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Chapter 1

Zac straightened his already straight silk tie, checked his cufflinks were still in position and brushed the non-existent fluff off his Hardy Amies Saville Row suit. Slotting his smile into place, he accepted the proffered glass of champagne and stepped into the impressive ballroom of Heatherden Hall, the nineteenth-century, Grade II-listed mansion at the heart of Pinewood Studios.

As his eyes skimmed the room, noting the faces he knew, he raised the glass to his lips. Dutch courage. His job title might read actor, his online profile might say film star, but he wasn’t the gregarious type and never felt entirely comfortable in film industry crowds. Today’s rather ostentatious gathering had been put on by Vision Films to celebrate thirty years in the business. As it was the film company he was currently contracted to, he’d felt obliged to show his face. Now all he had to do was find the key people to show his face to, and he could be out of here …

What the hell?

Someone careered into him from behind, and champagne that should have been fizzing delicately in his glass now began to run down the front of his white Turnbull & Asser tailored shirt.

‘Shit.’

A pair of hands flew out to grab his arms, presumably for support, and the resulting jolt knocked the remaining contents of his glass down his jacket.

‘Oh, my flaming God, I’m so sorry.’ Two horrified brown eyes locked onto his. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have worn heels, but my niece was adamant I couldn’t wear my boots with this dress. They wouldn’t have got caught in the flipping carpet though, would they.’

‘Err, no?’

Perhaps he should have been more annoyed – champagne was a treat when swallowed, but plastered against his skin, not so much. Yet it was hard to muster any anger when the person he should be directing it against was so apologetic. So amusing. And so … striking.

Her hand flew to her face. ‘Holy moly, listen to me carping on about my shoes while you’ve got champagne dripping down … well, dripping where I’m sure you don’t want it dripping. Hang on a sec.’

Bemused, and yes, dripping, though perhaps a more accurate description would be sticking, he watched as she shuffled off to one of the grandly set tables and snatched a few of the carefully folded napkins.

‘Here.’ She started to wipe the napkin down his sodden chest, then paused and gave him a wry smile. ‘I’m guessing you’d be better doing this yourself.’

‘Maybe.’ Fighting a smile, he nodded down to the napkin. ‘But you seem to be making an excellent job of it.’

‘You think so?’

Chocolate-brown eyes sparked back at him, amusement in their depths, and he found he was unable to drag his own eyes away. Short dark hair framed a face that wasn’t beautiful – it was far too interesting to have such a mundane label attached to it. Sharp edges, yet softened with an easy, unaffected smile.

Abruptly she withdrew her hand. ‘You know what, I have a far better idea. Wait here.’

As if he could do anything else. Enthralled, he waited, waving away those who approached him, explaining he’d see them later, he was waiting for someone. She returned a few minutes later, brandishing a T-shirt.

‘Instead of Turnbull & Asser I get to wear,’ he peered at the logo, ‘Pinewood Studios?’

‘It’ll be a good look on you. Everyone will be after one by the end of the evening.’ A soft sigh escaped her. ‘I really am sorry, though. Can I get your shirt dry-cleaned?’ She winced as she saw the splashes on his jacket. ‘Err, all of you dry-cleaned?’

‘No, it’s fine.’ He could see she was about to leave and realised with a start that he wasn’t ready to say goodbye. Talking to her seemed infinitely more preferable than polite conversation with studio bosses and fellow actors. ‘You could help me find somewhere to change, though.’

She gave him a wary look. ‘This isn’t some sort of trick, is it?’

‘Trick?’

‘You know, we head off to find a quiet room and when I’m not looking you produce a bottle of wine and pour it all over me to get your own back.’

He searched her eyes, trying to get a read on whether she was joking or not. He couldn’t. They were seemingly bottomless pools of rich, smooth brown. ‘I can think of far better things to do to you in a quiet room than douse you in alcohol.’

Surprise flickered before her guard came down. ‘Oh no, that’s not … we’re not.’ She huffed. ‘Look, I’ll show you to the gents’.’

Great. Now she had him down as some entitled, pervy actor – that’s if she even recognised him. ‘I was hoping for somewhere a little more salubrious,’ he ventured.

‘Salubrious?’ She wrinkled her nose; slim and attractive, like the rest of her. ‘Is that a fancy way of saying a room without urinals?’

‘It’s my way of saying I’d rather not strip off in front of urinating males, yes.’

‘Okay.’ Her face relaxed a little. ‘I guess that makes sense. And my role in this shirt changing exercise would be what, exactly?’

‘Help me find a room. Be on the lookout while I change.’ Keep talking to me, he added silently. And flash me another of those amazing smiles.

‘Fine.’

They began to walk towards the grand wooden archway he’d entered from. ‘Which way, left or right?’

‘Wow, you’re entrusting me with this huge decision?’ Her gaze came back to his. ‘You realise if I get it wrong, you’ll be wearing champagne all evening?’

‘That’s true,’ he agreed soberly. ‘Yet you’re the one who’s got me into this pickle. It seems only right you’re the one to get me out of it.’

‘This pickle?’ She burst out laughing. ‘I guess that’s one way to describe it. Alcohol is a good preservative, after all. And if we don’t get you out of that shirt soon, you might literally be pickled.’

Her laughter fluttered across his skin, leaving tingles in its wake. God, there was nothing sexier than a woman who liked to laugh. ‘I like the we in that sentence,’ he murmured, unable to help himself. His third attempt at flirting. And this time, he couldn’t have been more obvious.

***

For the second time that evening, Kat stumbled over her feet. The first had launched her headlong into the one man she’d come here to see. Yet not be seen by.

Not only had she failed spectacularly at that, he was – unbelievably – flirting with her. The comment about the quiet room had been shocking enough. The last statement, delivered with a low, sexy murmur, had been hot enough to weaken her knees and make her lose her footing.

Awkward did not begin to describe it.

Heavens above, he was gorgeous, though. Some actors, and in her line of work she’d met a few, disappointed in the flesh. They were less; diminished somehow from how they appeared on the big screen.

Zac Edwards was more. Much, much more. Those green eyes of his didn’t just captivate, they snared a woman, making her want to keep on looking at him. Then there was the quirky smile, a sort of tilt of his lips, that had her unwittingly not only smiling back at him but, honest to God, melting.

Yet this man was off limits, out of bounds. Someone she could not afford to flirt with, no matter how much her hormones demanded her to.

He was also someone she could not afford to piss off.

‘I meant we as in me on lookout and you on stripping.’ Hot damn, that wasn’t how she’d meant to phrase it. And the sexy raised eyebrow thing he was doing now, together with the flash of heat in his eyes, didn’t help stop the showreel that had begun in her head.

‘When I’m doing this stripping,’ his gaze drifted across her face before zeroing in on her eyes, ‘where will you be, exactly?’

She’d never felt so flushed, so flustered. Kat Parker, tough as nails, except, apparently, when it came to Zac Edwards. ‘I’ll be outside the door. The firmly shut door.’

‘How … disappointing.’

Was he aware of the effect he was having on her? He had to be. The amusement dancing in his eyes suggested this must happen to him all the time. The realisation was enough to cool her heated skin. Forcing her gaze away, she hurried forward as fast as the annoying heels would carry her. ‘Let’s try in here.’ She didn’t know the building all that well, but she’d visited enough to know this was the smaller of the two boardrooms.

It was empty inside, bar the table and chairs and the stunning wood-panelling. ‘Okay, then. You go and … do your thing—’

‘Strip, you mean?’

That humour again, and the small smile that was possibly a smirk. Yes, he knew exactly what he was doing. ‘Swap shirts, yes.’ Moving towards the antique sideboard, she grabbed one of the bottles of water. ‘You might want to use this to stop yourself getting sticky.’ Damn him, now his eyes weren’t just amused, they were laughing. ‘Oh God, just go and change, please.’

She marched out hurriedly, very aware of the soft, low chuckles that followed her.

Standing guard outside, it was impossible to not think about what was happening behind the big wooden door. She’d seen his last film, the one that had catapulted him into stardom. So she knew what he looked like without his shirt on.

Not helping, not helping.

Shaking the images away, she drew in a breath. Was she right to keep quiet and not tell him who she was? Jerry Collier had been very definite when he’d dished out his instructions. She was here to make polite small talk to a few of the bigwigs from the production company and to watch out for Edwards. From a distance.

Not crash into him.

Certainly not flirt with him.

She inhaled another lungful of air. Okay then, this was fine. She’d walk back with Edwards to the ballroom, and when he was surrounded by the people she’d seen reluctantly hang back while they’d been talking, she’d quietly slip away.

He’d barely remember her when they met again. The odd woman with the short hair who’d barged into him.

The door opened and Zac Edwards appeared, charcoal-grey suit in place, but now with a black T-shirt with the word Pine – part of the Pinewood logo – peeking between the jacket lapels. He slipped the cufflinks and tie he was holding into his jacket pocket, his other hand gripping the abandoned white shirt.

‘You should look ridiculous,’ she commented.

He grimaced, glancing down. ‘If it helps, I feel ridiculous. I suspect Hardy Amies will be turning in his grave.’

‘Hardy Amies?’ God, the man had a weird way of talking. She needed to remember that the next time he flashed her a smile.

‘The founder of the label who made the suit.’

‘Oh.’ She suspected Mr Amies was more likely to be doing cartwheels at the sight of one of his suits looking so … hot. ‘Not Marks and Spencer then?’

Another small grimace. ‘No, not M&S.’

‘I take it you’re not a fan of high street fashion?’ She was deliberately trying to wind him up, because it was safer that way.

‘I like clothes to fit my body. Not perch haphazardly on top of it.’ His eyes dropped to the knee length fitted black dress she was wearing and back up to her face. ‘I’m a fan of clothes that enhance a body’s shape.’

The flutter in her belly was all the warning she needed that it was time to escape. It hardly seemed possible that he was attracted to her. She might be glammed up today, had even managed lipstick and eyeliner, but no way on God’s earth would anyone describe her as beautiful. And a face like his surely demanded beautiful in return.

He was probably just enjoying the distraction. A moment away from an event he’d likely been heavily persuaded into attending. Production company anniversaries might be thrilling for those on the board, but for everyone else, not so much.

‘Time to return to the party.’ She was poised to walk back when she heard him sigh. ‘You don’t want to go back?’

‘I’m not a big admirer of these types of events, no.’ He gave her a sideways glance. ‘I’d far rather acquire a couple of drinks and take them somewhere quiet.’

She tried to ignore the dip in her stomach. ‘Two drinks? That’s a bit greedy.’

‘They aren’t both for me.’

Kat’s heart jolted. ‘You, me and two glasses of champagne. That sounds dangerous.’ In many ways.

His mouth curved, the result looking so, so sexy on him. ‘I’m willing to risk it.’

God help her, she was massively out of her depth here. He was a master at flirting, and she wasn’t just rusty, she wasn’t supposed to be flirting back. Yet she couldn’t stop the response of her body. The flush she knew was on her cheeks, the breath she knew he’d heard catch in her throat.

‘As tempting as that sounds, Mr Edwards, I’m afraid I have to pass.’ She began walking again, relieved to hear the sound of the music coming out from the ballroom. A few more seconds and he’d be engulfed, and she’d be able to breathe again.

‘Wait.’ Two long strides and he was beside her, his hand briefly touching her arm. ‘You know who I am then?’

‘Sure I do.’ Electric sparks seemed to shoot over her skin where his hand had been. ‘My sister’s a huge fan. She dragged me to see The Good Guy? twice last year.’

He laughed softly, and the sound seemed to reach inside her, tingling parts that hadn’t tingled for years. ‘Dragged? My ego feels crushed.’ His eyes searched her face and Kat felt her pulse start to race. How long since anyone had looked at her quite so intensely? Especially with eyes that were such a pretty green. ‘It seems unfair that you know my name, yet I don’t know yours.’

‘It’s Kat.’ She paused at the entrance of the ballroom. ‘Kat Parker.’

She saw him open his mouth to speak, but then a tall, elderly man walked up to greet him, slapping him on the back, and soon he was swallowed up.

Relieved, yet also utterly unbalanced, Kat slipped away, but not before casting a final glance in his direction.

As if aware of her, he looked over, and when their eyes met, he flashed her that small, sexy smile.

A smile that promised they’d meet again.

Of course, they would, but Kat knew when they did, he wouldn’t feel quite so amiable towards her.




Chapter 2

Zac swung his classic Aston Martin into the Vision Films entrance. For classic, read second hand – though when the car in question was a Vanquish, who cared if it was fifteen years old? After waving his ID at the security guard he scanned the packed car park. Spotting a space, he eased his foot onto the accelerator and headed towards it. He wasn’t late – he never was – but his fear of being late ensured he planned for every eventuality. It meant zeroing in on the first available space he saw, just in case it was the only one left.

As he headed towards it, he became dimly aware of a car hurtling towards him in the opposite direction. ‘What on earth?’

He slammed his foot on the brake just as the Jeep Wrangler slipped neatly into the space. Into his space. Taking a deep breath, Zac slowly, calmly – he refused to rush over anything – levered himself out of the car and slid his sunglasses onto his head so he could get a better look at the driver who’d just jumped down from the Jeep. As the slim, dark-haired female turned to face him, the smile on her face faltered.

‘Oh, it’s you.’

‘Yes, Kat Parker, it’s me.’ Any annoyance he’d felt immediately vanished at the sight of the woman he’d spent a tantalising twenty minutes with last night, before she’d disappeared. ‘Do you have something against me?’

‘Of course not, why?’

‘First you drown me in champagne, now you pinch my parking space. I wondered if this was part of some sort of vendetta.’

She tipped her head back and laughed. A spontaneous sound, as natural as breathing yet startlingly attractive. ‘The champagne I can blame on my shoes. The car park space was entirely your doing. You should have been quicker.’

‘Or perhaps you should have been more considerate,’ he countered mildly.

She shook her head, slamming the Jeep door shut. ‘I saw an empty space and I went for it. If you’d wanted it, you should have put your foot down.’ Her eyes flicked over his car. ‘You’ve got a, what, six-litre engine?’

He was ashamed to realise he had no clue what engine size the Aston had. He only knew it was elegant, and he loved elegant things. ‘Probably.’

A grin settled across the face he’d spent an embarrassing amount of time searching for last night. ‘You don’t even know the engine size, do you? Well, whatever it is, it’s wasted if you don’t use it.’

‘I thought I was in a car park,’ he felt compelled to point out. ‘Not a race circuit.’

She laughed again, this time adding a small shake of her head. ‘I remember that about you from last night. You’re funny.’

‘Thank you. I think.’

She moved away from the Jeep and now he could see her trim figure, dressed today in black leggings, black boots and a plain black T-shirt.

‘I see you’ve got your boots on today. Does that mean the public are safe from flying beverages?’

Another husky laugh. ‘I’m not sure about safe, but I’m certainly a lot steadier on my feet. Look, I’d love to stay and chat, but I’ve got to leg it, I’m late. Good luck finding a place for the Aston.’ Her face lit up with another smile. ‘Fancy cars are a dime a dozen round here, but she’s a beauty.’

Intrigued by her, he watched as she marched quickly towards the Vision Films entrance. What connection did she have to the production company? The fact that she was at the party last night and here again today suggested she worked for them. Film editor? Set designer? She was confident enough to be a director, but he didn’t recognise her. Maybe she was in admin, though it was hard to see her in anything so ordinary. Even dressed as she was, all in black, she was far too … vivid.

Whatever she did, she didn’t have to walk far to it. He, on the other hand, was probably going to end up in the overflow car park. Not that he was against a walk, but preferably not on a hot June morning when he was wearing a lightweight wool suit. Yes, he knew he hadn’t needed the suit. He also knew that linen would have been a more sensible choice. But linen creased, and when Zac didn’t know the person he was meeting, he preferred the armour of a smart suit.

Muttering under his breath, he climbed back into the Aston and blasted the air-conditioning up as he drove slowly around the car park looking for another space.

Five minutes later he strolled through the entrance. Despite the car park altercation, he was still early for his meeting because punctuality was one of his – obsessions was too severe a word – he preferred idiosyncrasies. It was manners not to keep people waiting, just as it was manners to dress well for them and be polite. It was also manners not to tear into someone else’s car park space, but Kat Parker didn’t seem to observe the usual conventions.

Maybe he’d check with reception after his appointment and see if she worked here.

The thought of potentially seeing her again gave his mood a brief, but very welcome lift. Considering everything else that was going on in his life, he could do with another dose of the vital, attractive woman he’d enjoyed verbally sparring with last night.

First though, he had a rather more pressing matter to attend to. Shoulders set, he strode through the swanky marble reception area of Vision Films, trying to ignore the insecurity that pricked, like needles, whenever he was faced with the enormity of the world he was currently inhabiting. His star was on the rise, he was working with a major film production company, yet the doubts and worries continued to plague him. How long would it all last? And when the bubble burst, how damaging would the fallout be?

Christ. He was piling paranoia on top of paranoia. Brushing the negative thoughts aside, he slid a hand into the pocket of his suit trousers and pasted on a smile for the pretty blonde on the reception desk. ‘Good morning, Cassie.’

‘Hey there, Zac.’ Her expression, warm, admiring, was a long, luxurious stroke to his ego. ‘You’re here to see Jerry Collier?’

‘Correct.’ Exactly why the Head of Security had asked to see him, Zac wasn’t sure, though he hoped it had something to do with the note he’d found taped to the door of his apartment yesterday afternoon. Lucky me, it had said. I know where you live. But will it be lucky for you? All neatly signed off with a vivid pink, lipstick kiss. It had been the fifth such note he’d received, each slightly creepier than the last.

Likely it was nothing, of course. By starring in the shock success of last year – the relatively low-budget action film, The Good Guy? – he’d probably simply acquired that miserable celebrity curse: a stalker.

Even so, the idea of someone watching his every move made his stomach turn. He was only just getting to grips with the concept of being famous, and the restrictions that placed on his life. The dread when he noticed he’d been spotted. The interruptions to sign autographs, to take his photo. The worry about the photos he wasn’t aware of. He was a private man, catapulted into a celebrity world where privacy was a luxury. Still, if that’s all this was, a celebrity stalker, he could deal with it. A small price to pay for the joy of being able to make a living from his passion, from immersing himself in another personality. Becoming someone else.

A skill he’d practised for most of his life.

But what if he wasn’t being stalked because he was a celebrity? What if there was another reason behind the notes? That’s what had woken him up in a cold sweat last night.

‘Jerry says to go straight up.’ Cassie’s voice was a welcome interruption to his spiralling thoughts. ‘He’s on the second floor, first door on the right.’ She gave him a coy smile. ‘Would you like me to show you up?’

‘Thank you,’ he answered smoothly. ‘But I’m sure I can find it.’

With a nod and a further flash of his perfect smile, he strode over to the lifts.

***

Son of a bitch, now she was really late. Kat dashed out of the ladies’ where she’d spent the last few minutes sitting on the loo – yes, she could multi-task but no, in this case she’d put the lid down – trying to talk her sister out of a total meltdown. Mandy, who she’d just dropped off at rehab, had totally freaked out on being told she needed to stay there for sixty days.

‘Two fucking months, Kat,’ she’d screamed down the phone. ‘I can’t do that long. Debs will go nuts.’

Kat had already warned her niece that her mum would need to stay longer this time. ‘Debs will be cool with it,’ she’d reassured her sister, though having spent the second part of the crappy morning taking her truculent fourteen-year-old niece to school, she’d said it with her fingers crossed. ‘I’ll be there for her, and we’ll come and visit you. Chill.’

‘I can’t chill. Come and get me, please. I don’t want to be here.’

Kat’s heart had ached for her, but she’d lived with Mandy’s addictions for too long. Softening her voice, she’d told her the truth. ‘You’ve tried outpatient therapy and shorter stays, and they didn’t work. If you want your daughter to remember you as the strong, vibrant woman I know you are, then you need to work through this.’

It had done the trick, and her sister had promised she’d stick it out.

But damn it, now she was running so far behind even she was embarrassed by it. Collier, the guy in charge of security for the production company, would likely go apeshit. He’d asked her, via Mark, her boss, to turn up half an hour before their meeting with Zac Edwards, so he could brief her. Now she was just hoping she could get to Collier’s office before Edwards did. Why the hell had the man arrived early? Didn’t he realise celebrities were allowed to be late?

Dashing towards the lifts, she jammed her hand on the button just as the doors were about to close. As they slowly opened again, she stared at the man inside and sighed.

Looking as cool and laid back as he had in the car park in his immaculately fitting suit, designer shades now slotted into the top pocket, Zac Edwards gave her a sexy smirk of a smile. ‘Not content with pinching my car park space, I see you now want to encroach on my lift.’

‘I’m joining you in the lift.’ Ignoring the flutter in her chest, she went to press the second floor, but it had already been pressed. Of course, it had. Because the man she appeared to be having an embarrassing hormonal reaction to, was her new client.

‘Apparently you are.’ With a languid grace she’d never aspire to, he leant back against the wall of the lift and crossed his ankles. ‘Are you always so … impatient?’

She hiccupped out a laugh. ‘I’m not impatient. I’m late. And please don’t give me the speech about setting off earlier, because I know that now. Trust me when I say I’ve had the sort of morning it would be hard to predict.’

He gave a lazy shrug of broad shoulders that were showcased by his perfectly fitted jacket. ‘Expect the unexpected.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Hey, you’re preaching to the converted. That’s totally the motto I live my professional life by.’

‘But?’

‘Let’s just say my private life is way too chaotic to call.’ Suddenly the lift came to a shuddering stop. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

He eased off the wall. ‘Not claustrophobic, I hope.’

‘No. Just frustrated that I’m now going to be even later.’ She jabbed at the emergency button. ‘Come on, come on.’

‘There’s that impatience again.’ His lips curved into the smile that had made him a household name. ‘Relax. It’ll just be a temporary blip.’

Sighing, she turned to face him. ‘I suppose there are worse things than being stuck in a lift with, you know.’ She waved a hand in his direction. ‘You. I could have been stuck here by myself, or with a sweaty, overweight bloke who smelt of BO.’

‘I’m glad I was here to save you from that purgatory.’

Kat had to bite into her cheek to stop an unprofessional giggle. This man with his fancy suits and fancy looks sure used a lot of really funny, fancy words.

The lift gave another shudder before moving again, smoothly coming to a stop a few seconds later.

As she stepped out and turned down the corridor, she was acutely aware of him walking beside her. The warmth of his body through that ridiculously smart suit – who wore a suit during the hottest June on record? Then there was his expensive aftershave. She was almost hyperventilating with the desire to keep inhaling it.

‘I see we’re going in the same direction.’ He gave her a quizzical look. ‘What is it you do for Vision Films?’

They both came to a stop outside Jerry Collier’s door and she sucked in a deep breath. ‘You’re about to find out.’

At his bewildered expression, she felt the first jangle of nerves. This wasn’t how it had been planned. Mark was already worried about assigning her to such a high-profile case, a fact that had both touched and really frigging annoyed her. Despite assuring him she was totally up to it though, here she was, ballsing it up before she’d even properly started. She wasn’t supposed to have met Edwards yet. She also wasn’t supposed to be so late this morning that she was arriving with the guy. And they certainly shouldn’t have been flirting with each other, no matter how mildly.

The door swung open and Jerry, a big, imposing guy in his mid-fifties you wouldn’t want to piss off, stared at her before reaching out to shake the actor by the hand. ‘Good to meet you, Zac. I see you and Kat have already been introduced.’

‘Err, not exactly.’ Usually Kat had no problem talking herself out of a situation, but this was a bit tricky. ‘We sort of bumped into each other last night.’

‘Literally.’ Zac narrowed his eyes. ‘What’s going on here?’

Jerry looked between her and Edwards, and sighed. ‘When I heard about the note stuck on your front door yesterday, I asked Kat to discreetly keep an eye out for you last night. Today she was supposed to have arrived before you, so I could make the introductions properly, but it seems she’s jumped the gun.’

‘Keep an eye out for me?’ Zac was clearly confused, and Kat felt a knot of tension tighten in her stomach. Her gut told her he wasn’t going to like what he heard next.

‘Yes. That’s what she’s here for.’ Jerry nodded in her direction. ‘Zac Edwards, meet Kat Parker. Your bodyguard.’

As she watched the news sink in, Kat noticed the differing emotions flicker across her new client’s handsome face. The bewilderment and disbelief, she was used to. All part of the joy of being a woman in a man’s world. She didn’t mind the annoyance either, because God knows she wouldn’t like to have someone foisted on her. No, it was the interlaced horror that alarmed her.

Was he horrified Vision Films were so worried about his safety they’d assigned him a bodyguard? Or horrified his bodyguard was a woman?

Worse still, was the horror because his bodyguard was her?

Kat unconsciously squared her shoulders. She couldn’t do much about her job, or her gender, but she could make sure he only saw Kat the professional from now on.




Chapter 3

Zac didn’t know which of the mind-blowing pieces of information to focus on first. That the production company had hired him a bodyguard who looked so inexperienced, and appeared so chaotic. Or that said bodyguard was the woman he’d been flirting with last night and just now in the lift.

Five minutes ago, he’d been anticipating tracking her down so he could ask her out for a drink, hopefully get to know her. Now he didn’t need to do that. Because from now on she was going to be sticking to him like glue.

‘Pardon?’ It seemed the safest response. He’d long ago curbed his natural instinct to say what he thought, which was something along the lines of Are you shitting me?, with a heavy dose of What the fuck?

Jerry let out another long exhale – he’d clearly been expecting this to go more smoothly – before pointing to the seating area in the corner of his office. ‘Why don’t you take a seat and I can go over a few things.’ He narrowed his eyes at Kat. ‘With both of you.’

Kat winced, and Zac felt a smidgen of sympathy for her. Then again, she’d known about this … arrangement all along, and hadn’t had the decency to tell him. Not even after she’d upended champagne all over him.

Not even after he’d tried to flirt with her.

Steering clear of the sofa, he headed for the armchair, figuring he needed the small amount of space it provided. Space to remind himself that Jerry didn’t know the things Zac did. Jerry had no reason to believe the stalker wasn’t just a crazy fan, and likely, make that extremely likely, that’s all he or she was. It’s just, in those moments between sleep and wake, when doubts and worries were hugely exaggerated … in those moments, Zac had begun to think of other, far more terrifying possibilities. None of which he could voice, because in the world of Zac Edwards, actor, the part of his life that lent itself to those dark thoughts, had been scrubbed clean.

Jerry hunkered down on the sofa, but Kat shook her head and walked over to the desk, resting against it with her arms crossed. Her face, the one he’d enjoyed seeing smile, was now serious, those dark eyes watching him. Under different circumstances he’d have enjoyed her eyes on him, but not as his bodyguard. Not when he was riddled with fear over who might be trying to frighten him.

Deciding his best play was to feign nonchalance, Zac leant forward on the chair, loosely clasping his hands. ‘Who decided that I need a bodyguard?’

‘I did.’ Jerry twisted to face him. ‘We’re used to actors getting weird mail, but when the sender sticks the letter to the actor’s front door, it’s time to worry.’

‘Really?’ Zac felt his pulse kick up a gear. ‘You don’t think it’s just a deranged fan? Notes signed in pink lipstick don’t exactly scream menacing.’

‘And you’d know menacing when you saw it?’ Kat asked, her tone detached now. No longer the warm, chatty woman he’d talked to in the lift.

You have no idea what I know. Words he couldn’t say. ‘I know I don’t need a bodyguard if this is simply a crazy female fan,’ he settled for.

‘So because the stalker might be a female, you think you’re safe?’ Kat’s eyes narrowed. ‘If I decided to attack you, you could, what, just swat me away?’

She was offended, he realised. ‘Of course not. You’re a professional. You’d wipe the floor with me.’

At last, a return of her smile. ‘Good answer.’

‘All I’m saying is that if it’s just a crazy fan, then I don’t see the need for a bodyguard.’ He could do without intrusion in his life, thank you very much. ‘But if you believe the stalker might be more dangerous than that …’ Or if my fears turn out to be correct, he thought grimly. ‘If you really believe I’m at risk, then I’m happy to concede that I need protection.’ In fact I’ll need the most experienced, most professional bodyguard you can put your hands on. He doubted that was Kat.

‘It’s less about how dangerous the stalker might be,’ Jerry interjected. ‘And more about anticipating and preventing an attack in the first place. That’s where Kat comes in.’

Zac avoided looking at Kat as he spoke his next words to Jerry. ‘Do you mind if we discuss this privately?’

Jerry heaved out a sigh and with that, and the way Kat’s back turned ramrod straight, Zac knew exactly how unimpressed they were with his request. ‘There’s nothing you can say in front of Kat that she won’t have heard already.’

Okay, so this was going to remain at Awkward Level 10. And if he couldn’t get Collier to change his mind, Zac knew he’d just pissed off the one person he’d be relying on to keep him safe.

‘Jerry.’ He spread his hands out in a show of geniality. ‘I’m sure Kat is excellent at identifying risky situations, as you say.’

‘I am.’

‘She is.’

Don’t be put off by the steely glares. This is your life they’re discussing, not a part in a film. ‘However, she’s not as experienced as I imagined a bodyguard should be for this particular situation.’

‘First you say you don’t need a bodyguard, now you’re saying you want one with more experience.’ Jerry leant forward, his eyes piercing Zac’s. ‘Are you usually this contrary or is there something you’re not telling us?’

Inside Zac squirmed like a worm on the end of the hook, but outside he knew he looked cool, calm and collected. That was acting for you. ‘You know as much as I do, Jerry. I’m simply asking questions to identify if I really am at risk, and if I am, if you’re going to be able to protect me.’

Jerry’s voice hardened and Zac felt the power behind the Don’t mess with me tone. ‘Vision Films takes the safety of our actors very seriously. Kat works for our preferred provider, UK Security. She’s had twelve years with the army, and another three doing exactly this, so she’s got plenty of experience under her belt. Listen to her and do what she asks. She knows what she’s talking about. Even if she can’t always turn up on time.’

‘And it was going so well,’ Kat muttered. ‘Thanks, Jerry.’

The pair of them exchanged a look and Zac realised he’d been wrong in his initial impression that Jerry was annoyed with her. They clearly shared a bond. Respect, certainly, but he guessed something more, too. Affection, maybe. It explained why Jerry hadn’t liked him questioning Kat’s ability. It also told Zac any further push to change her would be viewed in a distinctly unfavourable, and possibly suspicious, light.

Jerry’s attention was back on Zac. ‘I realise you’re going to find this all very inconvenient, but while you’re under contract with Vision Films you’re going to have to suck it up. If Kat determines something is necessary for your safety, you do it or the studio lawyers will be onto you for breach of contract.’ He gave Zac the faintest of smiles. ‘Is there anything else you need to ask me, before I leave you in Kat’s very capable hands?’

‘Have you seen this approach before? Are there any suspects?’ Probably he was worrying about nothing, and lipstick notes had been delivered to other celebrities with no harm done.

‘Stalkers sending notes to celebrities isn’t new, but I’ve not heard of any being signed in pink lipstick before.’ Jerry stood, clearly signalling the meeting was over. ‘We’re working closely with the police on it, though. Kat will keep you in the loop.’

Reluctantly Zac rose to his feet. Reluctantly, because when he walked out of the door, he was going to have a bodyguard trailing around with him. Not only would that bodyguard be a constant reminder of the danger he could be in, she was also a woman he’d been flirting with. And one he’d just thoroughly pissed off.

***

Kat’s assignment was quiet as they walked into the lift.

‘Which was the biggest shock,’ she asked as the doors closed. ‘Being told you were being assigned a bodyguard, or finding out the bodyguard was me?’

A wry smile crossed his handsome face. It sure wasn’t going to be a hardship looking at him for the next however long. ‘Would it offend if I said the latter?’

‘That depends. The part about me not being experienced enough. Was that your way of saying I wasn’t male enough? That you’d feel better if I was a big, muscle-bound dude?’

He smiled again, the very smile that had helped make The Good Guy? such a big hit. Actors with beaming white grins, the public were used to, but the little sexy smirk Zac Edwards had going on? That was both unusual and, even to a cynic like herself, rather charming. ‘I bet you get that all the time, but actually, no, it wasn’t.’ He shifted his hands into his trouser pockets. ‘It was a reference to your age. Size, I’m given to understand, isn’t important.’

She snorted. ‘Are you seriously going to tell me it’s what you do with it, that counts?’

‘Actually, I was going to say it’s how you’re trained to use it, that counts.’ Before she had a chance to shake her head at his innuendo, he added, ‘You, I imagine, can be lethal.’

Despite her irritation at him, laughter burst out of her. ‘Neat catch.’ As soon as it had come, though, the laughter died and the anger, the disappointment, returned. ‘Okay, say I buy that, and you really weren’t going to ask Jerry for a male bodyguard in that private little chat you wanted, why the look of horror when Jerry told you I was your bodyguard?’

‘You know why.’

‘Err, if I did, I wouldn’t be asking.’

His shoulders rose and fell as he sighed. ‘I was annoyed you didn’t tell me who you were last night.’ The lift came to a stop and as they walked out into the reception area, he slid her a glance. ‘You had me at a disadvantage. I would have reacted differently if I’d known.’

She figured he had a point. ‘Yeah, sorry about that. I did consider telling you, but Jerry’s got this real bee in his bonnet about doing the introductions.’ She cleared her throat. ‘It sets the boundaries, Kat,’ she said, imitating Jerry’s gruff voice. ‘Makes it clear I’m the one in charge and you both need to take instructions from me.’

‘I see.’ A glimmer of a smile. ‘Though I find it hard to imagine the rather intimidating Mr Collier in a bonnet, bee or not.’ Zac paused, glancing down at his highly polished black shoes before raising his eyes back to hers. ‘And you? Would you have reacted differently if you’d met me by accident, with no hidden agenda?’

I’m pretty sure I’d have flirted right back at you. No, no, no. For their relationship to work, she couldn’t admit it. ‘We’ll never know.’ Before he could say anything more, she threw out a question of her own. ‘So you’re unhappy I didn’t warn you who I was when I dumped champagne all over you, and you think I’m inexperienced. Is that it, or is there more?’

Zac’s eyes drifted away from her and through the window to the car park. ‘If we believe the stalker is simply a fan with a screw loose, having a bodyguard, aside from the obvious intrusion, feels a little … emasculating.’

There he was with his fancy words again. ‘Will your balls feel safer if I tell you just because the letters appear to have come from a woman, doesn’t mean they have? But say yours have, you’re assuming a mere female couldn’t hurt you. Tell that to the male victims of “Monster” Aileen Wuornos, and to the husband of Katherine Knight whose body parts ended up in a stew. Or to the men who visited Belle Gunness and ended up being fed to the pigs.’ She paused. ‘Do you want me to go on?’

‘I’m not sure my stomach can take any more.’ He ghosted her a smile. ‘I suppose I should be grateful that at least my balls feel safer now, even if I don’t.’

She winced. ‘Sorry, I usually employ more of a filter when I’m working.’

‘Please don’t, not with me.’ He raked a hand restlessly through his hair. ‘This situation is going to be intolerable enough. I’d rather you were … you.’

Well, she’d hadn’t expected that. Then again, she’d not quite got the measure of the man yet. Most actors she’d met wouldn’t put on a suit to meet the head of security. Nor would they have taken her spilling drink over them, or pinching a car park space from under their noses, quite so calmly. They certainly wouldn’t have flirted with her, because actors went for beautiful willowy types, and she was more of a, well, a holly bush. Short but could do some serious damage if provoked.

‘You don’t realise what you’re letting yourself in for,’ she felt duty bound to warn him. ‘In unfiltered mode I can be pretty full-on. Just ask my sister, or my niece. They’ve been trying to gag me for years.’

‘Oh, I think I know.’ Those obscenely pretty green eyes met hers. ‘At the very least it will be a welcome diversion from …’ His shoulders rose and fell as he exhaled. ‘All this.’

His unhappiness with the situation was clear, and she felt a dart of sympathy for him. Knowing the threat was real enough to convince a film company he needed a bodyguard had to be a pretty scary prospect.

Almost as scary as being assigned to be that bodyguard.

Kat forced her mind away from the dark alley. She needed this. Three years of protecting film company bigwigs and minor stars who were no more at risk than she was just wasn’t enough. It was time to prove to Mark, prove to herself, that she could step up. Zac Edwards, a high-profile celebrity currently being stalked, would give her that chance.

And damn it, she was ready for it.

Nodding towards the exit, Kat started to walk. ‘Okay then, you get the real me. But no moaning later when your ears are complaining. Now, what’s your filming schedule like today, because at some point we need to head to your place and work out if it’s secure enough for you to stay there.’

He came to a halt just before the revolving door. Well, more of a slow, gliding stop because, like his speech, everything about this man was elegant and controlled. ‘I might have to move?’

There was no might about it. The nut job knew where he lived. No way was she, or the film company, going to be happy with him staying in his own home from now on. Not with the implied threat in the note. Still, he’d had enough shocks for now. ‘I’ll decide once I’ve taken a look.’

He ran a hand across his face in a gesture that looked both weary and frustrated. ‘I wish I’d kept quiet about the blasted note.’

‘Better that, than staring into the maniacal eyes of a knife-wielding psycho, and wishing you’d told someone.’

The blood drained from his face. ‘An eloquently made point.’ He paused, clearly trying to find his balance. ‘In answer to your question, I’m due on set at midday. But I have lines to go through.’

‘You’ve not learnt them already?’ It didn’t seem to fit with the man who’d turned up freakishly early to his appointment with Jerry.

‘Of course, I have.’ He glanced away, and she thought he looked embarrassed. ‘But a person can never be overprepared.’

She had to fight a smile. God, he was definitely on the obsessive side of the spectrum. ‘Is that the same way a person can’t be overly early for an appointment? Or overdressed?’

‘Exactly.’

If he knew she was taking the mickey, it didn’t show. ‘How about, just this once, you stick to being simply prepared, and we head over to yours now. That way, I can check out alternative places for you to stay while you’re filming.’

His right brow shot up. ‘What happened to deciding once you’d taken a look?’

Busted. ‘It’s still the plan.’ Oh, stuff it. He’d asked her to be herself. And that person said things how they were. ‘Look, don’t get your hopes up. Now this stalker knows where you live, your place would have to have more security than Fort Knox for me to agree to you staying there. Better that we move you to a hotel.’

His shoulders slumped. ‘Great.’

‘It could be kind of great. Just think, room service 24/7, laundry done for you. All those tempting miniatures with the studio picking up the minibar tab.’ When his expression remained bleak, she added, ‘Fresh towels every day. Bed turned down for you every night. Chocolate on your pillow?’

‘Please tell me you’re not always this … upbeat?’

‘You wanted to say irritating, didn’t you?’

He blinked, eyes darting away from hers, though his mouth twitched. ‘I wouldn’t be so rude.’

No, she thought. Yet all those manners, those careful words, weren’t going to help the situation. ‘Look, you asked for the real me, but that works both ways. We’re going to be pretty much glued to eachother for a while, so I need to know what you’re thinking, too. If I’m being annoying, tell me. Ditto if you’re worried about something. My job is to keep you safe but if we don’t get on, or if you keep things from me, it’ll make life difficult.’

He nodded, though she noticed his eyes avoided hers. ‘Understood.’

‘Okay then. We’ll take the Jeep to your place.’

She started towards the door, but stopped when she realised he wasn’t following her. Instead he remained where he was, hand loosely in his trouser pocket. Whoever had made that suit, the image of him now would make one hell of an advert for it. ‘Is this one of those occasions I can say you’re being annoying?’

‘Because?’

He glanced out of the door and towards the car park. ‘I have a perfectly good car. A beauty, I believe you called it.’

‘So I did. And because it’s a beauty, it’s also highly recognisable.’

‘But you’ll be following me.’

‘No, I’ll be driving you.’ She watched as his expression turned pained. ‘Not a fan of female drivers?’

‘It’s not that.’ His chest heaved with a sigh. ‘I bought the car because I like to drive it. You know, one of life’s luxuries?’ He shook his head. ‘Sorry, that sounded crass.’

Her respect for him went up a notch. They were clearly polar opposites; personality, background, earnings. You name it, she had a hunch sometime soon they were going to clash because of it. Yet so far he seemed quieter, more thoughtful, and less arrogant than she’d expected. ‘Hey, for me luxury is a plate of nachos, heavy on the cheese, and a bottle of beer while watching the Grand Prix on the TV, but I can relate.’

He regarded her soberly for a moment before the edge of his mouth curved, ever so slightly, upwards. ‘So, you’re a motorsport fan. Why doesn’t that surprise me.’ With that he started towards the door, leaving Kat to hurry after him so she could ensure she walked out ahead.

This assignment looked like it was going to test her in more ways than she’d bargained for when she’d first pleaded with Mark to let her take it.




Chapter 4

He hadn’t planned on anyone seeing inside his place today. Script open on his knee – yes, he caught her smirking at him, no it wasn’t going to stop him – Zac tried to focus on his lines while she drove. And not on how intrusive it felt to have a stranger come and inspect his home. At least it would be tidy. Unlike the inside of Kat’s Jeep. He glanced again at the centre console. There was a half-eaten bag of Starburst, surrounded by a rainbow of discarded wrappers, an open pack of Polo mints, an empty take-out coffee cup and a pen with a chewed end.

It made him wonder again about her professionalism. Turning up late, untidy … call him old school, but they hinted at a sloppiness that wasn’t a trait he wanted in someone responsible for his safety. Especially now she’d convinced him even a crazy female fan could be more dangerous than he’d bargained for.

To take his mind off things, he started to pick up the discarded wrappers.

‘I thought you were overpreparing.’

He dragged his eyes back to the script. ‘I am.’

‘Really? It looks like you’re tidying up for me.’

‘No,’ he corrected. ‘I’m doing it for me.’

‘I bet your car is immaculate. Not a speck of dust, or a greasy finger mark.’

‘I believe in being tidy, yes. Just like I believe in being punctual. Standards are important.’

He noticed her body stiffen. ‘If you have something you want to say, just say it. Like I said, we need to be honest with each other.’

How could he voice his fear, that she might not be professional enough, or experienced enough, to deal with the danger he was most terrified of, when he couldn’t articulate that specific threat? ‘I don’t understand the fascination with confectionery,’ he said instead.

Her sidelong glance told him she wasn’t convinced of his reply. ‘Why, were your parents dentists?’

‘No.’ He turned his head, looking out of the passenger window, and held his breath while he waited for her follow-up question.

‘Of course, they weren’t. Sorry, for a moment I forgot you were posh.’

She’d read his biography, then. At least he’d be spared the family questions. ‘How about your parents? I suspect they weren’t dentists, either.’

‘No.’

It was the same single-syllable answer he’d given, yet from someone so loquacious up to now, it was a clear signal she didn’t want to talk about them. ‘Whatever they did, I feel sorry for them. I bet you were a handful when you were younger.’ His eyes zeroed in on another stray wrapper and he missed the way her expression shuttered.

‘Why would you say that?’

‘You have to ask, after what happened in the car park?’ He screwed the wrapper up and placed it in the empty cup with the rest of his catch. ‘There’s a hint of mischief
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