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CHAPTER 1

Jake paused outside the fourth modeling agency he'd been to this morningâ€”not counting the easy dozen he'd checked on after more than a week of searching. He still wasn't any closer to finding anyone remotely suited for the job, and the manager of this agency had been flat-out rude when he'd told him what he wanted.

Was it too much to ask for someone unique, an attractive young woman with a sexy, dark, and edgy lookâ€”and piercings? Nothing grotesqueâ€”ears, nose, eyebrow, the popular spots.

You'd think he was searching for a freak-show contestant.

He was running out of agencies, which meant he was running out of options. Marcus Reed, the one who'd hired him for the ad campaign, had specifically wanted a model from the San Francisco area for a potential long-term commitment. L.A. was out.

Sitting in his car in the parking garage a few minutes later, he sent a text to Marc.
Struck out again. One more on my list before I start dragging strangers in off the street.

Slipping his phone into his pocket, he paused when a tone alerted him to a new message.

Marc must be bored this morning. Chuckling, expecting a snarky reply, he checked the text. It wasn't from Marc. Stunned, Jake stared at the message on the screen, one that said
number blocked
instead of a name.

He scanned the text and his stomach clenched.
Hey, RJÂ â€¦

He hadn't been RJ for almost twenty years.

The rest of the message was simple, appeared harmless.

Saw you over on Battery. It's been a long time, bud.

A tight knot coiled in his gut. He couldn't take his eyes off the text. No one called him RJ anymore. As far as he was concerned, RJ Cameron was dead and gone. Except someone had found himâ€”someone who could connect him to the Olympic wonder kid he'd once been. The same stupid kid who'd spent time locked up for manslaughter after a drunk-driving accident that took two innocent lives.

He sucked in a couple of deep breaths. He had a job to get done. There was no time for crap like this. With a tap of his finger, Jake deleted the message.

*Â Â Â *Â Â Â *

Kaz Kazanov looped her tote bag over her shoulder and shoved open the heavy door into the office of Top End. Her roommate Lola was at her usual station at the front desk. She glanced up when Kaz stalked into the office, nodded at the door behind her desk, and shrugged.

Kaz glanced at the closed door to the general's office and whispered to Lola. “You don't know what he wants?”

Lola shook her head. “No idea. He just told me to get you here stat.”

“That doesn't sound good, especially after the way my morning went.”

“What happened?” Whispering, Lola leaned across her desk.

Kaz waved her off. “Nothing good. I'll fill you in later. Mind if I leave this here?” She dumped the heavy bag on the floor beside the desk.

“Go ahead, but you better hurry. He was blowing steam out both ears.” The phone buzzed, and with an exaggerated eye roll, Lola turned to answer it.

Kaz headed toward the door. She rapped twice, heard the familiar bark, and walked into the office.

“Close the damned door.” The pudgy little man behind the desk glared at her, lurched to his feet, and leaned forward, both hands planted firmly on the scarred oak surface.

Taking a deep breath, Kaz shut the door, folded her arms across her chest, and stared right back at him. He was such a weasel. She'd had her fill of him long ago, but she liked the steady income and loved the other people she worked with. He'd been more of an irritant than a real issue.

“The Smithum account is no longer ours, Ms. Kazanov. Do you want to know why?”

Oh, crap. She'd shown up on time and done everything they'd asked, but the vibe had not been good. “Not particularly,” she said, except she really did want to know.

“Well, I'm telling you anyway. They not only dropped you, they dropped the whole fucking agency because the model we sent them, the one they spent a week preparing for, the one who required specially ordered size-twelve shoes, had a fucking tattoo on her goddamned belly.”

Oh, this was just wrong. It took her a bit to find her voiceâ€”but she found it just fine. “My torso wasn't even in the shoot. This was a shoe ad, for crying out loud. Feet. They wanted feet.” She lifted one of the feet in question and then stomped it hard on the tile floor. “I've got two of them. Pedicure's perfect, tan's perfect, and maybe they're big, but so am I. You put little feet on a six-foot-two-inch woman, she's gonna fall over.” She let out a frustrated huff. “Why should they care about my tattoo?”

He really did get spit in the corners of his mouth when he was pissed. Yuck. Kaz blinked, then focused on the wall behind him.

“They are a deeply conservative company. They do not approve of tattoos. Neither does this agency. Your contract with Top End specifically spells out that there will not be any body art, tattoos, or piercings of any kind beyond simple earrings.” He glared at her, and she watched, fascinated, as his eyes narrowed and he focused on her face. “When did you add that disgusting stud in your nose?”

Kaz clenched her hands into fists to keep from touching the offending stud.
Damn it all!
She knew better than to wear it when coming anywhere near this guy, because he was always looking for something to bitch about. It didn't seem to matter right now anyway. The general had already worked himself into a self-righteous froth.

“Today, Ms. Kazanov, you really fucked up. I can't believe you showed up for the shoot in a pair of shorts and a cropped top with your midsection on full display, flauntingâ€¦”â€”he paused, obviously for the dramatic effectâ€”“a large tattoo.”

She took a deep breath and let it out. Carefully enunciating each word, she said, “For your information, I showed up in the jeans and T-shirt I'm wearing now, completely covered, as you can tell, and was changing into shorts for the shoot when the owner's son decided to invite himself into my dressing room. I was not flaunting anythingâ€”I was being spied on by a pervert.”

Before he could respond, she added, “And furthermore, the contract I signed says nothing about body art or piercings. I have never signed an amendment that says anything different.”

“The contract you signed has been updated. You are well aware of the rules and policies of this company.”

She planted her hands on her hips and glared right back at him. “They may be your rules, Mr. MacArthur, but they are not in my contract. Not even mentioned in mine. I have never been offered another version, nor have I read one. Believe me,
sir,
” she said, emphasizing the title, “I read the small print.”

“Well, Ms. Kazanov, it really doesn't matter. You're still fired.”

“What?” Good God, the man was practically spitting, he was so pissed, his face purple, his body leaning forward as if he were ready to attack, shaking his fat little finger in her face.

“You heard me, Kazanov. Fired. Clear out your locker and leave the premises. Your check for this morning's fiasco, minus costs for failure to perform, will be mailed by the fifteenth.”

He stood straighter and still had to look up to her. Then, as if he realized the height disadvantage hadn't improved, he quickly sat in his big leather chair.

Not that it changed anything. “I said get out, Ms. Kazanov. You don't work here anymore, which means you're trespassing in my office. Now go. I have work to do.”

She stood there a moment longer, staring at the stupid little man and wishing she could think of something particularly pithy to say, something that would make her feel better as she slowly turned and headed for the door, except all she could think of was how expensive the rent was and how little money she had in her bank account.

Kaz opened the door, but she took satisfaction in slamming it as she finally found her backbone and stalked out of the office.

*Â Â Â *Â Â Â *

Jake glanced at the door of the final agency on his list. Top End. Sort of off the beaten track, but the place looked better once he stepped through the door. An attractive receptionist was just answering the phone, but she faced away from the entrance, her attention apparently focused on the office door behind her.

He took a moment to check out the pictures of all the beautiful people along the wall. They were almost interchangeable from agency to agency. This wasn't looking too promising, but he stopped in front of the receptionist's desk and waited for her to finish her call.

She set the phone down, but continued staring at the door behind her. Finally, he said, “Excuse me?”

She spun in her chair and blushed, looking up, and up even more. His height had that effect on people sometimes, but at six-and-a-half-feet tall, he was hard to ignore.

        

        
               
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	25
	...
	39
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        King of the Bastards by Brian Keene, Steven L. Shrewsbury



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Liberator by Bryan Davis



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        A Deeper Blue by Robert Earl Hardy



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        When a Duke Says I Do by Jane Goodger



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        JoshuasMistake by A.S. Fenichel



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Mom by Dave Isay



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Signal by Patrick Lee



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Mad Dog by Dandi Daley Mackall



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Fragments of Grace (Prequel to the Dragonblade Trilogy) by Le Veque, Kathryn



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Tangle of Need by Nalini Singh


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © ThomasStone 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
    