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      Claire Phillips threw her head down on her arms and moaned dramatically over the glass desktop.

      “Oh it can’t be all that bad, can it?” her assistant and only employee said from the doorway. Dolores Humphrey was the best kind of personal assistant: efficient, even-tempered, and eternally optimistic. Nothing ruffled her feathers. Generally these were traits Claire could appreciate, but on that day she was in the mood to be dramatic.

      The real problem was that, in this case, the situation called for dramatics. More than dramatics. It called for full-on hysterics.

      It was exactly that bad, and Claire didn’t know how she was going to break it to her assistant, a single mother of two. The truth was if things didn’t turn around soon they were both going to be pounding the streets looking for new jobs.

      The excel spreadsheet open on her computer didn’t lie, but Claire could—at least for a little while longer. “No, you’re right,” she bluffed. “We’ll be fine.”

      “Damn right, we will. You’re going to nail the pitch today, and then we’ll have a brand new client—one that owns half of this town, I might add. Just think about all of those old buildings that need renovating.” She rubbed her hands together in anticipation. “Seriously. Get in good with Jet Mak and we’ll be living high on the hog for the next ten years.”

      Claire smiled at Dolores’ expression. Dolores was a Texan through and through, not a transplant to the area like Claire was. “Yeah, well you’ve seen how well that clientele has worked out for me so far,” Claire grumbled. “The Maks may own one half of the town, but we both know who owns the other half. Apparently, having an abundance of money doesn’t necessarily equate with paying your bills.”

      “Don’t think about those bloody Hallsworths today. They’re assholes. The whole lot of them. Known them my whole life. Well not known them, exactly. I mean, Hall hasn’t said a word to me since third grade. He’s an arrogant jackass.” Claire narrowed her eyes at her assistant. It seemed like there was more to the story than Dolores was giving her.

      “Anyway, don’t let him muck up your mind,” Dolores continued. “You’ve got work to do today.”

      Claire nodded, though it was easier said than done. Ross “Hall” Hallsworth would have been so much easier to forget if he hadn’t been so goddamn good looking. And, if he’d paid his bills on time, she wouldn’t be trying to figure out how to keep her doors open and her only employee paid. Good luck trying to forget that. He was the reason she would be filing for bankruptcy next month. He was the reason Dolores’ kids would be eating Ramen noodles next month.

      The remodel of Mr. Hallsworth’s office had taken up nearly nine months of her life, from beginning to end. As was customary, he’d given her half of her estimated expenses when she’d taken on the job. Everything else had come out of her pocket, and because it had been such a big project, she’d devoted almost a hundred percent of her time to it. She’d been able to take on a few small jobs on the side, but she’d counted on the Hallsworth job for almost all of her—their—entire income.

      What a big fucking mistake that was.

      Unfortunately, that half hadn’t gone near as far as she’d expected it to. Call it a rookie mistake, but how could she have known the man would have such exquisite taste? Or that he’d involve himself in every single decision?

      She’d thought working for a man would be easy, but it had been anything but. She hadn’t been able to pick out anything—not even a cabinet knob—without him vetoing it and coming up with an alternative that was three times as expensive, and then calling her again later because he’d found something else he liked even better.

      “Add it to my bill,” he’d say as if money was no object. If she hadn’t had stars in her eyes when she looked at him, she might have objected herself.

      When she’d sent the final bill, she’d added a nice handwritten note to it to let him know how much she’d enjoyed working for him. It may have been a lie, but Claire was all about customer service. She was good to her clients and expected them to be good to her. Now, four months had passed and she’d yet to see any money from the man. Every month she’d sent him a statement, and every month it had gone ignored. Two weeks ago, she’d finally called him. They’d played phone tag a few times, leaving messages on each other’s voicemails but never actually connecting. He was a busy man, after all.

      She didn’t care that his messages were polite—overly friendly, in fact. Even if she could use one, she wasn’t looking for a friend. All she wanted was a check.

      Claire began stuffing things from around her office into her bag for her meeting with Jet Mak. She wasn’t entirely sure what she should bring with her, but she knew she didn’t want to show up empty handed. She threw her paint color wheel into the bag along with a few fabric samples that were really just bag filler since she had no idea what the job would even entail.

      The parameters of the job were still fuzzy. She wasn’t sure whether she was doing a room or an entire office. She wasn’t even sure what kind of business she was dealing with. The address was vaguely familiar and only a few blocks away, but she couldn’t place the building or what might be in it. Truth be told, she couldn’t remember having ever noticed it at all, which was strange since she frequently strolled the streets of downtown Karim and was in the business of noticing her surroundings. What was even more odd, however, was the paperwork that had been sent over after her initial conversation with Mr. Mak.

      Claire had been to a trade show in Houston a few weeks before. She hadn’t expected much to come from it. The show had been huge and the designers abundant, and she’d very much felt like a little fish in a big ocean. It had been blind, dumb luck that Jet Mak and his wife had happened by her booth. Though they lived in the same town—a town that frequently felt smaller than it was—she’d never met him and wouldn’t have recognized him were it not for the purple hair and the reputation that preceded him.

      When she’d given him her business card, he’d scanned it quickly and been surprised to discover she was also from Karim. Even as he’d told her he had a project he could use some help with, he’d seemed unsure. Later, she’d wondered if maybe he’d gone to Houston because he didn’t want to hire someone local. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an unusual occurrence. There was a misperception that designers from smaller towns couldn’t give the same level of service as one from a big city. It was one of the downsides of doing business in a small town like Karim. Texas was a big state; there were a lot of other options.

      Claire didn’t usually worry about such things. She was good at her job. She’d gone to school right alongside a lot of the up and coming designers in Houston. They had nothing on her, and she knew how to sell herself to clients. It was how she’d landed the Hallsworth job, and after chatting up the Maks for a few minutes, Mr. Mak had said he would give her a call. She’d been giddy enough to celebrate with a bottle of champagne that had seemed like a good idea at the time, even though it had left her with an empty wallet and a headache. When he hadn’t called for several weeks, she’d given up hope that he ever would and wished she’d bought a cheaper bottle.

      She’d been genuinely surprised when her phone had finally rung three days ago. Mr. Mak had scheduled the appointment and then abruptly hung up. She’d been bubbling with excitement until a brute of a man had shown up less than an hour later. Though he looked nothing like Mr. Mak, he’d been equally intimidating with broad, squared shoulders and sunglasses he hadn’t bothered to remove even inside her office. He was dressed in head-to-toe black: black shirt, black pants, black suit jacket. The gun she thought she saw hidden beneath his jacket and the nondisclosure agreement in his hands hadn’t helped matters. “Normal business practices for Mr. Mak,” the shadow had said with a shrug.

      She’d been a bit wary, but had signed the document anyway. Happily. She needed this job like Karim needed rain.

      She shuffled some things around on her desk until she found the yellow manila envelope with the signed contract in it. It still didn’t feel quite right—signing a nondisclosure agreement before she even knew what the job was—but there was a first time for everything. At this point she’d sign away her first unborn child to land a decently paying job. She stuffed the envelope into her bag next to the fabric samples and a box of Hot Tamales, which would have to pass as her lunch on the walk over.

      “All right, Dolores. I’m off,” Claire said as she passed through the tiny lobby that was Dolores’ domain.

      “Knock ’em dead,” Dolores answered with infectious enthusiasm.
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      Claire stepped onto the sidewalk that lined her side of the quaint street.

      Quaint was really the only way to describe the town of Karim. The roads were quaint. The buildings were quaint. Even the town’s citizens, saying hello to each other as they passed on the sidewalk, were quaint. Quaint was what had drawn Claire to the town in the first place.

      She’d been on a college trip, spring break maybe. She couldn’t remember now where they’d even been headed, but she’d passed through Karim with her friends. They hadn’t even stopped. She’d been a stupid kid all of twenty, but she’d known then that she would be back some day.

      The town had all the packaging and ambiance of her hometown of New Orleans: brick storefronts with loads of windows, French-inspired street lamps, and black wrought iron balconies that wrapped around every corner building. After her parents’ home had been destroyed in Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and they’d relocated further inland, Claire had sworn to never set foot in Louisiana again. Being in Karim was a little like going home—without the threat of sudden and total annihilation by a hurricane.

      Claire popped a Hot Tamale in her mouth as she rounded the corner. The buildings on Main Street were like the ones on her street, though maybe a little better maintained. Someday she aspired to be on Main Street, but on that day she felt pretty lucky to have a storefront at all.

      Cars lined both sides of the street. Downtown was bustling with weekday business and lunch traffic, and Claire couldn’t help but smile. She walked the two short blocks to Gerome Street, turned left, and began eyeballing each address, on the lookout for 2109.

      The last building of the block was similar to each one before it, except for the noticeable lack of windows. There was no sign out front other than a metal plate screwed into the brick wall and stamped with the address and business hours. Though she had no idea what kinds of goods or services were offered there, at least she knew that she was indeed at a business of some sort. Claire pulled the wide door open and entered into a small foyer that, like the exterior of the building, provided no clues as to what was inside.

      While the small room might have been short on space, it wasn’t lacking in detail. The décor was done in blacks and rich golds. The sparse wood furnishings were dark. The tiny room had an old world charm that matched the city’s history. As nice as it was, something seemed off about it, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was.

      The sign on the closed door to her left said ‘Security’ so she pushed her way through the curtained doorway to her right instead, completely and totally prepared for anything—except what she found.

      It was a restaurant. Karim was full of restaurants and was actually fairly well known for its cuisine. After more than four years, Claire thought she had sampled all the good restaurants in town, but she’d obviously missed one. She decided the food must be more than decent based on the healthy number of filled tables spread around the perimeter of the large room.

      She stepped up to the hostess stand. For a lunch hour on a Thursday afternoon, the woman who smiled knowingly at her was grossly underdressed. Or was she overdressed? Claire wasn’t sure.

      The woman’s blonde hair was brassier and bolder than Claire’s and was pulled back into a tight ponytail that sat high on her head. With the hostess stand separating them, Claire had no way of seeing what covered the lower half of her body, but based on the top, Claire assumed it was very little. She was practically falling out of a black bustier that somehow seemed to perfectly match the black and gold theme of the restaurant.

      “Welcome to The Club,” the friendly hostess said. “You must be Claire Phillips. Ms. Fremanis is expecting you.” The woman grabbed a long slender portfolio from the top of a stack. “If you’ll follow me, she’ll be with you shortly.”

      “Great,” Claire said though she was dumbstruck. She didn’t know a Ms. Fremanis. She’d planned for a meeting with Jet Mak. She’d psyched herself up for the intimidating man, and that had been no small feat.

      Claire took a deep breath and forced herself to relax. The fact that she would be working with a woman was a good thing. After Ross Hallsworth, she’d been dreading a job for yet another overinvolved, hypercritical man. He’d been nice enough when she’d met him, but she had a feeling that Jet Mak fell into that category as well.

      The pretty hostess stepped from behind her desk, and Claire’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head. She hadn’t expected much, but at the very least she’d thought the woman would be wearing a short skirt or tight pants. What she got instead was a view of a whole lot of leg. The only thing covering her lower half was black fishnet tights and the leotard-type bottom of the bodysuit bustier.

      Claire followed her to the first open booth, unable to take her eyes off the black stripe that ran up the back of the hostess’s long, lean legs. When she gestured to the booth with fanfare, Claire slid in, happy for a place to sit and gather herself.

      “The Club has a full lunch menu, Ms. Phillips, and Ms. Fremanis said to get you anything you would like. It’s on the house today.”

      “Will Ms. Fremanis be dining, too?” Claire asked.

      The woman smiled and considered the question for a moment. “Come to think of it, I’ve never seen Ms. Fremanis eat, so I sort of doubt it. I’ll get you some water and be back in a few minutes to take your order.”

      The relief that Claire had felt just moments before melted away. Ms. Fremanis sounded like she might be just as stiff and severe as Jet Mak. Oh well, Claire would just have to deal with whatever the job entailed if she wanted to make payroll this month.

      She glanced over the menu. It was typical Karim fare: heavy Italian dishes intermixed with some lighter sandwiches that were probably more popular at lunchtime.

      She’d barely had time to read over the first page of the menu when the hostess returned. She looked nervous this time. “I’m sorry, Ms. Phillips. I was so distracted by how pretty you are—and honestly, you’d be a popular lady around here—that I forgot to do my job,” the hostess said.

      Claire peered up at her with a frozen quizzical expression. The woman had greeted her, sat her at a table, and given her a menu. Claire thought she’d fulfilled her hostess duties to perfection.

      Not for the first time, Claire wondered what she’d gotten herself into. What did she mean by ‘she’d be a popular lady around here’? What kind of establishment was this? Claire gathered herself and tried to at least appear as if she had it together and wasn’t getting more flustered by the minute.

      “I was supposed to ask if you brought your paperwork,” the hostess continued. “Ms. Fremanis wanted to make sure that was in order before she comes down for your meeting.”

      “Yes, of course.
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