pointed to Thrower. “He’s over there.”

      “Oh my God, I can’t do this.”

      Yarbrough tilted his head and looked up at the ceiling. “Give me strength.”

      St. James was so nervous she physically started to shake.

      “Monica, get a hold of yourself. Go talk to him.”

      “Will you come with me?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Just as, like, an icebreaker or something.”

      “You typically only need an icebreaker for people you don’t know.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Oh, for the love of God, Monica. I’ve never seen you act this way before. You’re like a child afraid to talk to a crush. You’re a beautiful woman. Most men would die for you to talk to them. What is your issue?”

      “It’s Nate.”

      Yarbrough couldn’t take it anymore. He grabbed hold of her wrist and started leading her through the crowd.

      “If I stand here listening to this anymore, my head’s going to explode.”

      As they got closer to Thrower, St. James’ heart was pounding. She put her hand on her stomach.

      “My stomach’s in knots.”

      “That’s what love does.”

      “I think I’m gonna be sick.”

      “You’re not.”

      After a minute, they made their way through the crowd, and were only a few feet from the bar. Yarbrough let go of his grasp on St. James’ wrist. Thrower had turned around by this point and had his back to them.

      “Nate, glad to see you’ve made it,” Yarbrough said.

      Thrower turned around and immediately started talking. “Yeah, but I don’t know if…”

      He stopped mid-sentence as his eyes glanced at the beautiful woman next to Yarbrough. His mouth fell open as he looked at her. She was as gorgeous as the day he met her.

      “Monica.”

      She gulped and forced a smile. “Hi.”

      “What are… I thought that… you said that she, umm…” He somehow was able to take his gaze off St. James and put his eyes on her agent. “You said she was on a job out of the country.”

      Yarbrough nervously smiled. “Surprise. She’s back.”

      “I am, I… uh, I was,” St. James said. “I just got back yesterday. I thought that… I wanted to be here for the charity. It was important to me.”

      “Oh,” Thrower said, looking at her flattering figure. “Well, you look great.”

      A natural smile formed on her face. “Thank you.”

      Yarbrough didn’t want to be there for any more awkwardness. Plus, he wanted to give them some privacy.

      “Well, I need to go mingle. So, you kids have fun, OK? Talk to you later.”

      Thrower and St. James both stood there for a moment, almost paralyzed, neither quite sure what to do. Neither was great at small talk.

      “So how’s um…” Thrower snapped his fingers. “What’s his name? I’m sorry. I forget.”

      “Jonathan?”

      “Yeah, Jonathan. That’s it. So how is he? Are you still together?”

      “I have no idea. And we’re not.”

      “Oh, no. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s OK.”

      “What happened?” Thrower asked. “It seemed like he really liked you.”

      “Yeah. It seemed like he liked the other three models he was with when I wasn’t looking, too.”

      Thrower shook his head. “I’m very sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I wasn’t that into him anyway.”

      “Still… how someone could do that to you… I’d never understand.”

      “That’s because you’re… different.”

      Another woman stormed into the picture, laughing, immediately putting her hands on Thrower’s arm. She was just as gorgeous as St. James was. Another model, no doubt.

      “Hey, Monica, is this guy with you?”

      St. James’ heart was pounding again, not sure what to say. She certainly didn’t want someone else coming along and stealing him away.

      “Um, uh, no, well…kinda… not really, I guess.”

      “Oh, great, you won’t mind if I steal him for a dance, then, will you?”

      The woman grabbed Thrower’s hand and led him out to the dance floor.

      St. James looked disappointed as they walked past her. “No. I guess not.”

      She turned around, keeping an eye on them as the two of them slow-danced. She was making sure each of their hands were in the proper position. A second later, Yarbrough came back over to her, watching everything from a distance.

      “I notice your other half is gone.”

      St. James’ shoulders slumped, and she sighed. “I’m not good at this.”

      “All you have to do is tell him how you feel. Before it’s too late.”

      “I think I need a drink first.” She turned around and ordered something. “I need some encouragement. Give me the heaviest you got.”
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      Thrower and his new companion finished their dance, and two others, before finally making their way back to the bar area.

      “Thanks for letting me steal him for a few, Monica,” the woman said, copping a feel of Thrower’s bicep.

      St. James plastered on a smile. “Sure.”

      “I hate dancing,” Thrower said.

      “Could’ve fooled me. You looked pretty good out there. Looked like you were enjoying yourself.”

      “You know what they say. Looks can be deceiving.” He started looking around. “Where’d Logan go? He disappear again? I thought I just saw him over here again.”

      “Ah, well, you know, he’s got a lot of people to meet and greet.”

      Thrower looked down at the glass in St. James’ hand. “Drinking the hard stuff now, are you?”

      She had barely taken a sip of it. She looked at it for a moment and grimaced. “Oh, uh, no, no. Just… no.” She made a face and put it back on the bar. “Anyway. Where were we?”

      “Oh, um, I think you were telling me about you and… Jonathan?”

      “Oh yeah. Anyway, it ended with him, like, a few weeks after I last saw you.”

      “Really?”

      St. James brushed her hair back past her shoulder and smiled. “Yeah. Yeah, so, anyway, I thought that maybe since I’m not…”

      Her sentence was cut off by someone getting on the microphone. It was the same woman who gave Thrower the chip.

      “Can I have all the guys who have the white poker chips please come up to the stage now?”

      Thrower took the chip out of his pocket and looked at it. St. James’ eyes almost popped out of her head when she saw it.

      “Why do you have that?!”

      “I have no idea,” Thrower replied. “Why?”

      “Who gave that to you?”

      Thrower pointed to the woman on the stage. “She did. I was just over here and she came up and started talking to me and handed me this thing.”

      “You don’t know what it’s for?”

      “No, she didn’t give me a chance to ask many questions. She asked if I was single, gave me the chip, and left.”

      St. James put her hand on her head. “Oh no.”

      Her reaction concerned Thrower even more. “Why, what’s going on?”

      “You have no…”

      She was interrupted again by the woman on the microphone. About a dozen guys had reached the stage at this point. But she noticed Thrower still at the back.

      “Hey! Handsome, buff guy standing next to Monica,” she pleasantly said. “I know you have a white chip. Because I gave it to you personally,” she said with a laugh.

      She waved at him to come up. Thrower stood still, not sure what to do. He noticed a lot of people now looking at him. He was rather uncomfortable and would have rather been looking down the barrels of a dozen rifles. He leaned over to St. James without looking at her. He whispered.

      “What do I do?”

      St. James gritted her teeth, not wanting to tell him. “I guess go up there.”

      “I don’t think I wanna.”

      “Oh, come on now!” the woman at the stage said. “Don’t be shy! C’mon, Monica, help him up here! You can’t hog him to yourself.”

      “Everybody’s looking at me,” Thrower whispered.

      St. James cleared her throat. “I guess you should go up. It is for charity, after all.”

      “What is?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Reluctantly, Thrower started moving toward the stage. He didn’t know what he was in for, but he was sure he wouldn’t like it. Still, as St. James suggested, whatever it was, it was for charity. And he didn’t want to make a scene.

      After a few more minutes, about two dozen men were on the stage. They all had similar characteristics. In their twenties and thirties, good-looking, and single.

      “All right ladies,” the woman bellowed. “And maybe gentlemen. We’re going to start our bidding on these fine-looking single men on the stage.”

      Thrower’s eyes popped. His head spun around to both sides of him.

      “What? What? What’d she say?”

      Nobody answered. Thrower scanned the front of the crowd who was now all looking at them. He tried to find St. James. After a moment, he finally locked eyes with her. He mouthed some words to her that she couldn’t understand. She knew the basic gist of it, though. She made a painful expression and shrugged.

      “Sorry.”

      The woman spoke up again. “Remember, ladies, you’re bidding on taking one of these fine-looking men on a dinner to anywhere of your choosing. Wine and dine them… and then whatever else strikes your fancy. And remember, this is for a good cause, and all the money goes straight to the charity. So bid often and big.”

      Thrower closed his eyes for a moment, not believing his luck. One by one, all the men were bid on, and slowly left the stage. Everyone seemed to be having a good time. Thrower was the last one left.

      “OK,” the woman said. “We have one more left.” She then walked over to Thrower. “What’s your name, dear?”

      “Nate,” he reluctantly said.

      “What is it that you do?”

      “I’m a… a bodyguard.”

      Her face lit up like a Christmas tree. “Really? How nice!” She then put the microphone back up to her mouth. “All right, ladies, last up is Nate. He is a professional bodyguard. And by looking at him, let me tell you, looking by the size of those muscles, you wanna get a bid on him and let him ‘protect’ you, if you know what I mean!”

      Thrower looked like he wanted to die right there. St. James wasn’t far behind him.

      “Who’ll start first at $500?”

      St. James opened it up, putting her hand up. She was quickly outbid. She wasn’t deterred, though. Each time someone put their hand up, she did the same. She wasn’t losing him.

      “$10,000,” St. James said.

      Her bid was quickly doubled. St. James cleared her throat, clearly frustrated. She sighed, and raised her hand one more time.

      “$25,000.”

      Another woman countered. “$50,000.”

      St. James’ mouth fell open. Her eyes stared daggers at the other woman bidding. Rita Hanning. An actress who could outbid her all day if she wanted to. Thrower was equally as stunned. He couldn’t believe someone was putting up that much money just to have dinner with him. The woman at the mic counted down from three.

      “And Rita with the winning bid!”

      St. James closed her eyes, and the glass fell from her hand, shattering on the floor. With people looking at her, she faked a smile.

      “Oops.”

      She watched Thrower come off the stage, greeted by her smiling, beautiful rival. Hanning was in her thirties, pretty, and had a star that was on the rise. Despondent, St. James wandered back over to the bar, where she continued to stare at them. A few other people came over to her to strike up small conversations, though her eyes kept going back to Thrower and Hanning.

      After mingling for a little while, Thrower and St. James’ paths crossed again. They both smiled at each other upon seeing each other.

      “Hi.”

      “Hi,” Thrower replied. “That was both weird and humiliating.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”

      “Thanks for trying.”

      “At least you got a beautiful woman to go out with.”

      “Wasn’t quite the beautiful woman I was hoping for.”

      St. James smiled. “I was hoping we could talk.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “I’ve missed you.” She took a deep breath. “You know, I was thinking. I’d really like to give us…”

      “Time for a break?” Hanning said, interrupting their conversation. She interlocked her arms with Thrower’s. “You know, I was thinking, we should go out and have that dinner now.”

      “Now?” Thrower asked.

      “Now?!” St. James said, trying to keep her emotions in check.

      “Sure,” Hanning replied. “No time like the present, right?”

      “You can’t leave yet,” St. James said, drawing a look from the actress. “There’s still a lot of party left.”

      “I just spent $50,000. I think my time here is done. Any objections?”

      “Uh, no, no. I guess not.”

      Hanning led Thrower away, though the bodyguard looked back at St. James as they were leaving. Within seconds, Thrower was no longer visible. A minute later, Yarbrough came back over to his client and put his arm around her.

      “Didn’t quite go according to plan, did it?”

      St. James buried her head into his shoulder. “What a disaster.”

      “I know, kid. I know.”
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      Thrower slid into the back seat of the limousine, Hanning getting in next to him. They looked at each other, with Thrower forcing a smile.

      “So where are we heading?”

      “I know this great restaurant,” Hanning replied. “It’s only about twenty minutes away. We’ll be able to talk in private.”

      “Do this kind of thing often?”

      “What’s that?”

      “This whole, um, auction thing.”

      Hanning chuckled. “Oh. No. But I didn’t bid on you by accident, you know.”

      Thrower raised an eyebrow as he glanced at her. “Come again?”

      “I was able to look at the guest list. Well, my team did. They told me you’d be there.”

      “And they know me?”

      “Well, they ran down all the names until they came across yours. Discovered you were a bodyguard. That’s why I bid on you.” She looked him up and down. “Well, partially, anyway.”

      “Oh? Need a bodyguard, do you?”

      Hanning gulped. “Yes. Yes, I do. I was told you were one of the best. That’s why I wasn’t going to be denied at that auction.”

      “You could’ve just talked to me afterwards, you know.”

      “These events always get crowded, people get lost, people duck out, I couldn’t take that kind of chance. I needed to talk to you tonight. I’m leaving to go back to LA in the morning.”

      “Why the rush?”

      “I’m starting on a new movie tomorrow. I’m one of the co-stars. We’re doing a table read. I have to be there.”

      Thrower leaned back in his seat. “So, why do you need a bodyguard?”

      “I’ve received some threats recently.”

      “What kind of threats?”

      “What kind? Aren’t they all the same?”

      “Not really, no. Are they threatening to kill you? Are they threatening to rough your face up so you’ll never be in front of a camera again? Are they just threatening to blow up your house? To release some damaging information that you’ve been hiding away? There are a lot of different types.”

      “Oh. Well, I received a frightening letter two weeks ago.”

      “Did you show the police?”

      “Yes, and they looked into it, but there was nothing actionable on it. Nothing that told them who it was.”

      “That’s it? Just the one letter?”

      Hanning looked at him incredulously. “Isn’t that enough?”

      “Well, most people that hire me over threats… there is an increasing threat level. Starts smaller, then evolves into something bigger.”

      “There was also an incident last week. I was out shopping and… I thought I was being followed.”

      “Why?”

      “I went to several stores and noticed the same man, staring at me through the window.”

      “I mean, you’re an actress. Is it possible he just noticed who you were and was trying to work up the nerve to ask for a picture or an autograph or something?”

      “Maybe. I just… I don’t know. There was just something about him that freaked me out. Maybe it was his eyes.”

      “Something different about them?”

      “Just menacing.”

      “Did he ever approach you?” Thrower asked.

      “No.”

      “Were you with anyone at the time?”

      “Yes, a friend of mine.”

      Thrower wasn’t yet convinced there was a problem, but he never waved away any concern from a potential client. There was always a reason why they were scared. Most of the time, there was good reason. Even if he didn’t see it yet.

      They continued talking in the limo until they reached the restaurant. Once they arrived, they went inside, immediately being seated. There, Thrower continued pressing on the potential employment.

      “Do you already employ bodyguards?”

      “Never thought I really needed to,” Hanning answered. “But I thought if I did need one… I should get the best.”

      Thrower smiled. “I appreciate the confidence. Before we go any further, we’ll need to clarify a few things.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I only work one way. If I’m protecting you, I’m in charge. If I say turn around, you turn around. If I say stay home, you stay home. Exceptions for things you might be contractually obligated to do, of course.”

      “I’ll put myself in your hands. Are you able to fly out with me in the morning?”

      “I can be ready. Do you live alone?”

      “Yes. I do have a housekeeper that comes three days a week to clean, but that’s it.”

      “Anybody else that comes?” Thrower asked.

      “Pool service. Once a week. Lawn service. Also once a week. I think that’s it.”

      “Are you OK with me staying with you until this is resolved? Either a spare bedroom, or even a couch is fine.”

      “I have a guest room you can use. And I’d feel a lot safer if you did, so not a problem.”

      “And you have no idea who could’ve sent you that letter? No enemies, people you’ve argued with, anything like that?”

      “I can’t think of anyone.”

      “Could be just a lunatic fan. OK. I’ll shadow you wherever you go. Right now, you don’t have to do anything different unless I tell you to. I’ll follow you, see if anything looks out of the ordinary.”

      “And if it does?”

      “Then I’ll take care of it. Now, you said you live alone, but are you in a relationship? Someone that you’re seeing?”

      Hanning shook her head. “Nothing serious. I’m just living free and clear at the moment. Nothing to tie me down.”

      “Probably better that way right now. I won’t have my focus distracted by different people.”

      Hanning nodded, feeling a sense of relief wash over her as she realized that she had someone capable looking out for her. She had been on edge for weeks, constantly looking over her shoulder and feeling like she was being watched. Having Thrower by her side brought her a sense of security she hadn't felt in a while.

      “Do you feel anything here?” Thrower asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, the problems you’ve been having have been in LA, right? Do you feel like anyone’s watching you here in New York? Do you feel weird? Anything like that?”

      “Oh, no. I’ve felt fine while I’ve been here. I just got in yesterday, though.”

      As they finished their meal, Thrower discreetly scanned the restaurant, keeping an eye out for anyone who seemed out of place. Hanning watched him work, impressed by his attention to detail and the air of confidence he exuded.

      “Is this how you always are? High alert?”

      “That’s what you’re paying me for.”

      “It’s comforting.”

      Thrower looked at her, seeing the worry in her eyes. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      She smiled at him. “I believe you.”

      “So what time are we leaving in the morning?”

      “The flight’s at 5:30.” Thrower made a face. “Too early?”

      “No, it’s not that.” His mind briefly flashed to St. James. “It’s nothing.”

      “I really can’t make it any later than that.”

      “It’s fine. Really. I’ll make sure I’m ready.”

      Hanning cleared her throat. “Um, would you just want to stay with me tonight? I mean, I have a two-bedroom suite at the hotel, so you could take the one. That way we wouldn’t have to worry about meeting up in the morning or anything.”

      Thrower figured it was a good idea. “Yeah. After we’re done here, we can just stop at my hotel room, and I’ll grab my things.”

      “Great,” Hanning said, feeling better and more relaxed already.

      After dinner, they made their way back to Thrower’s hotel so he could get his bags. It didn’t take long, as he always traveled light, anyway. He rarely went anywhere with more than one suitcase or a backpack. Anything more than that he felt like slowed him down.

      Once at Hanning’s hotel, as they entered the brightly lit foyer together, Thrower's sharp eyes quickly scanned the surroundings, taking note of all possible entry points and hiding spots. Hanning noticed her new bodyguard’s behavior, and it put her mind at ease a little, seeing how particular he worked. He really did put her mind more at ease already.

      When they got up to her room on the fourth floor, Thrower took no chances. He was always thorough. That’s what made him who he was. Now inside, Thrower instructed her to stay by the door, just in case she needed a quick exit.

      "I'm going to do a quick sweep to make sure everything is secure," Thrower said calmly, moving with purpose as he checked each room meticulously.

      After a few minutes, he met back up with Hanning.

      “We’re good.”

      Hanning let out a sigh of relief as she moved forward. “Is that how it always is?”

      “When we come back to a house or a hotel where someone could be
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