

        

            

                

            

        




	



Stockholm Syndrome


	 


	We don’t get to choose who we fall in love with—and sometimes we fall too far…


	 


	Daniel Eames is a bodyguard. Usually assigned to protecting politicians, he has fallen out of his boss’s good books after getting too close to his last charge’s son, but when rising Hollywood star and Academy Award nominee Bryan McTiernan receives peculiar letters and requires the best possible protection, Dan is put on the job. 


	 


	While he agrees that the letters are more than harmless fan mail, he finds it impossible to narrow down his suspicions and Bryan isn’t helping by alternately seducing and irritating the hell out of him. Against his better judgement, Dan falls for Bryan’s manipulations, but the more he gets to glimpse behind the façade of the young actor, the more he realises that something in Bryan’s past has a strong hold over him. While both Dan and Bryan are aware of this, neither sees the full extent of his fixation.


	 


	With the help of Gabe, a fellow bodyguard and friend, Dan pursues different theories and even hires a private investigator to learn about Bryan’s well-hidden past. What he discovers has the potential to destroy more than just a promising career, and in the end, Bryan has to make a choice—allow for his past fixation to take him hostage again or run away and into Dan’s open arms?
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Chapter 1


	 


	 


	I looked up from my desk and tossed aside the paper clip I’d been toying with. “Seriously, an actor? You know that’s not my usual clientele. Tell them to look elsewhere. Or send someone else, I don’t care. I’m not interested.” 


	Michelle met my scowl with perfect calm. “Bronson wants you for the job, Daniel.”


	“Why on earth does he want me?” 


	“Make an educated guess.”


	Michelle was my boss’s secretary. As she stood there in my office, arms crossed in front of her chest and hips tilted, I realised once again that she combined the looks of an Afghan with the personality of a Doberman. I let out a weary sigh. “Babysitting Hollywood wannabes really isn’t my field of expertise,” I pointed out. “And he’s on the other side of the fucking continent. Have they run out of bodyguards in LA?”


	She snorted. “Hardly, and it’s not that they want to haul your ass over there because you’re so fucking fabulous either. The guy lives here in New York and this is just a thought, you know, but maybe Bronson wants you away from your so-called field of expertise after the, ahem, cock-up you made of your last assignment.” I didn’t like the sugary tone in her voice, but she ignored the indignant stare I shot her and added, “Besides, Bryan McTiernan is hardly a Hollywood wannabe. He’s establishing himself as a household name. His last three films were huge box office hits, he earned himself an Academy Award nomination last year and his current film will probably win him a little golden boy.”


	“Good for him. If he’s such a big star, he ought to have at least a dozen bodyguards by now. Why don’t they take care of him?”


	“Well, apparently Mr McTiernan has never been too concerned about his safety and doesn’t think he needs any security at all except for the usual muscle at big events. He wasn’t even the one who asked for protection. His management, however, has a different opinion. They want him to be safe and they’re willing to pay pretty much any price.”


	My curiosity was raised, despite my better judgement. “If they really said that, the boy’s got to be worth something.”


	“He’s just entered the eight figure league if that’s what you’re asking.”


	“Ten million bucks?”


	She smirked. “Double that.”


	Impressed, I whistled through my teeth. “Not bad. Tell me more. What’s his problem exactly?”


	Michelle gave me the kind of knowing half-smile that made me think she’d read my thoughts. “Stalker,” she said. 


	I reached for my coffee and leant back, considering my options. When I’d started working in personal security a few years ago, I’d promised myself to never get involved with the Hollywood babes, no matter which place they called home, or with the rich and the famous. As far as safety was concerned, it was hard enough to protect someone who didn’t lead a life in the public eye, or had crazy fans that needed to be taken into account. But even I recognised a big fish when I heard about it and if the guy was worth that kind of money, then this case might be the perfect chance for me to prove my own value to my employer. I put down the cup and took a breath. “Is it serious?”


	Michelle gave a shrug. “I really have no idea, but it sounds serious enough. Looks like his stalker is the kind who believes themselves to be his soul mate or some shit like that.”


	“I see. What do we have?”


	“A bunch of letters.” 


	“Okay. Threats?”


	She shook her head. 


	“Personal contact of any kind?” 


	“No.” 


	I paused briefly, then I said, “Could be nothing.”


	“I know. And yet it might be everything. Either way, it’s not as though you’ve got anything else to do at the moment, and as you can probably imagine, Mr B is dying to bag himself that assignment. You know you’re not in his good books right now. This could be your chance to jump right back into the first chapter.”


	So my thoughts hadn’t been all that wrong. “Bronson can just go fuck himself. Why doesn’t he look after the kid himself if he wants the job so badly?”


	Michelle rolled her eyes. “He wants you to do it, Dan, and he wants you to do it well. Extremely well. He can charge McTiernan’s management basically anything he wants for this job and they. Will. Pay. Having you as his watchdog is still cheaper than what they stand to lose if anything happens to him. And as for Bronson fucking himself—rumour has it that you are the one who will be seriously fucked if you don’t give Mr B a reason for keeping you, so do I really have to tell you that this is going to be a test for you?”


	“Fuck. Really?” I’d suspected as much, but knowing I was officially on the boss’s shit list put a dent into my well-polished box of self-esteem. 


	“Really. As I said. He wasn’t impressed with what happened the last time.”


	I bit back a groan. As if I needed reminding. “Fine. I’ll meet the kid. Make an appointment, would you?”


	Smirking, Michelle turned and walked to the door. “Already did. You’ll see him at three. The address is in your phone.”


	“Oh, what would I do without you?” I heaved a theatrical sigh. 


	“The same as you always do—try to knock down walls with that stubborn head of yours and collect bruises in the process.” 


	 


	* * * *


	 


	At five minutes before three, I pulled up at the address Michelle had helpfully typed into my electronic calendar. I was surprised at what I found. Instead of the huge, overpriced villa or town house I’d expected, I parked in front of an apartment building that could have been the address of any average Joe. An up-and-coming Hollywood star was certainly not who I would have imagined to live in this neighbourhood. But then again, underneath the makeup, big hair and larger-than-life personalities the media created for them, they were all just ordinary people and the Big Apple took another shade off their shine anyway. 


	I decided to wait for a couple more minutes as I didn’t want to appear overly enthusiastic by showing up early. It was true, I basically had to take on this assignment, but that was something my client didn’t know. Besides, lingering around for a little longer gave me an excuse to check out the hottie who’d just come running up the street. Yes, running was the right expression. Instead of the moderate pace many joggers, myself included, employed, the guy approached at full speed. He slowed down a bit when he reached my car and looked straight at me in passing. He quirked a dazzling smile, then he shot me a wink and bolted up the stairs to the apartment building. I was still staring at the door after it had fallen shut. Weirdo. Extremely pretty, though, from what I’d seen. I shook off the incident, unclipped the seatbelt and got out of the car. Time for a first security check. 


	I pressed one of about twenty bell buttons at random and waited. After a few seconds, there was a crackling noise. “Hello?” a not quite young female voice answered.


	“Hi there, ma’am,” I greeted cheerfully. “Sorry to disturb you, but it seems I forgot to grab my keys earlier and managed to lock myself out.” I had barely finished the sentence when the door was buzzed open. I entered. So far, so really not good. Getting into the building was easier than taking candy from a toddler. I checked my phone for the apartment number, but it didn’t show one, so I knocked on the nearest door. 


	“Bryan McTiernan?” I asked without any decorum when the door was opened and a withered face peered up at me myopically. 


	“Eh? Oh, Bryan. Lovely boy. He’s up in 4B.”


	“Thanks,” I said and left Withered Face standing there. 


	Finding apartment 4B was no problem at all, just as I’d expected, and there was still no sign of anything remotely like security measures. No guards, no camera surveillance, nothing. I groaned. What kind of self-respecting Hollywood star, up-and-coming or established, lived in a place like this? In my experience, newcomers were especially eager to put themselves up in the best of places as soon as they had the reputation to secure the mortgage. 


	I knocked on the door, a plain, wooden model with a single lock that would take about three seconds to pick. When there was no answer, I knocked again, more firmly. 


	“It’s open, just come in,” a muffled voice answered at last and I stared at the door in mystification. This was New York City and the guy just invited me in blindly? That was a joke, right? It turned out it really wasn’t a joke. 


	I went inside and cast a look around. “Hello?”


	“Make yourself comfortable, I’ll be with you in a few.” The owner of the voice was nowhere to be seen, but the sound of a door closing and seconds later, a shower starting up gave me a clue where he could be found. I was so not amused by this, but decided to seize the chance to continue my inspection without the distraction an inhabitant presented. 


	As I’d expected, or rather feared, the apartment itself offered just as little security as the rest of the building had done so far. It did have a nice layout, though. Medium-sized and open plan, it consisted of one and a half floors. The lower section hosted a living area with a sofa, coffee table and TV station, which was the only piece of equipment that looked rather fancy, and a kitchen in one corner. A stairway led to the second floor where I assumed the bedroom was located. I took a few steps up to check and was cheered up a little by the sight of the bed. King-sized, black silken sheets and a welded metal headboard. The handcuffs that were attached to it looked like the real thing. Someone liked their kink, it seemed. 


	On the way back downstairs, I used the altered perspective to get a new impression of my client’s home. The place looked lived in without being messy, but it could have been anyone’s. There was nothing personal in here, no trophies or memorabilia, and no photographs of smiling family members, beloved pets or holiday snapshots. It could have been a hotel room for all its lack of individuality. 


	The shower was still on. I checked my watch and my irritation grew. I’d spent more than five minutes in this apartment and still its owner didn’t seem to be worried about having a complete stranger walking around in his home. That was really unheard of in terms of irresponsibility. Time to teach the man a lesson. 


	I went to the bathroom door and opened it. It moved without noise, but even if there had been a sound, the gushing water would have drowned it out. Yes, it was a somewhat drastic manoeuvre, but I wasn’t known for my subtlety anyway, so I reached out and pulled back the shower curtain. I’d expected some angry shouting and insults, and was prepared to deal with a pissed off guy, but finding myself staring at the most magnificent male body I’d seen in my life was not something I’d taken into account. Just as I hadn’t expected the owner of said body to be looking at me with a smile on his face and a mischievous glitter in his bright blue, charcoal-lashed eyes.


	“I did wonder how long it would take you to find me,” he said, completely unabashed by the fact that he was stark naked under the shower while a total stranger was staring at him. And yes, I was staring and suddenly I felt very nervous indeed. So this was Bryan McTiernan, my charge to be. He was young, early to mid twenties, which made him far younger than my usual type, and yet there was nothing boyish about him. 


	There wasn’t an inch on Bryan’s body that didn’t ooze male perfection. Broad shoulders curved into narrow hips that set the base for a well-defined six-pack, and all that was covered by lightly tanned skin. There were no tan marks, just as there was very little hair on him apart from the soaked mop of dark brown curls on the top of his head, a set of immaculately shaped eyebrows and those long, thick eyelashes that set off his remarkable eyes. His features were even and, if anyone could have been bothered to check, likely to turn out almost one hundred per cent symmetrical. He looked like a dream become reality, right down to the cute dent in his chin, and he made Michelangelo’s David appear little more than average in comparison. The only imperfection was a barely noticeable criss-cross of faint scars under his chin that marred his otherwise flawless five o’clock shadow.


	“Found what you’re looking for?” Bryan broke into my ill-concealed process of admiration. He sounded amused, which was no surprise, really. 


	“I…uh, I wasn’t…” I mentally cursed myself. I didn’t stammer. Ever. Just as water didn’t flow uphill and—Those cheekbones can’t be real, can they? No one was born with a face like that unless maybe they had sold their soul to the Devil pre-birth. I made an effort to pull myself together. He was just a guy. Beautiful enough to make me struggle not to sport an inconvenient erection, but… He was just a guy. Naked. Wet. With droplets of water forming tiny rivulets down those sculpted pecs and abs and… My cock started to fill. 


	“Are you Bryan McTiernan?” My voice sounded like a stranger’s. It was a lot huskier than I remembered it but remarkably stable given my state of excitement. 


	The wet Adonis smiled, revealing a set of flawless white teeth. “Nice. You even bothered to find out my name first. Think it’ll earn you extra credit?”


	“Huh? What for?”


	“You tell me. You made the effort to come up here.”


	I stared some more. It was hard enough to think straight with most of my blood supply in the small head, and his words added to my confusion. “So are you Bryan, then?” 


	“Who did you expect?” 


	“Seeing as you apparently live by an open door policy, just about anybody could have come in here,” I retorted, struggling but beginning to find my stride again. Just because the man was indecently good-looking was no reason to go easy on him. Quite the opposite. He was probably used to getting whatever he had got into that beautiful head of his. Time to change that. 


	Bryan flashed his immaculate white teeth again and turned off the water. “I guess you did not just follow me up here for a fuck, did you?”


	“What? Oh, no. No, I didn’t.” I hadn’t even recognised the jogger from earlier in the naked man under the shower, but maybe that had really been asking a little too much. I’d only seen him briefly outside when he had been fully dressed and dry, if perhaps sweaty. “So are you?” I repeated my earlier question. 


	Bryan got out of the shower cabin and pushed past me to grab a towel. “Don’t get your panties in a wad. I am Bryan. Are you the babysitter my manager wants to hire?” He proceeded to dry off his chest and I proceeded to try not to stare. 


	“Your potential bodyguard, more like.” 


	“Ah. Whatever.” Bryan tossed the towel back on the rack and left the bathroom, padding across the room and up the stairs to his wardrobe. I didn’t follow him. I was far too relieved to have a moment to get a grip on myself—literally—and rearrange my package. 


	Bryan appeared at the top of the stairs a few minutes later. “Well,” he said as if the conversation had never been interrupted. “You’re wasting your time. I don’t need a babysitter.”


	“Bodyguard,” I corrected. 


	“Whatever,” Bryan repeated. Grinning like a naughty child who had just nicked the candy jar, he walked down the stairs. He was still shirtless but had at least put on a pair of jeans. Faded and ripped in all the right places, they sat low enough on his hips to reveal an enticing inch of skin that was not normally exposed to the eye. When he stretched to pull a grey, hooded sweater over his head, his waistband slid lower yet, making it impossible not to notice that he was going commando. He smoothed over the thin fabric of his sweater that clung to every curve like a second skin, putting the shape of the sculpted torso it covered on display.


	I gulped. I longed to touch him. I knew what was underneath his clothes and it was easy to imagine what he’d feel like under my hands—firm muscles and smooth skin with only the lightest dusting of hair. My dick started to fill again and I averted my gaze. This was torture. I’d gone without sex for too long not to respond to a body like his, no matter how inappropriate the situation was or how much I was at odds with his mind. 


	I had to focus on my job. I was intrigued against my will. If not even my potential client thought he needed a bodyguard, then what was all the fuss about? Usually the amount of bodyguards stars and wannabes decorated themselves with was in direct proportion to the level of significance they hoped to have achieved. Bryan should have been on his knees, begging me to guard that flawless body of his. That was another image I didn’t need now. Bryan on his knees, begging me to play with that flawless body of his. Maybe I could pursue that one further when the outward circumstances were more suitable, just to get him out of my system. 


	“What’s the problem anyway?” I asked.


	“Heidi, my manager, will be here any moment,” Bryan said. “She can fill you in. Do you want a drink?”


	“Just water, please.”


	He snorted. “I wasn’t going to serve whisky at three in the afternoon, mate.” Smirking, he went to the fridge and took out two small bottles of mineral water. He unscrewed one, raised it and emptied half of it in a few long gulps while he crossed the distance to where I stood. Mesmerised, I watched his jaw and throat work as he swallowed. As if reading my mind, Bryan lowered the bottle and fixed my gaze with twinkling blue eyes. “What’s up? Never seen a guy swallow?” he asked, the innuendo as suggestive as the way he licked his bottom lip. 


	Beautiful, dangerous brat. I was saved an answer when the door opened and a woman in her mid forties in an expensive dress entered. A long mane of bouncing strawberry blonde curls wafted around her like an oversized, out of control halo. 


	“Hi, guys,” she greeted as she strode across the room to Bryan. She smacked a noisy kiss on his cheek and positioned herself at his side. I didn’t miss the way she seized the chance to discreetly feel him up a bit and her manicured fingers rested on his forearm in an intimate gesture. I made a mental note to run a thorough background check on her. It wouldn’t be the first time a cougar had gone to great lengths to defend her prey against others. 


	Still brushing arms with Bryan, she finally looked at me. “I take it this is the new bodyguard, right?” 


	“I don’t know,” Bryan said, frowning. “He said he was, although he doesn’t look particularly on guard to me.”


	I squared my shoulders and shifted my weight. It was just a subtle change in my posture, but I knew it changed my body language immensely. I stuck out my hand. “Hello. I’m Daniel Eames. You must be Heidi Sullivan, the manager, right? How about you talk me through your reasons for believing Mr McTiernan needs protection first of all?”


	The conversation technique didn’t fail to serve me this time. She shook my hand while looking me up and down in open admiration. It seemed she liked what she saw, although she kept her other hand in constant contact with Bryan. 


	“He’s being stalked,” she said. 


	“Okay. Anything more specific, maybe?”


	“He receives letters.”


	“No, really? Well, that’s definitely something worth looking into.” I didn’t bother to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. 


	She heaved a sigh. “Look, I know how this works. He isn’t the first of my clients who’s gotten himself an overenthusiastic fan but the letters he’s been receiving for about a month now are not the usual fan mail. They’re more than that and I’m not going to make the mistake of ignoring the signs. I want you to look into the letters and I want you to protect Bryan. I don’t care what it takes, I just need him to be safe.” Her earlier girly enchantment had transformed into cool, authoritative professionalism that made it a lot easier to work with her. It seemed she was good at what she did. I had to admit that much. She still looked like a beautiful piece of jewellery on Bryan’s arm, but her manner made it clear that she was just as capable of being the one to decide who got the chance to be somebody in that business.  


	“Can I have a look at those letters?” I asked. 


	“Sure. I brought you the ones that I think are the most conspicuous.”


	She went to fetch the attorney case she’d left near the door, opened it and took out three sheets of paper, which she handed over to me. Each one was tucked into a neat plastic sleeve, which was good thinking on her side as it would preserve any fingerprints—if they ever really needed to be examined, which I doubted. The investigator in me appreciated the thoughtfulness even though I wondered what exactly it was about those letters that had triggered Heidi’s Spider Sense. Whatever it was, inexplicably, it triggered my own. I hadn’t seen much fan mail in my career, but having worked for politicians mostly, I’d seen plenty of hate mail and I knew the drill anyway. Whether friend or enemy, usually the sender made sure that the object of their desire—or contempt—knew what they had done. Not this one, though. 


	“Which one arrived first?” I asked, puzzled. Maybe that would give me a clue about their meaning. 


	Heidi pointed at one. “This was the first. That one was next.” She indicated another sheet. 


	“Okay.” Staring at the pages in the correct order, I tried to free my mind and let my thoughts take a spin. Sometimes the first impression a so far uninvolved outsider got came closer to the truth than anything those it concerned could come up with. And sometimes, things just didn’t add up. 


	Remember me? was the first note. Together forever had arrived next, followed by Always mine. Just two words in every letter, printed in large black fonts, but their meaning became increasingly demanding. A somewhat insecure, or maybe just hopeful question. Then a promise. At last, possessiveness. What they all had in common was the intimacy the phrases implied. I looked at Bryan. “You’ve seen them, I presume?” 


	“Yeah.”


	“Any idea what these could mean?”


	He shrugged. “None at all.”


	“Any idea who could have sent them?”


	For the fragment of a second something flared up in Bryan’s eyes, but it passed before I had the chance to pin down what it was. 


	“Nope.”


	“Have you ever received anything like this before?”


	Bryan let out a sigh. “No. Look, I haven’t got a clue what this is about, okay? It’s probably just a practical joke or something, but nothing that has me believing I need a bodyguard.”


	“What do you think?” Heidi addressed me in a crisp tone.  


	Still trying to assess the situation as well as the relationship between those two, I took my time answering. “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “It could really be nothing, but I think it might be worth keeping an eye on.” 


	Of course there was the possibility that it was just a ruse—a way to get Bryan some more publicity. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had used the crazy stalker scenario as a means for self-promotion and, with the Academy Awards casting their light ahead and three films to advertise, it was the perfect time. I’d find that out depending on how Heidi handled the matter. So far there hadn’t been any mention in the media about Bryan being stalked. Surprisingly, there had been little mention of Bryan at all in the media and even the file Michelle had presented to me had been a thin one. 


	“Does that mean you’ll take the job?” Heidi asked. Bryan was staring daggers at her, fighting a silent war. A war Heidi was clearly determined to win. 


	I sighed. The outcome had been clear from the start, even though I’d tried to keep up the façade of having a say in the matter. “Yes. Yes, I’ll do it.”


	“Well, that’s great news!” Heidi beamed at me, turning her shoulder on Bryan’s theatrical groan. 


	“Easy.” I held up a hand to stifle her enthusiasm. “There are some rules I’ll need to put down first. Otherwise I won’t be able to accept this assignment as I couldn’t guarantee Mr McTiernan’s safety.”


	“What rules?”


	“First and most important of all, I want him to be put up somewhere else. Somewhere I—”


	“Ain’t gonna happen, man,” Bryan interrupted me. “This is where I live and—”


	“And if Mr Eames feels the need to put you up somewhere else to keep you safe, then that’s exactly what’s going to happen.” Heidi gave him a very stern ‘don’t mess with me’ look. He held it for a moment then turned away with an irritable snort and went to stare out of the window. I’d half expected him to throw a tantrum and was almost disappointed by his passive aggressiveness. It said a lot about a person, how they acted when angry, but Bryan didn’t do me that favour. Heidi ignored him, smiling at me instead. “Go on, please,” she said. “Do you have any idea where you want to put him up yet?”


	“It has to be somewhere I can keep an eye on him. Ideally a place that isn’t linked to him and offers the possibility for surveillance.”


	“How about you put me up in jail?” Bryan grumbled and glared at me over his shoulder. 


	I gave him a sweet smile in return. “Actually, that might be just the right place.” 


	Rolling his eyes, Bryan turned back to the window. His broad shoulders and delicate neck formed a long line of tension and for a second I wondered how those tightly locked muscles would feel under my hands. How would he respond if I massaged him? I averted my gaze quickly and looked at Heidi, who was watching Bryan with an indulgent smile. She seemed used to this kind of behaviour from him and probably knew how to handle him. I chose to ignore him. 


	“Is there a place you can think of?” I asked. “Somewhere he can stay but that no one will expect him to be?”


	Frowning, Heidi shook her head. “He’s only got this apartment. Maybe we could just rent something via the agency and put him up there.”


	“Do you do that often?”


	“Not really. Usually only when we have important people from out of town staying.”


	I thought about it for a moment, then said, “Okay, that could work. Use something that you haven’t rented before and that has security surveillance. I’d prefer a selection of three to four options to choose from.”


	“Sure. I’ll have something for you by tomorrow. Will that be enough?”


	“Tonight would be better.”


	“Tonight?” She checked her watch and sighed. “Let me just make a phone call. I’ll see what I can do. Excuse me for a moment, please. I’ll be right back.” 


	A few minutes later, she returned with a sour expression on her face. “This is going to be trickier than I thought. Not many of the places are available at such short notice, but I have put my assistant on to it. He’ll call me back as soon as he’s found something.”


	“Good. Now, the rest of the rules. I need full access to his schedule as far in advance as possible. Public appearances will be run past me and I get a say in which kind of publicity stuff he does and where. No visitors at the safe house unless absolutely necessary, in which case they will have to be announced and, above all, no casual encounters of a more, um, personal nature. If—”


	“This is ridiculous!” Bryan cut across me, stomping his foot in an excellent impression of a child with a temper. “I’m not going to let you lock me up like that. If I want to go out, I go out. If I want to meet a friend, I do that and if I want to go out and get myself laid, then that’s what I’ll do, too! You’re not going to keep me from doing any of that.”


	“Bryan,” Heidi said softly. “This is only for the best and it will be temporary. Just until we know what these letters mean, okay? After that you can go back to doing all the things you’re used to doing.”


	“Fuck it, Heidi, this is ridiculous! I’d like to say you’re turning a mouse into an elephant, but there isn’t even a mouse to start with.”


	In spite of Bryan’s increasing irritation, Heidi stood her ground with admirable determination. “Well then, if that’s what you think, how about I tell your insurance company about this situation? Or, rather, I could let something slip to the producers of Panama? How do you think they will react when they learn that their star might be in danger and that there might be a risk their film never gets finished?”


	Bryan scowled at her. His jaw was clenched and his lips twitched. “You’re clutching at straws, Heidi. We both know that, but you played the right card. You know how much I want that role, but with all this shit going on and shooting just about to start, chances are that the producers will change their minds and cast someone else.” He let out a sigh and nodded. “Fine. Have it your way. The babysitter can stay. Gonna run my bath and tuck me in at eight?” He glared at me with unconcealed defiance in his eyes. 


	“Hardly,” I said. “Just stick to the rules, kiddo.”  


	Bryan let out a snort and, turning his back on us, started to walk away. 


	“Where are you going?” Heidi asked. 


	Not stopping on his way to the stairs, Bryan took his phone from his pocket, waved it and called back to her, “Just making a phone call to cancel my date for tonight seeing as I’ve obviously got other plans now. You know where the door is. Let yourself out when you’re done interfering with my life, baby.”


	His unconcealed aggression affected her more than she’d let on in his presence. Alone with me now, she swallowed and rubbed her fingers. When Bryan could be heard speaking on the phone upstairs in a gruff voice, she said, “He’s not usually like that. That’s the main reason I want you here. Something about him is just off. I can’t really pin it down, but ever since those letters started arriving he’s been behaving differently. It’s like… Oh, I don’t know, like he’s waiting for something to happen or expecting something. He’s restless and nervous. The day after he saw that first letter he was in such a state that Huey—that’s the director—sent him home because he kept messing up his lines. That has never happened before. You can usually rely on him getting a scene right on the first take.”


	I watched her closely. Her concern seemed sincere enough, which didn’t make what I was about to say any easier. “I did a bit of research. One of your clients got killed by a stalker a couple of years ago, right?”


	She winced but held my gaze. “Yes. Anna Rodriguez. She didn’t take the threats seriously. None of us did, until… Well, I assume you know what happened.”


	I nodded. “Could it be that you’re taking this too seriously now?”


	“Is that what you think? That I make a fuss because I’m afraid that what happened to Anna might happen again?”


	“It’s a possibility. Those letters don’t contain a threat. They could mean anything. Love letters from a shy romantic. Or even a tasteless PR gag.”


	Heidi huffed and stared at me with narrowed eyes. “Is that honestly what you believe? That we’re making this up just to get Bryan’s name in the papers?” She let out a sarcastic chuckle. “If I really needed publicity for him, I’d set him up with someone and make sure he bumped into a bunch of paparazzi. Not that I need to set anything up for him. He’s got good coverage and the normal interest in him is just at the right level to keep him on people’s minds while his image remains clean. I’ve no interest in turning him into a media bitch. He really deserves better than that.”


	“Hm, interesting. From what I gathered, there’s actually not all that much about him in the media. It’s damn near impossible to find out anything about him, in fact.” 


	Heidi squared her shoulders. “What? His films get great coverage, there’s just not much about him as a person. He prefers it that way.” 


	“Right. So what can you tell me about him as a person?”


	She sighed and cast a quick glance at the upper floor of the apartment. Bryan was nowhere to be seen. “Fine. When Bryan’s career started, he was cast for a few minor roles in stage plays before he landed himself the lead role in an underdog film project, The Ariel Files.” She raised her eyebrows in question, but I shook my head. 


	“Sorry, I haven’t seen any of his films.” 


	“Never mind. The rest is history. Ariel was a low-budget backyard production and became one of the biggest selling movies of the year. Box-office earnings outdid production costs by a three-figure rate. He did two more successful films, and Analyzing Eva even earned him an Academy Award nomination. His latest film, Gamer, put him on the top of the unofficial list of winners for this year’s awards— What?”


	I’d stopped her singing Bryan’s praises with a raised hand. “That’s all very well, but I was hoping you could give me some information on his persona,” I explained. 


	She smiled knowingly. “Bryan has been in the industry for three years and he’s only twenty-five. He has achieved a lot and is worth millions. Those are the important bits of information about him and they’re the ones he’s willing to share.”


	Looking her over, I assessed her body language. She stood with her feet apart and arms crossed in front of her chest, defying me, consciously or not. Was she just protecting a client’s privacy or defending him—or, worse, was she shielding him?


	I decided to change tactics. “Look, Heidi. I’ll need to know more about him as a person in order to keep him safe.”


	She pursed her lips and looked at the floor, then she nodded. “Bryan’s from England, originally. That’s why you won’t find much about him over here. Incidentally, it’s also part of the reason I wanted you for the job. Your boss mentioned your family was English and I was hoping that it might give you a bit of an advantage with him.” She grinned. “Well, maybe there’s time to play that card yet. Anyway, he went to Los Angeles a few years ago to attend college. He had a somewhat bumpy first year, which is another reason he doesn’t want his past to be made public. Then he cleaned up his act, moved to New York and finished with a Bachelor of Fine Arts and top grades in record time.”


	“I see. Seems like he’s been a busy bee.”


	“Yes. He has. He has ambition and incredible talent.”


	“Not to mention a great body and a pretty face.” 


	Tilting her head, Heidi watched me with pursed lips. “Is that what you’re thinking? That he slept with the right people to get where he is?”


	I gave her a sweet smile. “I’m not thinking anything. I’m just collecting information to get a better idea of who I am protecting.”


	She nodded. “Fine. He’s been in the business for only three years and he’s been playing nice for all of that time as far as I know. Yes, he’s ridiculously successful but, for some reason, it seems to come to him just naturally. I’ve barely even had to pull strings for him and his media image is clean. They love him, even though he’s never made a secret of his sexual inclinations.”
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