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      Thrower walked into the upscale restaurant, dressed in a new suit. It wasn’t what he was necessarily the most comfortable in, as he kept tugging on it. But this is where his prospective client wanted to meet, and he wanted to look the part. There was a line to get seated. He was usually pretty calm about most things, including getting shot at or being put in danger. But waiting to get seated to eat was not one of them.

      Thrower stood there with his hands in his pockets, waiting for his turn. He watched several other people be led to a table. Fifteen minutes went by. He went over to the host to have a word.

      “Excuse me, do you…”

      The host put his finger in the air. “I’ll be right with you, sir.”

      Thrower faked a smile and balled his fists. “Sure.”

      He stepped to the side and bit his lip, trying to remain patient. He looked over at the door as several more people came in. He then watched as another couple was called to be seated. Confusion swept across Thrower’s face. He knew that couple came in after he did. He went over to the host again.

      “Excuse me, but⁠—”

      “I’ll be right with you, sir.”

      Thrower didn’t continue the conversation and stepped to the side again. He folded his arms, his jaw tensed up, and he had a look of anger taking over his face. Five more minutes went by. He was close to walking out. He watched as more people got led to tables. He went over to the host again.

      “Excuse me, but I know⁠—”

      “I’ll be right with you, sir.”

      “Oh, the hell you will.”

      Thrower had enough of the runaround and walked past the man. The host quickly walked after him, trying to catch up.

      “Excuse me, sir, you can’t just seat yourself here.”

      “I’ve had enough of you,” Thrower said.

      The host put his hands on Thrower’s shoulder to stop him. Thrower did stop and turned his body to look at the much smaller man. The host looked a bit intimidated, not only by Thrower’s size, but by the angry look on his face. The host looked around, seeing several tables’ worth of people looking on.

      “Um, what I’m trying to say, sir, is if you have a reservation, I can seat you now.”

      “Nathan Thrower,” he said tersely. “I’m expected. Invited by Logan Yarbrough.”

      The host put his finger up again. “Just one… just one… just let me get my…” He quickly scurried over to his station, glancing back at Thrower as he got there. After finding the information, he rushed right back to the angry guest. “Yes, I have your… uh, right this way, please.”

      Thrower readjusted his suit and followed the host as they walked to the back of the large restaurant. Once they finally reached the table, Thrower noticed a well-dressed man sitting there, drinking a glass of wine.

      “Your waiter will be right with you, sir,” the host said tepidly.

      Thrower forced a smile, though it looked as fake as a three-dollar bill. “Thanks so much for your help.”

      As the host meekly left, Thrower sat down, looking at the man who had invited him. Thrower had never met Yarbrough before, but he knew the type. Yarbrough was in his late thirties, liked the finer things in life, was a tad bit overweight, and also had a smug look on his face.

      “I would expect someone of your notoriety and expertise to be on time for something of this nature, considering the stakes and money involved.”

      Thrower’s angry face returned, scowling at the man. “I just spent twenty-five minutes standing in the lobby of this place waiting to be seated. I’m not really in the mood to be lectured by anyone. So if you have a problem with me being here, you can take this job and shove it up your ass. I really don’t give a damn. I don’t need it.”

      Yarbrough let out an uneasy smile, realizing he may have overstepped. “Um, I really didn’t, um… I apologize if I sounded a bit hostile.” He then motioned for the waiter. “Have a glass of wine.”

      As the waiter came over, Thrower put his hand up. “No. Thanks. Water would be fine.”

      “Not a drinking man?”

      “Not when I’m working or considering working.”

      “Very smart.”

      Thrower turned his head in each direction, sizing up the restaurant. As he looked back at his host, he noticed Yarbrough staring at him.

      “Something else?”

      “Oh, uh, no, I was just… I was just… well, you fit the description.”

      “What description is that?” Thrower asked.

      “Someone of your reputation. Everything I’d heard of you made you sound almost larger than life. Your size and appearance. I was just… well, like I said, you fit the description perfectly.”

      Thrower faked another smile. “So glad to hear it.”

      “So I guess we should get down to business?”

      “I would appreciate it.”

      “Well, as I communicated to you over the phone, I represent Monica St. James. I am her agent.”

      “How nice for you,” Thrower said. There was another smile on his face that wasn’t genuine.

      “Yes, and she has been receiving some threats lately, so we would like for you to give her protection until this matter’s resolved.”

      “And what does she do?”

      Yarbrough gave him a quizzical look. “Seriously?”

      Thrower didn’t know what the issue was. “Yeah?”

      “You don’t know who Monica St. James is?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “She is one of the biggest upcoming fashion models in the business.”

      “Oh. Well, I guess that shows that I don’t really follow the business very much.”

      Yarbrough cleared his throat. “Yes. Anyway, what do you say? Would you like the job?”

      “You haven’t told me anything about it yet.”

      “I just said she’d been receiving threats.”

      “That doesn’t tell me anything,” Thrower said. “Do you know who it is? How many threats? In what context? Where’d she receive them? I need details.”

      “Oh. Well, it’s been going on for several weeks now.”

      “So why are you just coming to me now?”

      “We didn’t really take them seriously at first.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know how it is. Ms. St. James is a public figure. Stuff like that happens from time to time.”

      “Doesn’t mean you don’t take it seriously,” Thrower said. “How’d she get them?”

      “Emails.”

      “Who has access to her email?”

      “Everyone. She has a website, and she lists her email there. She likes to interact with her fans, and she communicates with prospective employers, and gets job offers, things like that.”

      “No idea who’s behind it?”

      “None at all. After we received the second one a few days ago, we took them to the police.”

      “What did they say?” Thrower asked.

      “They couldn’t identify the source of the emails. The IP address was hidden, or something along those lines.”

      “Probably using some VPN from Panama or some other country. How specific were these threats?”

      “Here. I’ve brought them with me.”

      Yarbrough took out a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it as he handed it over. Thrower eagerly looked at it, though there wasn’t much to it.

      The first one read You’re DEAD! The second one read DEATH! Soon!

      “This it?” Thrower asked.

      “Isn’t that enough?” Yarbrough replied.

      “No specifics. Nothing that you might be able to tie to someone. The way someone talks, where they go, a place, the reason why they’re targeting her, nothing like that.”

      “No, nothing.”

      “No phone calls or weird things at her house, nothing like that?”

      Yarbrough shook his head. “No, thank goodness.”

      “You think these are real or just some crazy person who decided to speak out, say some stuff that they don’t mean?”

      “Who’s to say? We live in some difficult times these days. I’d rather err on the side of caution than simply ignore these and have Monica killed as she gets out of her car one day.”

      Thrower nodded. He certainly couldn’t disagree with that.

      “And you don’t have any idea who might be sending these?” Thrower asked. “Angry ex-boyfriend, former manager, a best friend she recently had a blow-up with? Bitter rival who thinks she has taken some of her work? Photographer she’s had issues with? Anything like that?”

      Yarbrough took a moment to think. He slowly shook his head. “No. No idea. Monica is really a nice person. Everyone who comes into contact with her loves her.”

      “Obviously. that’s not the case. What about a crazy fan? Someone that she’s seen in several places, following her?”

      “Nobody that I know of.”

      “Do you always travel with her?”

      “Oh, God no. I help manage the business, contracts, things of that nature. But I have numerous clients, so I rarely travel with them. Occasionally, I might meet them somewhere if it’s something extremely important, like a big event.”

      “She travels alone?”

      “Sometimes. Sometimes with friends or family. Sometimes with other models. All depends on where she’s going, and what the job is.”

      “She doesn’t have security?” Thrower asked.

      “Nothing before now. Obviously, that might be changing soon. Perhaps you’d like to stay on?”

      Thrower shook his head. “No thanks. I specialize in high-leverage, immediately dangerous situations. Then I leave when they’re done. I don’t do the mundane, boring, everyday stuff.”

      “So does this mean you’ll take the job?”

      “I assume the fee we discussed over the phone yesterday is fine?”

      Yarbrough nodded. “It is.”

      “I’ll need a copy of her schedule and everything. And I’m assuming she’s on board with all of this?”

      “She is.”

      “I’m kind of surprised she’s not here.”

      “She had something else that she couldn’t get out of. She’s so looking forward to meeting you, though.”

      “And she’s good with being stuck with me for however long this takes?”

      “Oh yes. Definitely yes. That reminds me. One of the chief reasons we wanted some extra protection is because she’s leaving the country in a couple of days.”

      Thrower raised his brows. “What?”

      “She has a job lined up in France.”

      “Don’t you think it might’ve been a good idea to tell me that to begin with?”

      “Well, I just assumed you’d be good with it. It is all right, isn’t it? I mean, don’t you go out of the country often for this sort of thing?”

      “Yeah, I do,” Thrower replied. “Still would be nice to know that upfront.”

      “Oh. My apologies.”

      “What if I had a wife and kids or pets that I had to make arrangements for?”

      “I didn’t even think of that, to be honest. Will you still be able to take the job?”

      “Luckily, I don’t have any of those things. How long will she be in France?”

      “Well, actually, she’ll only be there for three or four days. But then she’s going to Spain for a few days after that, and then the UK for a few days, and then there’s a trip to Italy for about a week, and then she finishes up in Greece.”

      Thrower’s eyes were about to pop out of his head. “What is this, a vacation?”

      “Oh no. She’s been wanting to go on a month-long trip to Europe, so we were able to line up a bunch of jobs at the same time. It worked out perfectly.”

      “You don’t say?”

      “I don’t believe there’s anything else to add. When can you start?”

      “I guess I can start tomorrow morning,” Thrower answered. “Don’t really have much choice if she’s leaving the day after. Anything else I should know about Ms. St. James?”

      “No, she’s really a sweetheart. You two will get along great.”

      Thrower tried hard not to roll his eyes. He’d heard that line before. Not that it really mattered. He didn’t always get along with his clients, and he didn’t necessarily have to like them either. It sure helped pass the time if that was the case, but in the end, he didn’t really care.

      “I guess we’ll see about that,” Thrower said. “Just make sure she knows I’ll be coming. I’d hate to drop in unannounced.”

      “I’ll text her right now.” Yarbrough got out his phone and sent a message. “There. She’ll be so excited.”

      “Good. I guess I’ll see her tomorrow, then.”

      “Oh, me too.”

      “What?”

      “Well, tomorrow will be the last time I see her for a month, so I’ll probably drop in on her in the morning, maybe the afternoon. You know, just to see if she needs anything at the last minute. I want her to have the best trip possible.”

      “Me too,” Thrower said. “But I also want her to come home from it.”
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      Thrower arrived at the residence of Monica St. James, an upscale one bedroom, one bathroom apartment overlooking the Hudson River. It was an impressive place. It had all the amenities one could think of, including an indoor swimming pool, basketball court, fitness center, game room, and even a tennis court. Of course, for ten thousand a month, with the water as a view, it was about what Thrower would expect from a place like that.

      After being let in, Thrower went up to the fifth floor, where St. James’ apartment was. He half-expected the door to be open, with her standing there waiting for him. He didn’t get the welcoming committee, though. There was a doorbell on the side of the door. He stood there, his arms in front of him and his hands in front of his waist, with his left hand on his right wrist.

      The door flung open, with an attractive brown-haired woman standing there. Thrower was instantly struck by her beauty. He didn’t say anything. He just gave a smile.

      “I take it you’re the muscle,” St. James said. She then looked at his muscular arms, which his shirt could barely contain. “Literally.”

      “Nate Thrower.”

      St. James stepped to the side and put her arm out to welcome him in. “Well, I guess you should come in, then.”

      Thrower walked in, but he didn’t get the sense that she was happy to see him. She barely gave him a smile, and her tone indicated she was somewhat annoyed that he was there. He stopped in the middle of the room and waited for her. Once St. James closed the door, she walked over to him and clapped her hands.

      “So, this is my first time with a bodyguard. What do I do?”

      “As of now, the same thing you normally do,” Thrower replied.

      “As of now? That might change?”

      “Well, depending on how things go, whether you get any other threats or physical confrontations, things like that, then we’ll see whether we need to change anything.”

      St. James sighed. “Listen, I don’t know you all that well, but bringing you in wasn’t exactly my idea. Logan pretty much insisted. So, you might be a nice guy and all, but I’m really not sure about this.”

      Thrower shrugged. “You don’t have to be.” It wasn’t the first time he had to guard a client who wished he wasn’t there. “Just pretend like I’m not here.” He walked over to the window and looked at the water. “Do what you normally do. I’ll lurk in the background unless I need to step out in front.”

      “And what about sleeping arrangements?”

      Thrower smiled as he pointed to the couch. “Looks like it’ll do just fine.”

      “Logan said you’re gonna be like, attached to my hip. He wasn’t really serious, right? I mean, I’m gonna have my space, right?”

      “Absolutely. Like I said, do what you normally do. I’ll let you know if you have to change it.”

      “What if I disagree?”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m in charge of your safety,” Thrower said. “If you wanna remain in one piece, you’ll do what I tell you.”

      “You’re a peach, aren’t ya?”

      “Look, you may not want me here, may not even be comfortable with me being here, but regardless of that, I was brought in for a reason. Now, I know my job, and I do it very well. So if I feel that for any reason your safety’s in jeopardy, then I expect you to listen to what I tell you.”

      St. James’ jaw tightened, and she gave him a mean-spirited salute. “Yes, sir. Is there anything else I should do, sir?”

      “Yeah. Don’t call me sir.”

      St. James stood there, her arms folded across her chest, staring at her new bodyguard.

      Thrower grinned. “Don’t let me keep you from packing. I understand we’ve got a trip coming up.”

      St. James grunted, then stormed off and went into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. Thrower chuckled, then resumed looking out the window again. After a few minutes, he went over to the kitchen, sitting on one of the bar stools in front of the island. He took out his phone and started browsing the internet, mostly looking up pictures, articles, social media, and everything else he could find on his new client.

      He then heard the bedroom door fly open. He could already hear her storming out, as her footsteps were heavy on the hardwood floor. She first started walking towards the window before she looked over and saw that he had changed positions. She immediately went over to the kitchen.

      “And what if I want to have people over?”

      “Then have them over,” Thrower answered. “Don’t worry. I won’t get in the way. And you don’t even have to hide me or shove me in a closet or anything.”

      “What am I supposed to tell people?”

      “Tell them I’m your security guard. Don’t people like you usually have them? They should be used to it.”

      “People like me? What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You know, you entertainment-type people.”

      “Are you insulting me?” St. James asked.

      “Nope. I would never do that. Besides, aren’t you going over to Europe on business?”

      “Well, I’m working, yeah. But that doesn’t mean I can’t have parties.”

      “Do whatever you like.”

      “And what if I want… I bring company over?”

      “You mean a date?”

      “Yeah.”

      Thrower shrugged. “Don’t matter to me. Will it be male or female?”

      “Men.”

      “Well, I’d obviously have to check them out first before I could let them be alone with you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “And then if you go into the bedroom with him, then you’d have to leave the door open so I can kind of see what’s happening.”

      “Excuse me?!”

      “Well, I can’t just leave you alone, can I?”

      “If I have a man in my room, I am not leaving the door open for you to get your kicks.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not interested in joining your threesomes or whatever else you entertainment people do.”

      St. James’ eyes opened wide, and it looked as though she was about to blow a gasket. “Ew! I am not into that type of thing!”

      “Good. So don’t bother trying to seduce me or anything.”

      “Seduce you? I would sooner try to seduce a pig. And why do you keep calling me that?”

      “What?”

      “Entertainment people.”

      Thrower shrugged. “Just a name. That’s what you do, isn’t it?”

      “No! I model.”

      Thrower turned his phone around to show her his screen. “Says here you’ve done a few commercials, too. Isn’t that entertainment?”

      “You’re infuriating, you know that?”

      “Some people have said so.”

      St. James stormed off again, slamming the bedroom door just as she did the first time. Thrower chuckled to himself. He wasn’t sure why he was enjoying this so much. He didn't usually engage in this kind of arguing, especially when he first met a client. Maybe it was the tone St. James struck when he first walked in. He never got a very welcoming feeling and figured he’d reciprocate.

      St. James didn’t come out of her bedroom for the next hour. Thrower used the time to brush up on her history as much as he could. The more he read up on her, the more he was beginning to like her. The person he kept reading about didn’t seem to match the person he’d met so far. Her social media accounts seemed to indicate a nice, friendly person that regularly interacted with her fans. He didn’t notice a snarky individual from her posts. She was also someone who did constant charity work.

      Thrower couldn’t find out anything negative about her. He also looked at some of the pictures and work that she’d done. There was certainly nothing not to like there, either. He started to feel bad about giving her a hard time. He should have been more sympathetic to her issues. After all, nobody hired him because everything in their life was sweet and easy. She was probably already under a great deal of strain. And he was usually the type of guy who got along with just about everybody.

      “Well, go ahead and do it,” he whispered. “You made an ass out of yourself. Time to apologize.”

      Thrower took a deep breath, then got off the stool. He started walking toward the bedroom. He didn’t even make it halfway. The doorbell rang. He walked over to the door and answered it. It was Logan Yarbrough.

      “I see you made it.”

      Thrower grinned. “Sure did.”

      “How are you two getting along so far?”

      “Oh, great. Just great.”

      “Glad to hear it. I told you she was a sweetheart.”

      Yarbrough came in and, just as Thrower closed the door, St. James popped her head out of the bedroom.

      “Logan! In my room!”

      Thrower and Yarbrough looked at each other for a moment as St. James disappeared into her room again.

      “Wonder what’s that about?”

      Thrower shrugged, even though he had a good idea. “Don’t know.”

      “Excuse me,” Yarbrough said.

      He then walked through the room and went into St. James’ bedroom. He closed the door, but not all the way. There was still a small opening. Thrower looked over and saw a sliver of light between the door and the frame. He started walking in that direction, but stopped once he reached the couch and sat down. He didn’t need to go any further to hear what was being said. He was the chief topic.

      “I can’t do it,” St. James said. “I can’t do this.”

      “What?”

      “This. This guy out there. I don’t think it’s going to work.”

      “Monica, listen…”

      “No, I’m not going to listen. I can’t stand him. I’m not gonna deal with him. And I’m certainly not traveling through Europe over the next few weeks with him. No chance.”

      “Monica, look, he’s already been hired.”

      “So fire him.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Several reasons.”

      “Name one,” St. James said.

      “One, there’s not enough time to vet someone else. You’re leaving tomorrow. It would take a lot longer than that to even find someone else. I asked around to ten different people. You know the one name that kept coming up? His.”

      St. James rolled her eyes. “Ugh.”

      “Second, he’s considered to be one of the best there is. Do you really want to trade him out for someone else you like better only to find out they can’t protect you like he can?”

      St. James rolled her eyes again and made another grunting sound. “I hate this.”

      “Look, if nothing happens on this trip, we can talk about letting him go after that.”

      “I don’t even need a bodyguard. It’s just some idiot out there who thinks he’s funny.”

      “We’re not taking those kinds of chances,” Yarbrough said. “This is for the best, and it’s what we’re gonna do. Get through this trip, and then we’ll talk about it again.”

      “Logan.”

      “No, we’re not discussing it right now. You either take him on the trip, or I’ll make some last-minute cancellations and say you can’t go due to other obligations.”

      St. James sighed. They had the type of relationship where they felt they could speak freely with each other, even if it wasn’t what the other person wanted to hear.

      “So if you want him gone, that’s fine. I’ll just cancel the trip and you can stay here, then I can get a different bodyguard here in the next few days.”

      St. James put her hands on her hips, obviously not pleased. She stared at her agent and friend for a good ten seconds. “Fine. I’ll take him with me. But I’m not gonna be happy about it.”

      “You don’t have to be.”

      “And do I really need him attached to me every second of the day?”

      Yarbrough shrugged. “His rules.”

      “But we’re the ones paying him.”

      “He decides how he’ll best protect you.”

      St. James sighed and rolled her eyes again, while shaking her head. “I really hate this.”

      “So you keep saying. It won’t change anything, though. This is the way it’s going to be for the next few weeks. Figure out how to make it work to make it as pleasant as possible.”

      “The only way this is going to be pleasant is if he falls out the window.”

      “Now, let’s be nice.”

      St. James continued her facial expressions, which seemed to be a permanent part of her face by now. “Fine.”

      “With that out of the way, is there anything else you need before you leave?”

      “Yeah. A new bodyguard.”

      “Anything within reason?”

      “Maybe I can have one of my friends come with me,” St. James said.

      “That’s up to you and Thrower. Work it out between you.”

      “Can’t you mention it?”

      “It’s probably best if you⁠—”

      “Please? We’re not exactly on the best foot to start with. Can you just talk to him about it?”

      Yarbrough smiled at her. “OK. I’ll talk to him.”

      “Thank you.”

      Once their conversation was finished, Yarbrough came out of the bedroom. St. James stayed behind. Thrower got up and started walking toward the door, meeting the agent by it.

      “Monica is so excited to be traveling with you.”

      Thrower grinned, knowing that was a lie. “I bet.”

      “She was wondering if it’d be possible for one of her friends to come on the trip as well? It’d help calm her down with everything, you know?”

      “Oh, I’m sure it would. Unfortunately, I don’t think it’d be a good idea.”

      “Why not?”

      “The more people that are here, the more it takes away my main focus. If she brings a friend, then I gotta worry about that friend too. And what happens if they’re seen together, then split up? I can’t protect both of them. Then what happens if someone kidnaps or hurts the friend in order to get to Monica? And what happens if she brings more than one? Things can get crazy.”

      Yarbrough nodded, seemingly understanding. “I see your point. Well, I guess I’ll let Monica know.”

      “If it’s OK with you, I’ll let her know. We got off on kind of the wrong foot. I’d like the chance to tell her and try to make things right between us. It’s a long trip, and it
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