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      Stu plops down next to me with a dramatic groan, stretching out his long legs in front of him. I almost glance up at him from my Kindle but I’m just getting to the juicy part.

      However, I feel an earbud being tugged out of my right ear as I’m reading. Moonlight from the window at my left is a perfect complement to my story—so is Joshua Bell, and the soundtrack from the movie, The Red Violin, which is now being shared with the asshole currently sitting next to me. I pretend he doesn’t exist as sounds from the plane invade my senses.

      “Good book?” he asks, sticking his face right next to mine. I elbow him, which does nothing to dissuade him to leave me alone though I do get a little grunt that I hit something vulnerable.

      “Yeah,” I mumble, without taking my eyes off the screen.

      “If I’m interpreting some of those words accurately, it’s very questionable content. I’m not sure you’re old enough for that raunchy shit.”

      “Go away, Stu,” I mutter, my focus cracking.

      “What the hell are you reading anyways?” he prods, still trying to read along with me.

      “It’s about a high school girl that gets kidnapped by a sex trafficker and she falls in love with him,” I tell him, digitally turning a page and doing my best to get back into my book.

      “Sounds…fuckin’ Stockholm Syndrome dirty,” he says, sounding completely disinterested but finally gives me some space and moves away. He fiddles with the TV screen in the back of the headrest in front of him but it’s all for show. “Would I like it? Are there any pornographically graphic pictures?”

      ‘Pornographically graphic pictures’? I almost look up at that quip but refrain, barely. “No and no,” I tell him, gritting my teeth. “This isn’t a children’s book, Stu.”

      “Well, that’s a shame,” he drones on. “’Cuz I really like books with pictures. Naughtier the better.”

      I sigh. Fuck. It. And him. He wins. I turn off my Kindle and stuff it in my black and white Coach tote sitting by my feet. I can tell Stu wants to chat like a bored housewife on drugs instead of letting me get turned on by my literary porn.

      Most of the staff chose to sit at the front of the plane, giving me a view of the middle section, which is set up more like a lounge, and where our boss is reading the New York Times. The Financial Section, I’m sure. In the back, are the misfits. And where the flight crew would usually be sitting but they’re hiding out in the back of the plane where the galley is. I can hear them whispering and talking amongst themselves. In my opinion, they chose the best place to hide other than the cockpit.

      Since we took off, no one has bothered me. Quality reading has been my bitch for the past two hours—at least until Stu decided to annoy me. I don’t bother looking up to see what’s going on up front. I have no doubt that my last survey of the cabin after take-off has not altered one bit. No way would any of those stiff upper lips dare to stretch their limbs or cough too loudly. Kyle Montgomery Lock, of Lock International, has hired some of the most uptight people for his company. Competent, cutthroat, and colorless.

      “So. What’s up, buddy?” I ask, glaring at Stu.

      He smiles sheepishly then snickers, playing with his navy blue Gucci tie. It has a white anchor pattern that perfectly coordinates with his light grey Armani business suit. The white button-down shirt is still pristine. As are his brand new, black, Ferragamo Capote Oxfords. His dark brown hair is swept back, jaw smooth, eyebrows perfectly coiffed, and generally looking like a very successful Someone of a multinational conglomerate company. Matching brown eyes are lit with amusement and mischief as he smiles at me prettily.

      “Oh—was I interrupting you?” he asks, innocently.

      What bullshit but I’m not mad. Not really. I’d much prefer reading that next scene, alone, in my hotel room.

      “The anti-hero was just about to boink the heroine,” I inform him.

      He laughs. “‘Boink’? That’s real technical language, Sedona.”

      “Yeah. In the ass,” I add, sweetly.

      He cracks up even more. A few of our co-workers look back at us with overly serious expressions, like we’re in the library and should be quiet. It doesn’t bother me or phase Stu in the least. I do shift my glance, very briefly, to my boss, at his unmoving profile. He’s no longer reading the paper. Now he’s lurched over his table, the screen from his MacBook casting an eerie white glow onto his chiseled face.

      Right about now, my business-minded über-boss could give a shit at what the rest of us are doing, so lost in his corner of running an empire and finding a way to rule the world. As the Chairman, President, and CEO, he’s a decidedly cool, calm, and confident boss that seems to handle the frenetic pace of his job with supreme ease.

      We are currently heading to Greece to help bail them out. Okay, not exactly, but close enough.

      LI is a major player in the financial world with investment banking at its very core. Lock’s parents, Simon and Jasmine Lock, started LI nearly sixty years ago as an investment banking firm before it morphed into a holding company after the crash of 2007-08. Lock took over at the tender age of twenty-five. His parents are still on the Board of Directors but they have, for the most part, taken a backseat and allowed their eldest son to have full control of the company’s direction and future.

      More recently, LI added hedge funding to its corporate portfolio. Its net worth is in the billions of dollars. Its subsidiaries hail from every sector of the economy and it only seems to expand. Steady, and not too fast. Some days, I wake up completely baffled at how I came to work for one of the most powerful men in the US. Other days, it’s just another day at the office for a boss who never quits and seems to work 24/7 without a break.

      Officially, Lock was invited at the request of the Greek government for advising and mediation between the Greeks and their main creditors: The European Commission, specifically the ECB, and the IMF. Reform talks have been contentious and are about to get sharper if both sides don’t see to reason. And remain calm.

      Unofficially, Lock is optioning to invest in one of Greece’s largest bank—the National Bank of Greece—either acting as one of its main creditors, or buying a majority of its stock, which is dirt cheap. Because of the increased taxes for foreign businesses, many established companies have left the country. As a result, Lock may consider other investments and invite his European friends in the Billion Dollar Club along for the ride. That’s part of the reason why we’ll be abroad for a full month.

      Whatever Lock decides to do, it’s a huge risk no matter what but he can afford to lose if shit hits the fan. But I doubt it will. It would, effectively, help stabilize the crumbling economy and avert an economic meltdown for a little while. However, it’s not at all out of kindness or for the goodness of an entire country’s future. To hell with that. It’s about power and control, and likely losing a lot of money before making more.

      As the saying goes, without risk, there is no real gain. Without risk, no great reward. And for someone as powerful and rich, as intelligent and confident as Lock is, the odds are always in his favor.

      The current status of the Greek economy is still in decline, even more so as refugees from Syria have been pouring through its borders. Despite that, Europe isn’t about to roll over when it comes to the health of the Eurozone. Recently, the Chancellor of Germany voiced concerns about the parameters of the current bailout plan as well as the reforms that Greece still needs to exercise more rigorously as part of their role within their own debt crisis.

      One could argue that Lock is coming in at the perfect time.

      I have no idea how he’ll do it or even attempt to understand the process but he’s a master at what he does. As well as making a shitload of money. The harder the better; the more difficult, the more satisfaction of challenging fate. And winning against the odds.

      That’s what we’re all trying to help Lock do: Defy the very stars themselves. Our Boeing Business Jet that can hold nearly forty is three-quarters full, occupied by Lock’s top lawyers, financial and otherwise. Stu’s one of them, specializing in international law and M&A. There are also numbers wizards, a psychologist, political strategists and advisors, the company’s Director of Media Relations and her key people, and a few other personnel one wouldn’t think to bring along but that’s where Lock is unique. He doesn’t think like everyone else. There’s also the usual suspects, like myself, the company doctor and his staff, and Lock’s security detail rounding things out.

      Cassidy Peterson, one of the few lawyers I can stand to be around, gives me and Stu a distracted look at our noise-making endeavors as she walks past us when Lock calls for her.

      Meanwhile, Stu is still getting over my last comment, shaking his head. “I am so glad I got you this job,” he brags, lowering the back of his leather seat. “You make these long ass trips bearable.”

      “Wish I could say the same,” I return, pointedly.

      He holds up his hands in defense. “Sorry,” he says, not at all sorry.

      “Shut up,” I tell him but I smile a little. “You never mean it.”

      “I mean it all the time, baby, you just never believe me,” he returns, closing his eyes. He folds his hands over his flat stomach and is soon dozing off.

      Stu and I have been best friends for eons. We’ve been there for one another, through thick and thin. I was the first person he told he was bi-sexual, even though I’d figured that out when we were kids. He was there for me when my mom was diagnosed with a brain tumor two years ago, and when she died, five months later. We were both there for each other through the small moments and the huge life changes.

      The past two years flood my mind but, like always, I push back at it. Not away but just not so front and center that it overwhelms me. I let the slight vibrations from the plane rattle against my bones. It’s almost soothing but there is a pervasive, dry chill that circulates from the vents and makes me shiver at times, like now. I reach down to my tote, pull out a white cashmere scarf with its abstract, colorful design and wrap it loosely around my neck. It’s an instant comfort. Fiddling with the fringed ends of the scarf, I stare out the window but it’s completely pitch. Not that it matters. The cloud cover is thick and we’re over the ocean. Still, the abyss below us is hypnotic.

      We’ve been in the air for about three hours and will land very late in Athens. Rather, very early tomorrow, on Saturday morning. Back in DC, it’s fucking Antarctica and snow-burdened but in the Mediterranean, the winters are like the Southwest. Blissful. Cool, but better than subzero weather. I’m looking forward to the milder temps and visiting a foreign country. I feel incredibly spoiled and it was such a surprise when Lock said he wanted me with him. When he travels, he travels with an entourage. He has to. It’s a crapshoot if I get to tag along and I can’t deny that traveling is my favorite part of this job. Lately, I’ve gone on every single trip with him from mid-December till now. It makes me think I’ve passed some personal test of his and it feels like a reward to me. Whatever the reason, I’ll take it and run with it for as long as I can.

      I’ve never been to Europe, let alone Greece, so I’m super excited, but nervous. It’s crazy to think that I won’t be back for a full month. It’ll be mid-March by then. I’d been so swamped with preparation for this trip that thinking about its importance and future impact had taken a back burner. Now, sitting here in the quiet, seeing everything coming together and knowing it’s actually happening, is almost unreal. We’re not just doing a business deal. It’s so much bigger than that.

      I know how intense the next three weeks will be. Lock is meeting with high-level government officials in Greece, as well as important people within Europe. He’s been on the phone with these people for months, and isn’t at all intimidated whereas I’m likely nervous enough for the both of us. If he’s at all worried or stressed, he hides it superbly well. And I’ll be there, witnessing history being made.

      After four months as Lock’s executive secretary, interacting with the upper crust of society is less harrowing but it still makes my stomach rumble with anxiety.

      Of course, some things don’t change, no matter the venture. There will be schmoozing that is done outside closed doors, deals brokered over parties or after a heavy dinner, and god knows where else. It’s also about connections and making a lasting impression. It’s about expanding the name of the company to even greater heights.

      I scan the sleek cabin of the jet, my eyes landing on my boss again. Surprisingly, Lock has a bit of scruff, which I rarely see, and his hair is not as styled as it usually is. I’m used to how he typically appears: Like he just stepped away from the pages of a fashion magazine. The sides and back of his black hair are short but the top is slightly longer and usually tousled back somewhat. It’s edgy yet works for his facial features. At thirty-six, he is both mature of body and mind but can get away with doing things unconventionally, from his appearance to his business practices. It’s probably one of the most interesting and fascinating things about him.

      Next to him, Cassidy looks like a hot librarian. Her ensemble is functional and in no way sexy. They are having a deep and quiet conversation about whatever is on the screen. Like me, she’s about the job. She wants him to see her mind, not just her body. Thing is, Lock wouldn’t see any woman on this plane beyond their role within his company, regardless of how attractive they are, or if their attire is leaning towards sexy instead of work appropriate. It doesn’t mean they don’t all try. I appreciate that Lock just sees her, all of us, as parts of his machine, nothing more or less.

      Cassidy’s sharp, business ensemble makes Lock’s appearance almost disheveled. His attire of long-sleeved, white, button-down shirt, crisp and pressed, sans tie and two buttons undone, and semi-wrinkled charcoal slacks, is as casual as I’ve ever seen him and I admit, it’s rather disarming. He’s slipped off his shiny shoes, which are in a heap under the table, and his black-socked feet are constantly fidgeting as his eyes scan the screen.

      However, everyone else is dressed to the nines in their best office armor. I get it. We all know this trip is epic so everybody is dressed to impress even if it’s just for themselves and other co-workers. It’s a way to cope with the stress and mentally prepare, getting into the work frame of mind. I guess I have the luxury of not being important enough to feel that level of pressure.

      As for me, I’m the only one in black skinny Levi’s, brown Frye boots, and a dark green cable-knit sweater. I didn’t do anything with my long hair, which is up in a messy bun and I’m wearing nothing but moisturizer. I probably look like hell. When I was told to dress comfortably by my boss, I took it literally, unlike everyone else, including Stu. He’d made fun of me from the time he’d knocked on my apartment door in Georgetown to right before we met up with everyone at the company’s private hangar at Dulles. Everyone impeccably dressed and giving me the stink eye.

      Lock looks up, catching my gaze, for a distracted half-second before going back to his computer and his conversation with Cassidy, like him seeing me is a fluke. I pick up my phone and text him.

      Me: Need anything before I take a nap?

      I’m about to set it back down in my cupholder when it vibrates.

      Lock: No, but some advice? Don’t. It’ll screw up your internal clock.

      Sage advice. He’s probably right but I don’t care. He’s always right so I can pick and choose what advice to follow. Or nix willfully. Either way, he doesn’t care what I do as long as my choices do not affect him or my job, or embarrass the company.

      In the time I have worked for the man, I know very little about him. That is, the real Kyle Lock. Sure, I’ve read his bio and listened to Stu drone on about him, though I tended to tune him out as I found various aspects of his job incredibly dreary. I know the general gossip and whispers surrounding him about his tortured past; but not what makes him tick outside the context of the image and idea of him. I don’t know his desires or fears. Don’t know his thoughts or feelings on anything. I know his tastes but not why he chooses this or that, if he likes or dislikes something or someone.

      And I have no desire to know. I have no curiosity concerning him. At all.

      But I do understand him in a finite way. He’s not personal with his employees, so they know where they stand with him, at all times. He doesn’t smile too much or laugh too hard, or often for that matter though I can understand why, considering the tragedy that still haunts him. Despite that, he’s the consummate professional. Always. Excessively polite. No matter what. He doesn’t show over-the-top anger or forced elation. His pleased expression is a somewhat mocking, close-lipped half-smile and the corners of his eyes crinkling ever so slightly. Otherwise? Just the pleasant middle of sublime detachment. I like it, his lack of emoting. It’s refreshing. That control, that self-restraint is awesome. I appreciate that he doesn’t leer at the women who work for him, or act like only men can do everything. He’s fair, decent, and humble. And a complete control freak. But I understand.

      He’s also gorgeous as hell, something that Stu is acutely aware of but I could care less. I took on the job to escape the life I’d been living  in Phoenix. To get over a heartbreaking end to a three-year relationship. To work out how it felt to be jilted by your former fiancé that had been your entire world. Who had been with you for the hardest thing to live through—the death of a beloved parent. To understand that I’d had no clue he’d fallen out of love with me and was just doing what everyone was telling him to do. That he felt sorry for me when my mom was dying and didn’t want people to think he was a jerk if he dumped me while I was struggling to cope with her eventual death. To be hurt by his distance and knowing he was sneaking behind my back. To figure out how I’d face the woman he’d decided to cheat with: My own sister.

      All of last year was nothing but a rollercoaster through hell, my piece of it here on earth. For the first several months after the breakup and still grieving, I’d been in a vegetative, catatonic state. My job as an event coordinator for a large PR firm had lost its luster and I’d been going through the motions. I was doing poorly and I knew I was a mess. Before they could fire me, I’d quit. I’d had enough in savings to get me by for a few months to sort myself out, and try to put myself back together.

      And apparently sucking at it.

      Even now, while doing a lot better, I’m still not sure the glue keeping me together and making me a whole person will last. I feel like every dull piece and tiny shard will manage to come loose, little by little. That when it all falls away from me, I won’t even notice. I’ll just dissipate like smoke and become nothing, invisible, a ghost.

      Then Stu came to my rescue. My cousin Celeste had called him, worried about me. Not that he wasn’t well aware of my downward spiral into self-pity, depression then just not giving a shit about anything. He’d taken off two weeks to bust my ass and assess how bad I was.

      Being Stu and taking charge, he’d decided I needed a change of venue. Celeste had readily agreed and before I knew it, and hadn’t really resisted, I was moved to DC and applying for one job—at Lock International—where Stu had been working for over ten years. He’d started off as an intern during his undergrad days at Georgetown, working his way up from the bottom to the top. At the time, LI had been headquartered in NYC with the DC office still in its infancy. A few years ago, Lock had changed his home office to DC, for reasons that have never been explained and the general public still whispers about.

      Most said to run away from his past and the ugliness of it. To get away from the accusations about his wife. For Stu, it meant a chance to impress the boss, directly, on a day to day basis. He has been loyal since the beginning and the company’s returned the favor, paying for his Masters and PhD degrees from Stanford and Oxford, respectively. Now, at twenty-nine, he’s a senior lawyer for a world-renowned Fortune 500 company. He and Lock are on friendly terms, as friendly as someone like Lock can get, a man who avoids getting close to his subordinates. Getting close to anyone.

      Stu had literally filled out the application for me, picked out my outfit, dressed me in it then dragged me to the interview. I don’t even remember what I said to Lock or how I got the job but I did. Out of seventy-four overqualified applicants. Now, I’m grateful because it’s consumed my life in every way. I’m at work before the sun rises, and don’t leave until late. Twelve, even sixteen hour days are not unusual. The only person I hang out with is Stu, who keeps me occupied the other few hours before I go home to sleep. My schedule is all-consuming and I appreciate it. I don’t have to dwell too long on the things that still make me cry at night and the wounds that still bleed. That I try to stuff back in some cellar door inside me and pretend doesn’t exist.

      Now? I just live, day after day, breathe in and out, concentrate on my job and not care about anything or anyone.

      Well, not true. I care deeply about Stu, my cousin Celeste and her family. My only family now.

      It’s ironic, in some ways. I’ve read books on the very thing going on in my life with none of the fantasy but all the lies.

      After Mom died, after Benson’s and Tori’s betrayal, I’d stopped wanting things. I fully embrace it now. Not everyone gets what they want. That’s life. I’d stopped caring about having a family and kids. I stopped hoping and thinking I could have it all. Instead, I hold onto reality, however cold and empty it might be. I hold on for dear life.

      Stu’s worried I’m becoming a robot, just like our boss but Lock’s onto something, I think. I don’t feel weak like before. I don’t feel strong, either. But I’m not crying every night and getting drunk, at home, alone. I’m functioning. I go to work, then I go home. I stay in most nights and I like it. It’s not happiness but I don’t chase after it anymore. I’ll settle for routine and the days passing by. If I do anything, I do it with Stu. If I talk to anyone, it’s him or my cousin Celeste, and her family.

      I think I’m doing fine.

      Admittedly, that probably means I’m not doing ‘fine’ as well as I’d like to think but I’m not falling apart, or wanting to fall apart. Thanks to Stu, my job has become the best coping mechanism I could have ever asked for. But now, my concerned best friend warns me too often that the indifference I have towards everything is bleeding into how I react to, and interact with, everyone, no matter who they are. I don’t see it. I’m myself with him and he makes me laugh when I thought all joy had been siphoned, leached out of me. He may be right, on some points, outside of our tiny circle, but I like this lack of feeling anything. Why do I have to pretend to give a shit about anyone outside those I care about? Not caring feels safe, warm, and comforting. I can’t hurt, or be hurt. I’m neither above it nor below, just floating in the ether.

      I think that’s why I’ve remained Lock’s secretary. He understands that about me. We get each other in the most essential ways.

      Is that a level of trust between us? I’m not sure. I know he thinks I’m competent and that I know the consequences for every action I take and every word I utter. I’ve always sensed his relief at our interactions, at the formality and lack of interest in each other, in general. The disconnection between us, as real people with lives outside work, is productive and highly efficient.

      Maybe he appreciates that I actually work hard instead of working hard to get his attention and in his bed. Maybe he likes that when I stare into his breathtaking face, I don’t have lust in my eyes. That my expression doesn’t reflect any internal, carnal needs or that when I’m alone with him in his office or riding with him in his personal car, I’m focused on what he wants done from me, and not if he thinks I look cute today, or if he noticed my new lipstick color. That I don’t flirt or kiss his ass or try to be his friend, confidant, lover, mother, sister, shrink—no one. I’m just his secretary. He’s just my boss. The boundaries are strict and present. They have never crossed and they never will. I’m thankful for that. I know exactly what to expect. There is something to be said about predictability. It helps with the anesthetizing of the soul. Mine.

      Boots off, I tuck my legs under me, watching as Cassidy walks back to her seat, her tired eyes squinting. She gives me a quick, distracted smile that I return, briefly, but her eyes drop down at Stu’s prone and sleeping form beside me with a raised brow. I look too. He’s softly snoring and mouth slightly agape. Yeah. Not a pretty sight. I grin and shake my head at him, letting the plane’s vibrations lull me.

      My attention drifts, my eyes moving up and around, eventually meeting my boss’s direct gaze. His dark green eyes are nearly black under the lighting. The air in my lungs pause, at the intensity and force of his thousand yard stare. Thanks to him, my job has become my saving grace.

      I guess that makes Lock my savior.

      His gaze reaches, stretches out toward me but like every time before, I don’t hold it. I let it go.

      On an exhale, I turn my gaze away, toward the window. I rest my head back and close my eyes, a content enough smile playing across my lips.
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      I hear whispering then feel someone shaking my shoulder gently.

      My eyes slowly open, vision blurry as I take in the bulky form standing over me.

      “Stu?” I ask, my voice hoarse as I rub my eyes. I am so glad I’d opted to not wear make-up. Most days, I keep it light anyways but I hadn’t seen the point for a ten-hour flight in a private jet.

      “No, it’s Kyle.”

      I force my eyes to open fully and remove any crusties that may have developed from a very hard sleep. “What’s going on?” I ask, clearing my voice.

      “We’ve landed.”

      Alarmed, I immediately look out my window and see a wall of white, a row of black cars, and my co-workers putting their luggage in the trunk of a car, or getting in. I grab my phone in the cupholder. It’s just after 1AM, and from the looks of it, in a private hangar at Eleftherios Venizelos, Athens’ international airport.

      I jolt up, very much awake. I don’t realize until too late that Lock had also been looking out my window. He barely manages to jerk back before our heads collide. And wouldn’t that be perfect? Knocking my boss out with my face…?

      He swears under his breath.

      “Sorry, sir,” I mumble, flustered, then clamp my mouth shut since it feels like I’ve been chewing on straw for the past few hours. Forget knocking him out with my big forehead. I might kill him with my bad breath.

      “It’s okay,” he says, stepping back until he’s in the aisle. He places his left hand on the back of the outer aisle seat, glancing toward the front of the plane. An empty front of the plane, I note.

      I look around, surprised that we’re the last ones left. How had I slept that hard? A bit alarmed, I get my phone and reach for my tote, which I set on the chair next to me. I also can’t believe Stu left without me. We were going to ride together to the hotel. Then again, he’s Mr. Important and needs to be seen with his peers, not the help. Lips pursed, my eyes meet Lock’s and I realize I’m still standing there like an idiot and processing meaningless mumbo-jumbo in my head when he’s waiting. And I don’t know why he’s waiting…for me.

      Lock just watches me with a lucent, veiled expression as I find my boots and slip them on my feet then find my scarf and wrap it around my neck. It’s his observing face that he likes to do a lot. I don’t know what it means. I’ve never asked. It doesn’t matter, in the end. I just don’t care.

      His eyes lower, and the corners of his lips quirk up, for a beat. “I wasn’t sure you would like it…”

      “Like…what, Mr. Lock?” I ask, confused.

      “Your scarf,” he clarifies.

      I give a slight start, not sure where he’s going with this conversation. I’m too thrown off by the scarf comment to wipe off the perplexed expression on my face. “I don’t… I-I’m not sure what you mean…” I stutter.

      “You don’t wear jewelry or accessories very often,” he remarks, making me frown a little, “so I wasn’t sure you’d have much use for it.”

      I blink at him in surprise. He makes it sound like… No. I clear my throat, nerves that I never feel around him butterfly in my empty stomach. “You…?” I begin to say but trail off when I meet his steady gaze.

      He shrugs, casually. “I saw it and thought of you.”

      Uneasy at this revelation, I just stare back as I let his words sink in, deep, and deeper. The implications of his words… I reject it. I must. It means nothing. It should mean nothing.

      But—

      Why? That single word is on the tip of my tongue, rushing to jump off but I keep my mouth shut.

      The gesture had totally shocked me, considering I’d only been on the job for three weeks. I hadn’t expected anything. Birdie, one of Lock’s general secretaries, had given it to me on behalf of Lock, stating the boss always gives a gift to all his employees during the holidays. Even the new ones. I’d never gotten the chance to say ‘thank you’ to him since it was the day before Christmas Eve and he’d be gone through New Year’s. But now, to find out that he’d personally picked it out himself is unnerving as hell. In fact, I loathe knowing his personal role in this gift.

      I saw it and thought of you.

      What does that even mean?

      His phone rings, breaking the moment and I’m grateful as he answers it and steps back so I can maneuver out. I let out the air I’d been holding in, thoughts in a tumble.

      He ends the call and looks over at me. “Ready?”

      I snap out of it, trying not to be flustered as I make sure I haven’t forgotten anything around my seat. “You don’t have to wait for me, sir,” I tell him, frazzled as I collect my stuff. Luckily, I’d kept my bags in order so I’m extra speedy. Last minute, I re-do my bed-head bun, which probably looks like crap.

      “I wanted to go over something…but it can wait until we get to the hotel,” he starts, then hesitates before continuing. “Actually, I need you in the car with me. A few things cropped up that I need to fit into my schedule.”

      So much for me and Stu riding to the hotel together. I only ride with Lock during work hours and when it’s strictly work-related. “Oh, of course, I apologize,” I say quickly, gathering my tote and carry-on bag. Looped through the handles is my fall jacket.

      “It’s fine,” he says, then hesitates again. And doesn’t move forward but ends up staring at me with this expression I’ve never been able to decipher.

      I raise a brow. “Is something wrong, Mr. Lock?”

      “Are you happy, Sedona?” he asks, so serious and intense. “Moving to DC. Working for me.”

      Um… What? But I have an answer. I smile at him, the one that looks nice on my face but is as empty as a calorie and doesn’t reach my eyes. “Of course.”

      He has no reaction but his expression shifts, ever so slightly; but, again, I don’t know what it means. It’s more of a feeling that his mood has altered minutely, and I’m not getting a good vibe about it.

      “Do you enjoy your job?” he asks, continually throwing me off. Basic, non-offensive questions but leaves me baffled.

      “I…” I pause, a little stumped, but deciding to be honest. “It has its rhythm and flow to it that I find acceptable.” I give a small, one-shouldered shrug. “I’m good at what I do. Not that it takes a genius. It keeps me busy, it’s predictable, and it’s exactly what I need right now.”

      After a quick, appraising search of my face, he nods and says, “Fair enough.” He glances down at his BlackBerry as it starts buzzing again. That’s his business phone that I usually take when he’s in meetings or can’t be on it all the time. His iPhone is strictly for personal use and I never have possession of it.

      He looks up when I move to the outside seat by the aisle and he’s close enough that I can spot the wrinkles in his shirt and the depth of his six o’clock shadow. His eyes scan my face. He hardly ever sees me after hours, and I’m usually with Stu, dolled up because he refuses to be seen with a schlump.

      “Ready?” he repeats, distracted as he glances down at his phone with a frown.

      “Yes,” I say immediately, remembering I’ve kept him waiting when it should be the other way around.

      Lock takes my carry-on bag from me, ever the gentleman. He even places a guiding hand at my lower back as I exit the row. At the door, he goes first. As we step down the airstair, I can feel the cool breeze that’s wafting in from the mouth of the hanger. Near the bottom of the steps, while I’m looking around instead of at my feet, I miss a step. My left hand finds the railing and my footing re-establishes but my right hand is tangled around my heavy tote and I’m still pitching forward. Fast. The ground rushing up toward me. I drop my tote, and hear it clink down the last
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