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      Thrower just set foot into his hotel room and put his bags down when he immediately took out his phone to make a call. Recker picked up right away.

      “Hey. How’s things going?”

      “Good,” Thrower replied. “I was just calling to say I was in town. Thought I’d check in, see if you guys were free at some point? Maybe get lunch or dinner or something somewhere.”

      “Uh, yeah, yeah. We could probably make it tonight, actually. You’re not on a case or anything?”

      “No, just passing through. Have some free time on my hands for a few days. In between jobs. Figured I’d see you guys.”

      “Yeah. If you wanna do something tonight, Mia’s off, maybe we can meet up somewhere nice.”

      “Yeah, sounds great. Me and Chris can double date with you,” Thrower said with a laugh.

      “Well, actually, Chris has been seeing someone too.”

      “What? Really? Good for him.”

      “He didn’t tell you?” Recker said.

      “No, he failed to mention it.”

      “Looks like you’re the last remaining holdout.”

      Thrower continued laughing. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s happening anytime soon.”

      They kept talking for a few more minutes, finalizing some plans. Once they were done, Thrower scrolled through his phone. He didn’t have a ton of pictures in there, but the one he always stopped and looked at was one of him and St. James.

      He picked up his phone again to make another call. He stared at it for a little while before placing that call, though. After a minute, he dialed the number. This time he called Logan Yarbrough.

      “Hey, Nate. What do I owe the pleasure?”

      “I just flew into Philly a little while ago. Will only be here for a day or two. Wasn’t sure if you were nearby or anything.”

      “Actually, I’m in Los Angeles right now. Working on a few things.”

      “Oh. That’s too bad. Is, um, Monica out there with you?”

      “No, she’s still in New York.”

      “Oh. OK.”

      “Any particular reason you’re asking?”

      “Oh, no. Well, you know, I figured if you were around, maybe we’d catch up, grab some dinner or something.”

      “Wish I could.”

      “No problem. I’m meeting a few other friends tonight at a restaurant called The Wistoria. Think it’s a fancy hotel restaurant or something.”

      “Oh. Sounds nice.”

      “Yeah. I’m meeting them at six,” Thrower said.

      “Sounds like you’ll have a good time.”

      “I think we will. Anyway, I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Enjoy your dinner.”

      Before putting his phone back down, Yarbrough stared at his phone. He wasn’t sure if he should make the call or not. He thought maybe it’d be best if his client didn’t always have Thrower on the brain. But considering how he knew she felt, he had to. He dialed her number.

      “Hey, Logan, get any good leads out there yet?”

      “Uh, well, just one so far.”

      “Oh? Promising?” St. James asked.

      “Hmm, could be. I just talked to Nate.”

      “Nate? Nate who?” Then she realized who it might be and her voice sounded much more upbeat and pleasant. “My Nate?”

      “Well, he’s not… anyway, yes, he said he was in Philadelphia for a day or two. Wanted to see if I was available for dinner. Pretty sure he was fishing for you.”

      “For me? What? Why? I mean… why?”

      “Well, even when I told him I wasn’t available, he let me know when and where he’d be. I think it was for your benefit.”

      “Well, I mean, why wouldn’t he just ask me if he wanted me there?”

      “Because you two have this thing you do where you want each other, but you do this song and dance because you’re not sure, and you hesitate, or whatever it is you two do. Anyway, he’ll be at The Wistoria tonight at six if you’re of mind.”

      “I don’t know,” St. James said. “What should I do? Should I go?”

      “You want to see him, don’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then go. See him. Tell him how you feel. Get it out of your system.”

      “And if he’s still not ready?”

      “Then you can move on. Again.”
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        * * *

      

      It was just after seven o’clock. They had just finished eating dinner, and Thrower and Jones had made their way to the bathroom. Recker, Mia, Haley, and Brittany were still at the table. They were all having a great time. Except for something that Mia noticed.

      “Is it just me, or does Nate seem a little… distracted?”

      “Seems fine to me,” Haley answered. “I haven’t noticed a problem.”

      “Well, it’s not really a problem. I’ve just noticed he seems like he’s looking around for something. Or someone.”

      She looked at her boyfriend, who seemed to be mesmerized by something by the restaurant entrance. She leaned over to see what he was looking at. She saw a beautiful woman standing there, who also appeared to be looking for something.

      “Mike, you can pick your jaw up off the floor now.” Recker continued staring. “Mike?”

      After a moment, Recker glanced at her. “What?”

      “You’re drooling.”

      “Huh? What?” He took a look at the woman, then back at Mia. “What? No. I’m not… no, I wouldn’t do that.”

      “You’re doing it.”

      “No, I think I know her.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Really? Not like that! I mean, I've seen her before. In Nate’s phone.”

      “What?”

      “She’s the picture in Nate’s phone.”

      “Oh my, she’s the one?”

      “I think it’s her.”

      “Why’s she here?” Mia asked.

      Recker shrugged. “I don’t know. Nate didn’t mention her being here.”

      “Maybe it’s just a chance coincidence.”

      Recker chuckled. “Yeah. Sure.”

      A few seconds later, Thrower and Jones returned to the table. St. James finally saw him and started walking past the table, pretending not to see him at first. Then, she stopped.

      “Nate?”

      He looked up and saw her. “Monica.”

      The two stared at each other, while the others took turns glancing at the two of them, seeing the obvious connection they shared. Finally, after several more seconds of silence, Thrower spoke up.

      “Um, what are you doing here?”

      “Oh, I, uh, just happened to be in town. I was doing a shoot a couple blocks over and we just wrapped up like twenty minutes ago, so I figured I’d come get something to eat. So funny running into you here.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Thrower said.

      Mia and Brittany looked at each other, seeing the obvious holes in that story. They knew she couldn’t have looked the way she did in such a short period of time. It had to take a little more effort than that.

      “Why don’t you sit and join us?” Mia asked, seeing how Thrower looked at her.

      “Oh, no, I couldn’t,” St. James replied. “I was planning on meeting a friend here, and it looks like you’ve already eaten.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Haley said, patting his stomach. “I got plenty of room for dessert.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Recker said.

      St. James looked at each member of the group, all of whom seemed to be encouraging her to stay.

      “I guess… if Nate doesn’t mind me crashing the party.”

      “The more the merrier.” Recker raised his eyebrows as he waited for his friend’s response, which was slow in coming. “Right, Nate?”

      “Hmm? Oh, yeah. Yeah. Of course.” He stood up, pulling out a chair for St. James to sit, which he pushed back in after she sat down.

      “So how did you two meet?” Mia asked.

      “Oh, I do some modeling, and I had a crazy situation happening, and my agent hired Nate to protect me. And, you know, stuff happened, and Nate saved my life.”

      She looked at Thrower with a loving stare as she mentioned the last part. Everyone noticed.

      Mia smiled. “He does a lot of that.”

      “Yeah, I know. We’ve been friends ever since.”

      The group continued talking, laughing, getting to know each other, and having a great time for the next hour or two. Mia heard some soft music playing. There was a small dancing area on the side of the room.

      “Sounds like it’s dance time.”

      St. James looked up and smiled. “Oh. Yeah.” She nervously stuck her hand out, not sure if Thrower would grab it. “Would you mind?”

      Thrower took her hand. “Sure.”

      The two excused themselves from the table and headed to the dance floor. Recker sighed, then reluctantly stood up, ready to do the same, though he didn’t really like to.

      “What are you doing?” Mia asked.

      “I thought you just mentioned dancing?”

      “Mike, sit down. I wanted them to dance. Not us.”

      Recker quickly sat down, not exactly upset about sitting it out. “Why?”

      Mia rolled her eyes. “I swear, men are so clueless. They obviously have feelings for each other and have some things to discuss. Privately.”

      “Oh.”

      “It’s not a coincidence she showed up here. And he was obviously hoping she’d be here, which is why he kept looking around earlier. He wanted her to show up. Are you sure you’re not losing your observation skills?”

      Recker laughed. “Just when it comes to the love life of others, apparently.”

      They all looked over at Thrower and St. James, who were slow-dancing. She had her arms around his neck, while his hands were on the sides of her waist.

      “Your friends seem nice,” St. James said.

      “Yeah. They are.”

      “I’m still sorry I wasn’t able to bail you out of that dinner date last month.”

      Thrower laughed. “Oh yeah. That’s OK. I appreciated the effort.”

      “Did you have fun? Rita’s a beautiful woman.”

      “Uh, yeah, I guess so.”

      “I’m sure it’s easier to guard someone that looks like her.”

      “It doesn’t really factor into it for me,” Thrower replied.

      “Not at all? Not even someone who’s as beautiful as her?”

      “No. And she’s not as beautiful as you.”

      St. James started to blush. “Everything turned out well with it?”

      “It did.”

      “Good. I thought we had agreed that you were going to come back to New York when that case was over. I was waiting for you.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I was actually on my way back, and then…”

      St. James sighed. “Another job came up?”

      Thrower briefly looked away. “Yeah. It was urgent.”

      “Aren’t they all?”

      “I had to leave right away. We already texted about all of this.”

      “I know. I’m sorry for bringing it up again. I just wish we got to see each other more often.”

      “Hopefully things start slowing down for me at some point.”

      She gulped, and felt her heart pounding. She knew those words were unlikely to happen anytime soon. Thrower slow down? Probably not going to happen. He enjoyed what he did too much. She knew that.

      Thrower closed his eyes, knowing this whole thing was probably a bad idea. But he loved it at the same time. He knew, regardless of how this evening went, he was going to leave on another job, and their relationship was going to be in a holding pattern no matter what. Again.

      But being this close to her, and holding her, was intoxicating. He wanted more of it. Even though he knew he shouldn’t. For guys like him, long-term relationships just didn’t work. Especially when he was out on a dangerous assignment. People with no attachments also didn’t hesitate in their movements when their lives were on the line. That was always one of the chief factors in him remaining single. He never had anyone else to worry about other than himself and whoever hired him.

      “I’ve really missed this,” St. James said.

      Thrower smelled her perfume and brought her in even closer, her head resting on his chest.

      “I know.”

      St. James had been bottling so much up inside for so long, she was just about to burst. There was so much she wanted to say, she had a hard time figuring out where to begin.

      “There’s so much I want to tell you.”

      “Monica.”

      “No, I need to get all this out before… before it’s too late.”

      “Let’s just enjoy the moment,” Thrower said. “We don’t have to do this right now.”

      “Yes, we do. Who knows when we’ll get another shot at it?”

      “Listen, I already have another job lined up.”

      St. James quickly pulled her head away, though they continued to dance. All of those thoughts in her head evaporated in the blink of an eye. She was blindsided.

      “What? Already? Didn’t you just get in?”

      “Yeah, but I only have today and tomorrow. After that, I’m flying out of the country.”

      It was hard to hide her disappointment, though she managed. “To where?”

      “Europe,” Thrower answered.

      “For how long?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe weeks. Tough to say. You know how it is.”

      St. James couldn’t disguise the hurt she was feeling. Thrower could see it on her face. He put his finger and thumb on her chin and kissed her.

      “Let’s just enjoy what we have… for whenever we have it.”

      The others looked on as they continued to dance.

      “What do you think their chances are?” Haley asked.

      Recker shook his head. “I dunno. Tough to say. Depends on how bad they want it.”

      “They clearly love each other,” Mia noted. “That much is obvious.”

      “They’re from different worlds. It’s gonna be tough.”

      “I know.”

      “Why not just be her personal bodyguard?” Brittany asked. “Problem solved.”

      “That’s not Nate,” Recker said. “He wouldn’t be happy doing that. He wants to be where the action is. He wants to help people. Not be a symbol. He doesn’t want a job that doesn’t do anything.”

      “I can understand that.”

      Mia sighed as she looked at the two of them dancing, knowing the challenges they’d face. “Hopefully… they’ll find a way to make it.”
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      Thrower’s job was simple. His eyes weren’t to leave Thomas Sinclair. He was the man Thrower was hired to protect. Dressed in a tuxedo to fit the occasion, Thrower had a lot of possible targets. There were over a thousand people at this gala. It was a party and auction thrown for the benefit of several charities.

      Sinclair was a frequent target of criminals and scammers over the past few years. His extreme wealth made sure of that. And the recent threats he’d received weren’t exactly unusual. He’d gotten them before. But these latest ones seemed much more ominous than the other ones. He never took them very seriously. But for whatever reason, he did with these.

      Thrower had been following Thomas Sinclair discreetly throughout the evening, blending in seamlessly with the crowd as he watched over his client. As the evening progressed, Thrower's keen eyes caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure lingering in the corner, eyeing Sinclair with a calculating gaze.

      Instinctively, Thrower's hand went to the concealed weapon at his side, ready to spring into action if needed. The figure moved closer to Sinclair, and Thrower tensed, ready to intervene at a moment's notice. But before he could make his move, Sinclair turned and greeted the figure with a warm smile.

      Thrower narrowed his eyes, studying the newcomer carefully. There was something about him that set off alarm bells in Thrower's mind. The mysterious figure engaged in a conversation with Sinclair, their words masked by the lively chatter of the gala. Thrower strained to catch snippets of their discussion, but it was no use. Whatever they were talking about, Sinclair seemed at ease, even laughing at something the figure said.

      The night wore on, the music and laughter of the gala filling the grand ballroom. Thrower remained vigilant, his eyes constantly scanning the room for any potential threats. As the guests mingled and the champagne flowed freely, he couldn't shake off the sense of foreboding that hung over him like a dark cloud.

      Suddenly, an ear-splitting crash shattered the jovial atmosphere. The chandeliers overhead swayed dangerously as panic rippled through the crowd. Thrower didn’t have time to figure out exactly what was happening yet. His thoughts immediately turned to his client.

      Thrower's heart raced as he pushed his way through the sea of screaming guests, his gaze fixed on Thomas Sinclair. Amidst the chaos, Thrower caught sight of a figure also maneuvering through the crowd, a wicked grin twisting his features as he advanced towards Sinclair with a gleaming knife in his hand. Without hesitation, Thrower sprang into action, his training kicking in as he tackled the assailant to the ground. A fierce struggle ensued, the room a blur of frantic movement and desperate shouts. Thrower fought with all his strength to protect his client, every muscle in his body straining against the attacker's relentless onslaught. Just when it seemed like all hope was lost, a shot rang out, piercing through the chaos and bringing a sudden hush over the room.

      Thrower froze, his breaths coming in ragged gasps as the man he was struggling with suddenly slumped to the ground next to him. He was dead. But Thrower wasn’t the one who pulled the trigger. That shot had come from somewhere else. Somewhere behind the attacker. Thrower just considered himself lucky that the bullet didn’t go through the man and hit him as well. He would have been in that line if it did.

      As the room fell into a stunned silence, security swarmed the area to contain the situation. Thrower slowly pushed himself up from the floor, quickly directing someone from the security team to lead Sinclair away from everything. Then, his eyes scanned the crowd for the source of the gunshot. It was hard to make out, as the crowd was leaving in a panic, everyone trying to get out through the doors at the same time.

      Thrower’s eyes continued to scrutinize the crowd. Then, he noticed someone standing by a window against the far wall. He didn’t recognize him. He was a younger guy, in his early twenties, probably. But what drew Thrower’s attention to the man was the black gloves he was wearing. Odd. Thrower hadn’t noticed anyone wearing gloves all night. And black ones, to boot.

      Thrower and the man locked eyes for a few moments, neither of them leaving their gaze. It was almost like an understanding the two of them had, both knowing the situation. The man suddenly turned and opened the window in a hurry, quickly going through it. Thrower instantly started running after him, picking up as much speed as he could to close the distance between them.

      Thrower got to the window just in time to see the mysterious figure disappear into the night. Without a second thought, Thrower climbed out after him, determined to catch up with him before he slipped away. As Thrower reached the ground and sprinted after the man, he could hear the distant wail of sirens as police cars approached the scene of the crime.

      The man in black gloves seemed to have a plan, darting down narrow passages and ducking into hidden corners with practiced ease. But Thrower was still hot on his trail. The cool night air whipped past him as he pursued his target. The figure darted down a dark alley, his footsteps echoing off the walls as he desperately tried to escape Thrower's pursuit. The chase intensified as they weaved through the labyrinth of alleys, the only sound their hurried breaths and the distant wail of sirens. Thrower was gaining ground on him. Another minute or so, and he’d catch up with his target. Unfortunately, the other man knew that, as well. And he was waiting.

      Finally, Thrower rounded a corner and came face to face with the man in black gloves. They stood in a dimly lit alley, their eyes locked in a silent showdown. The man's gaze held a mixture of defiance and desperation, but Thrower remained steadfast, ready to apprehend him and uncover the truth behind the night's events. But Thrower knew he probably wasn’t going to get it. Not with that gun pointed at his face.

      “I don’t want to shoot you. But I will if you take one more step.”

      A hundred scenarios ran through Thrower’s mind. Different actions he could take at that very moment. He could reach for his gun, dive to the ground, try to avoid the bullet that he knew would be coming, or any of a variety of other actions. All were risky, though. And in most cases, especially with a gun trained on him, they probably would have been worth it. But right now, the man already told him he didn’t want to fire that gun. Thrower had to believe it. There was no reason to say that unless he meant it. Otherwise, he could have just fired as soon as Thrower turned the corner. Thrower never would have known what hit him. He had to believe the man meant what he said. But that didn’t mean Thrower couldn’t try to get a few answers first.

      “Who are you?” Thrower asked. “And why’d you shoot that guy? Or did you miss and hit the wrong target?”

      The man grinned. “I didn’t miss.”

      Thrower grimaced, struggling to understand. “Who was he?”

      “A threat.”

      “To who?”

      “Nothing you need to worry about or be involved in. You’re a bodyguard, right?”

      Thrower nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Just do what you do. Then move on. You don’t need to investigate further.”

      “Well, that guy you shot was making a move on my client. I figure it kind of helps to know if I might be facing a similar situation soon.”

      “For your own knowledge, I would assume you can count on it.”

      “Why? What do you know?”

      “Apparently, far more than you.”

      “So fill me in. What am I missing? And where do you fit in?”

      “I don’t. And don’t come looking for me. You won’t like what you find.”

      “I feel like I’m in the dark here,” Thrower said. “How about opening the blinds for me?”

      “Let’s just say the man you’re hired to protect is not what he appears to be.”

      “Nobody’s who they appear to be.”

      The man chuckled. “Yes. Probably so. But definitely not in Thomas Sinclair’s case.”

      “Sounds like you got an axe to grind against him.”

      “Everyone should.”

      “So why wasn’t he your target? Why shoot the man who appeared to be going for him? Why not see how that turned out?”

      “Because it’s not Sinclair’s time yet.”

      “When will it be?” Thrower asked.

      “Questions and answers for another time, perhaps. Our conversation here is done. Turn around.”

      “For what?”

      “You’re going to turn around and count to ten. While you’re doing that, I’m going to disappear into the night. And please, don’t chase me again. If you do, the next time you stare at my gun, it will be the last time that you do.”

      Thrower took a deep breath, but did what the man requested. He was holding the gun. He held all the cards. Thrower turned around, but he wasn’t counting to ten. He had no plans to give further chase to the man now, anyway. He knew it was unlikely he’d find him again. At least on this night.

      After a few seconds, Thrower turned back around. The man was gone. He briefly heard the sound of scurrying feet, but that quickly dissipated. Thrower took a deep breath and put his hands on his hips as he thought about the interaction. He had to get back to the ballroom and figure out what was going on. From the sound of it, he got the idea that his work was far from finished. There’d likely be another attempt on Sinclair’s life. When or how that materialized wasn’t clear. But it sure sounded like it was going to happen.

      What wasn’t clear was why the man with the gloves stopped an attack from happening. Especially when he didn’t appear to be much of a fan of Sinclair to begin with. Too many questions right now. And no answers. Thrower knew he’d have to unravel things one at a time. Hopefully, before anyone else got killed.
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      Thrower made his way back to the ballroom, his mind racing with questions and possibilities. The chaos from earlier had subsided, but the tension in the air was still there. A dead body and a police presence had a tendency to do that. As Thrower entered the room, he found Thomas Sinclair surrounded by a group of worried-looking guests, his face a mask of composure despite the events that had just transpired.

      Before making his way over to his boss, Thrower stopped and had a conversation with one of the detectives, giving his account of what happened.

      “Ever see any of these men before?”

      Thrower shook his head. “No.”

      “How long have you been employed by Mr. Sinclair?”

      “Just a few days.”

      “Got thrown into the fire already, did you?”

      Thrower smirked. “Kind of my specialty.”

      “I’m sure. What about this man you chased? What can you tell me about him?”

      Thrower gave him a description, but that was all he had. And he knew it was unlikely they’d find anyone from that. There were also no security cameras on the premises, for privacy reasons, so Thrower knew they weren’t going to find him. He had a feeling this guy was as little too experienced for that, despite his youthful appearance. The guy with the black gloves had skills. That much was obvious.

      Once he was done with the interview, Thrower made his way over to the wall, where Sinclair was still standing. He had already been questioned by the police. There were only two other people around him now, but they scattered when Thrower approached, as Sinclair asked for some privacy.

      “I saw you take off and wasn’t sure what was going on.”

      “I was chasing the person who shot this guy,” Thrower said, nodding to the dead body.

      “Find him?”

      Thrower sighed. “Yeah, but he got away.”

      “Were they here for me?”

      Thrower nodded. “Looks that way.”

      Sinclair put his hands in the pockets of his pants and just stood there. Thinking. “Guess that threat I received was legit, huh?”

      “Seems like it.”

      “What do we do now?”

      “As soon as everything’s settled here, we’ll get out of here, and you and I will have a long talk about things.”

      “Such as?”

      “I think you have an idea of what this is about. And I’d like to be clued in.”

      “What makes you think I know?”

      “Because that man I chased specifically told me that it wasn’t your time yet. That indicates there’s something bigger at play here. And I think you know what it is.”

      Sinclair looked at his bodyguard for a few seconds. He wasn’t wrong. Sinclair did think he knew what this was about. At least partially.

      Once the police were done with them, they were allowed to leave. They went back to Sinclair’s residence in London, a ten-million dollar apartment near Hyde Park. Once inside, Sinclair immediately poured himself a drink.

      “Would you
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