
  
    [image: Command]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Command]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Hold On To Me

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Sierra Cartwright

      

    

    

  


  
    
      COMMAND

       

      Copyright @ 2021 Sierra Cartwright

      First E-book Publication: July 2021

      

      All rights reserved. Except for use in a review, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form, or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission of the author.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.

      

      Adult Reading Material

      

      Disclaimer: This work of fiction is for mature (18+) audiences only and contains strong sexual content and situations.

      

      It is a standalone with my guarantee of satisfying happily ever after.

      

      All rights reserved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For Sierra’s Super Stars. You are simply the best! And for Shayna whose name should always be in lights! Especially for January Apted whose tireless support is so very much appreciated. For Miss Whit and Angie who are always there. Cathy with the constant and daily inspiration and vision. For ELF who had the guts to say, “Wanna know how you can be better?” And for BAB, who’s always the biggest cheerleader and greatest friend. For bloggers everywhere—your passion for books inspires me.

      

      

      

      
        
        And most especially YOU, yes, YOU, who picked up this book and love the written word as much as I do.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “How’s your love life?”

      “My…?” Aria Dewitt sat back in her chair and stared at her boss and friend, Julien Bonds. In the time she’d known him, he’d asked some ridiculous questions. But this had to be the most audacious. “What the hell has my love life got to do with anything? And it’s none of your business. It’s illegal to ask.”

      “Is it? This isn’t a job interview.”

      “Details.”

      “Sue me.” He picked up a bright red, organic apple from his desk and tossed it into the air. Without looking, he caught it in one hand. “But first, give me the details.”

      Aria felt as she’d stepped into an alternate reality. Which wasn’t all that unusual when walking into Julien’s office. “There are no details.”

      “Ha! I knew it sucked.”

      “It doesn’t suck,” she protested.

      “Yeah, it does.”

      Because he was right, she exhaled instead of arguing. “Has anyone ever told you you’re an asshat?”

      “All day. Every day.” He grinned.

      She looked at him. Unable to discern anything in the steadiness of his gaze, she asked, “Why did you really call me here?”

      “It’s time we had a talk.” Julien’s tone was flat.

      She gripped the bottom of her chair. She knew how to react to his exuberance as well as his frustration. But she knew that when he lacked emotion, he often had bad news.

      Desperately she raced through snippets of recent events, trying to think of where she’d screwed up. She came up with nothing. Her focus was as intense as it had ever been. She was logging more than sixty hours a week at the office. Her phone was always on, and she made sure she was available on nights and weekends. She met all her deadlines while managing to push a group of creatives toward ever-higher levels of technical genius.

      “I’m sending you to Los Alamos to work with Grant.” Julien remained unmoving, letting the implications of his statement ricochet in her brain.

      “Grant Kingston?” she asked, despite knowing there wasn’t any other Grant in her boss’s inner circle. Julien was reputed to be one of the most creative, brilliant people on the planet. Until this moment, she’d shared that opinion. “That’s worse than working with you.”

      “I’m not sure whether to feel insulted or flattered.”

      “Neither. Both.”

      “He’s stalled. And I need him to take a more active role at Bonds. That’s where you come in.”

      Julien’s suggestion was, at best, ludicrous. “This is a joke, right?”

      “I think it’s a spectacular idea,” he assured her. “One of many I’ve had today. And when you come back to California, you’re going to thank me for the opportunity.”

      For a few seconds—an absolute eternity for Aria—she was rendered speechless. “I’ve heard he lives in a cave.”

      “It’s a very nice cave.” His words were light, but he didn’t smile. “And it’s more like a…house built into a mountain. Not actually a cave, really.”

      Dread slithered through her stomach. He was serious.

      Six years ago, Julien had contacted her for the first time. He’d said he’d been following her career. At twenty-four, barely out of college, she’d joined an Internet retailer that was in danger of becoming obsolete. She’d worked her way up the corporate ranks, and her vision for same-day delivery of products had helped them to raise the funding needed to increase their business and compete on a global level.

      When she’d received the text message inviting her to a clandestine after-hours meeting at 1, Bonds Street in Cupertino, she’d refused.

      But Julien Bonds was not easily dissuaded when he wanted something.

      For a year, he’d relentlessly pursued her.

      Finally, Aria had become disenchanted with her company’s egotistical CEO. Evidently Julien had heard about the falling out. The next time he’d approached her, she’d agreed to meet with him.

      When he’d sent his jet to shuttle her from Los Angeles to northern California, she’d been star-struck.

      Everyone in the industry had heard rumors about Julien’s astounding headquarters, but the first view of his round building at night had made her mouth drop. Even though it was after eight p.m., lights had blazed from almost every window. The campus had been teeming with activity.

      The moment she’d stepped inside the architectural wonder, she’d understood him perfectly. To him, creativity wasn’t just a concept, it was a demand—an expectation—and she’d instinctively responded to that consuming challenge.

      He’d promised her that, as Director of Global Strategy at Bonds, she’d have autonomy, a ridiculously large salary, unbelievable benefits and her own staff. In return, she’d have objectives, and they would be damn difficult to meet. The job would come with stress, long hours and a demanding boss.

      And that was where she operated best—at the intersection of impossible and imperative.

      As she’d listened to him, she’d realized he’d studied her like he did any problem, figuring out her talents and what she needed in terms of money and challenge before he’d made an offer.

      Aria had accepted on the spot.

      During the ensuing years, she and Julien had spent significant time together. They had shared numerous successes and a couple of not-so glorious product debuts overseas. Over time, she’d come to think of him as more than a boss. He was also a friend and confidante.

      “I don’t understand.” She shook her head. “Did I screw up?” Why the hell else was she being banished from the inner circle to… Jesus H. She didn’t even know where the cave was. “It’s in this country, isn’t it? In the bowels of a mountain somewhere.”

      “New Mexico,” he supplied helpfully. “Yes, that’s in the United States. Near Colorado—and Arizona, I think. Gorgeous this time of the year.”

      “You’d have said that no matter what time of the year it was.”

      “True. But just picture it, a layer of snow will make it refreshing and…pure.”

      “Snow? Snow?” She struggled to hold onto her temper. “Come on, Julien. We live in California. I don’t do cold.”

      “Didn’t,” he countered. “You do now. Temporarily.” He tossed the apple in the air again. “The change will be good for you. It will allow you to see product development, understand more of what’s involved in getting something to market. Think of it as cross-training.”

      “With someone I’ve never met.”

      “He’s a friend of mine. We went to college together.”

      “Is that supposed to be a recommendation?”

      He opened his mouth, but then closed it again. He contemplated the apple before responding. “You have a point.”

      She narrowed her eyes as she realized he hadn’t answered her question about screwing up. And he’d asked about her love life. “This is about Simon, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” The word was sharp, its trajectory exact.

      Aria wrapped her arms around herself. God. She knew that the fiasco with her former fiancé was going to continue to haunt her.

      “But it’s not about punishment, Aria. You didn’t screw up. I’m doing this for you. Everyone needs an occasional change of focus. You work too hard. Hell, I work too hard. It fucks up relationships, interferes with free time, makes us forget we’re human. A break, even an enforced one, clears the mind, helps reset the focus. You’ll come back with even more to give.”

      “I don’t need that.”

      “Don’t want it,” he corrected.

      “Don’t want it,” she agreed.

      To the whole world and to her, it had seemed an ideal match. Simon had been smart, attractive, successful. How the hell could she not want to marry him?

      She’d ignored the fact that they really had nothing in common and didn’t like to do the same things. Sex was okay, but there’d been no real affection there. They both traveled a lot for work and they were often on different continents and in vastly differing time zones.

      As the months had gone on, she’d begun to realize that she’d originally been caught up in the fantasy that they could have a relationship like some of the power couples she knew. But even after he’d put a ring on her finger, their phone calls had rarely lasted longer than a minute. A few had clocked in at less than twelve seconds. Mostly they’d communicated via text or email.

      The wedding dress she’d hung in the closet at her apartment seemed to mock her. Friends and family told her the jitters were normal. But jitters had morphed into the fear that if she got married, it would be a big mistake.

      She’d finally gathered the courage to sit down with Simon and confess her misgivings. And it turned out, he wasn’t as devastated as she’d feared he would be.

      He’d admitted he was mostly going through the motions, too. Get a career, get married. He loved her, but he wasn’t crazy about her. He’d agreed that they both deserved better.

      The news had relieved her, but she’d been sad, as well. No matter what she’d thought, at least on some level, she’d been a failure. If not because she’d ended the engagement, then from accepting the ring in the first place.

      Though they’d issued a joint statement canceling the wedding, it had been too late to stop the invitations from going out. A well-respected online business magazine had made the announcement top-of-the-page news. It had been accompanied by a picture of her smiling, arms folded. The headline had asked, Fit to lead? The accompanying article had questioned her decision-making and ability to stick with something for the long term.

      When she and Simon had both refused to comment, the enterprising reporter had called Julien for a comment. He’d said he had total confidence in her. She’d appreciated his loyalty, and she would do anything to repay it.

      “I’m not giving you a choice in this,” Julien said, interrupting her thoughts.

      “Are you asking me to resign?”

      “No.” He tossed the apple and captured it. Repeatedly. Annoyingly.

      “Firing me?”

      He tossed the apple again.

      She scowled, temper unraveling in the least ladylike way possible. “Transferring me?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. Asking me to take a leave of absence?”

      “All those would be worse for Bonds in general.”

      As always, he’d keep the company in mind. But what about her sanity? “I’m confused.” She reached to absently twirl her engagement ring. Then, realizing it wasn’t there, she laced her fingers, trying to keep them still. It didn’t work.

      “Don’t read anything into this. Have I ever lied to you?”

      “No. More like the opposite.” Julien Bonds was honest to the point of bluntness.

      “It’s a temporary reassignment. Nothing more.”

      That didn’t help dim the thrum of her agitation.

      “Grant’s overextended, not at his best.”

      “Trying to twist the Theory of Relativity will do that to a man,” she said dryly.

      “It’s the Laws of Physics. I think. But close enough.”

      Finally irritated into action, she reached out, snatched his apple then slammed it on the pristine surface of his desk. The thunk satisfied…and it would leave a mark.

      “That was my dinner.”

      “Put it in a smoothie.”

      “If it had been grapes, we could have made it into wine.”

      “This is my fucking life we’re talking about, Julien—boss or no boss. Give me the courtesy of being serious for five minutes.”

      He curled both hands around the apple and drew the fruit toward him. Then he met her gaze. “You’re going to Los Alamos. You’re going to spend time with Grant. And you need to snap yourself out of your funk. I think the challenge will be good for you.”

      “Are you my psychologist now?” Frustration made her edgy.

      “Grant needs to refocus, too. Bonds needs him. I need him.”

      “Wait a minute.” All of a sudden, the genius’s strategy became clear, the colors vivid. “You’re sending me to do something you haven’t been able to do.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” he hedged.

      “Well?”

      “Inspire!” He snapped his fingers. “That’s it. You’ll inspire him. Be a muse of sorts.”

      “Julien, please…”

      “Svetlana will be ready for you tomorrow morning at eight. Meet her at the airport.”

      Aria set her chin. “And if I refuse?”

      “You won’t.”

      “Are you threatening my job?” Fear left her momentarily immobilized. For the past four years, she’d given everything she had to Bonds. If she was forced out, what the hell would she do? Where would she go? She’d never contemplated a future without her job.

      “Stop,” he warned. “Whatever the fuck you’re thinking, get rid of it. I need you reenergized. You and Grant are two of my best people. It’s time for you to work together.”

      “And my regular responsibilities?”

      “I’ll have David fill in. He’s capable. You’ve seen to it.”

      David was her number two. He was a good choice, and he would have been running things during her honeymoon, anyway. Julien was right, but that didn’t mean she liked his decision. “How long am I exiled for?”

      “Until you have a new product. Two days? Three weeks? Six months?”

      The shockwave of fear edged away, replaced by pragmatic reality. “It’s not possible for me to stay away from the office, my life, my friends, my parents for that long.”

      “Then I suggest you work fast.” As if unconcerned, he picked up his bruised apple and took a bite.

      Her stomach had turned inside out, and he was eating? “Do we have a corporate house or apartment there?” Bonds had interests all over the planet, they owned a number of properties that senior executives or engineers could stay in while traveling. The places made extended stays away from home marginally more pleasant, and employees weren’t at the mercy of hotel availability.

      “No. When I go to New Mexico, I stay with Grant.”

      This was getting worse and worse. “You’re suggesting I move into a cave with him?”

      “It’s a very nice—”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “More of a mountain retreat,” he finished. “You’ll like it.”

      At some point, she expected Julien to crack one of his infamous grins and declare he’d only been having fun. A lot of it, at her expense.

      Instead, he continued, “There are hotels nearby, but they’re impractical for long-term use. You’d have quite a drive every day. But of course, if that’s your preference, we’ll make the arrangements.” He stood and walked past her.

      His knit polo shirt with its embroidered Bonds logo had made her believe he was dressed in casual business attire. In reality, that was illusion. He wore baggy basketball shorts that hung down to his calves. He’d completed the look with gray athletic socks and orange tennis shoes. “Quite the outfit.”

      “Everyone’s a fashion critic. Most people have the courtesy to take a hint and leave before I have to kick them out.”

      “You’re kicking me out?”

      He continued through the office and pressed the elevator call button. “You have a thousand details to see to, informing David of the new plan, meeting with your team, packing, paying bills, talking to your parents. I’m not sure how you’ll get it done in the next couple of hours, but you’re resourceful, and you’ll figure it out. You can sleep on the plane tomorrow.”

      “With Svetlana flying it?”

      “She hasn’t nicked any mountains.” He cocked his head. “Well, not recently, anyway. And it’s been ages since she crashed an aircraft. Years, I’m sure. And the Tornado is spectacular. It can practically fly itself.”

      Aria realized he was trying to ease her mind with the casual banter that defined their relationship. Until now, he’d been the one to help her sort out reality, not distort it. “I’m trying to understand. Am I allowed to be in contact with people?”

      “Don’t make this complicated, Aria. You’re a valuable asset to Bonds and to me personally. It would be catastrophically stupid of me to prohibit you from talking to them. But limit your exposure. I want you focused on your new project.”

      “I apologize for the wedding fiasco.”

      “The non-wedding fiasco,” he corrected her. After giving her a smile that didn’t help mitigate her angst, he added, “Rise to the new-product challenge, and accept this time away from California as the gift it’s meant to be.”

      “I don’t know anything about product development.”

      “You know more than you think you do.”

      “This feels more like a prison sentence,” she admitted.

      He gave her an unholy grin. “Marriage to Simon would have been a life sentence.”

      The elevator arrived. “Are you telling me you think it wouldn’t have worked?”

      “You’re a smart woman.”

      “So why—”

      “He was a wuss. A wimp. He wore tweed jackets with leather patches at the elbows.” He gave an exaggerated shudder. “You need someone you can’t push around.”

      “What?”

      “You chew through weak men as if they’re candy, then you complain when you get a toothache.”

      Her stomach plummeted. No one knew that about her. What the hell had she ever done that made Julien think she needed someone strong?

      “Grant is man enough to handle you. Now go.”

      The longer she stayed, the more false hope she’d fill herself with. Despite his reassurances, she felt as if she were being fired.

      Focusing on sorting her million priorities, she entered the car then pushed the button to take her to the lobby.

      “Aria?”

      Was he offering a reprieve? She shoved out her arm to prevent the doors from closing. “What?”

      “It’s really fucking cold there. Take boots!”

      Scowling at him, she allowed the door to close. As the elevator descended, she could have sworn she heard him add, “You know, those sexy ones that make men forget their names!”
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        * * *

      

      “Are we settled then?”

      “What?” Jolted into awareness, Grant Kingston looked up from his computer monitor. Two minutes ago, the privacy of his workshop had been demolished by Julien’s interruption. The smooth jazz background music had faded out and every speaker in his house had blasted a synthesized symphonic piece that could have accompanied a movie. It had been followed by an announcement that a genius was trying to reach him. Most people used a phone or computer connection to talk to people, but not Julien. And as Grant had discovered, keeping out the government was easier than keeping out Julien.

      Julien had started their conversation with pleasantries, which, in retrospect, should have made Grant suspicious. Generally his friend made a blunt statement and waited for a response. This time, though, he’d told a story about one of his executives, about her broken engagement and how she needed to get away.

      And it wasn’t until Julien’s question that Grant figured out that it somehow applied to him. Dumbfounded, he asked, “You want her to come here?”

      “Putting together two of the smartest people in the company is a brilliant idea.”

      It sounded as if he’d rehearsed the comment.

      “I don’t run a bed-and-breakfast.”

      “I wasn’t asking.”

      “No fucking way.” Because he was a partner with Julien—one of his best friends—Grant tolerated a lot of crap. Generally though, he got more in return than he ever gave. But this…? Allowing someone into his home, his work space, his sanctuary? No. He barely tolerated Julien’s impromptu—but mercifully short—visits.

      The surround-sound speakers remained mute.

      He wasn’t stupid enough to think that meant Julien had accepted his response. “There’s a reason I live near Los Alamos. Send your runaway bride somewhere else.”

      Julien’s laughter filtered through the room. “Aria would chew off your balls for that description.”

      “You’re not just interrupting my work, you’re starting to piss me off.”

      “What time is it there?”

      “How the hell would I know?” He looked out of a window and saw nothing except the reflection of the room. “Somewhere between dusk and dawn.” Grant wasn’t quite sure when that had happened. It’d been light the last time he looked.

      A spasm rendered his neck immovable. He winced. But rather than waiting for it to pass, he pressed two fingers to the muscle—or was it a tendon?—and massaged it.

      “It’s after one a.m. in New Mexico,” Julien said.

      Was it? He looked at the time icon on the bottom of his screen. He’d been up since five this morning. No wonder his muscles were starting to freeze. “And?”

      “I took a guess that you’d still be working.”

      “Tough shit if I had been trying to sleep,” Grant remarked.

      Julien didn’t interrupt often. Most times, when he did, it was with good reason.

      The two had met when they’d shared student housing at UT Austin. Like most of their buddies, they’d had a shared interest in coeds and parties, but their friendship went deeper. Over beers and games of pool, he and Julien had discussed ideas, products, ways to change the world.

      They’d challenged each other’s assumptions and beliefs. When Grant had an idea, Julien would ask a million questions. The result he’d end up with would be different—better—than where he’d started from.

      Continuing the alliance after graduation had been natural.

      If Julien was the visionary behind Bonds, Grant was its engineer. He’d drawn little salary in the early days, and he’d worked tirelessly to make Julien’s visions a reality—still did. Not that the man needed much help. By all rights, he was a damn genius. But he needed a friend he trusted implicitly, who gnawed on a problem until it was solved.

      “As I was saying—”

      “Christ,” Grant interrupted. “You didn’t go away yet?”

      “Pay attention,” Julien said.

      “I think I told you to fuck off. If I didn’t, let me repeat. Fuck off. Send her somewhere else. She’s not coming here.”

      As if Grant had never spoken, Julien continued, “Svetlana will have her there by about ten, maybe eleven. Make yourself presentable.”

      “Svetlana?” He felt a stupid grin forming on his face. His relationship with the sexy Russian ex-spy was hot and simple.

      She had some interesting sexual demands, and he was happy to indulge every single one of them.

      Theirs was an unusual friendship, defined by a unique code. They played with each other as long as neither of them was involved with someone else—no attachments, no emotion, no mess. It suited them both.

      “Sorry, Grant. This is a touch-and-go.”

      Meaning Svetlana was delivering her passenger and leaving right away. His smile faded. He always loved having her at his mercy, on her knees.

      “You’ll get the chance to say hello when you meet Aria.”

      “I believe I told you no fucking way.”

      “You have a vehicle. Something big and mean, if I remember.”

      “Yeah.” Tricked out with the latest gadgets, some of which didn’t work exactly as hoped yet. “But I don’t have time for company. Sorry.”

      “And I said that’s not an option.” Julien’s voice was very quiet, uncompromising.

      Grant dragged his hand across his face and got stubble burn. How long had it been since he’d shaved?

      “I’m shutting down the hologram project.”

      He stared up at a speaker for long moments. Silence echoed back. Obviously Julien was waiting for his words to register.

      Slowly at first, then bigger and faster, the ripples went through him. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Video on.”

      One entire wall had been filled with a soothing picture of his alma mater, the University of Texas at Austin. With barely a ripple, it flickered out and was replaced by an image of Julien holding a bottle of water, seated on a couch in his Cupertino office. As exhausted as Grant suddenly felt, Julien looked worse.

      “You’re working too hard.” Julien’s jaw was set in firm resolution.

      Grant had seen that kind of intensity directed at others, but never at him.

      “I mentioned that to you when we were at Reece’s bachelor party,” Julien continued. “I’d hoped Mexico would give you a break, encourage you to take a few days off. We waited for you at breakfast the last day, but Svetlana told me she’d flown you home the night before. We thought you were sleeping off a hangover. You were back at work.”

      “You’re getting what you pay for,” Grant said. Which was a seven-figure income plus an ownership percentage that was worth more every year.

      “Not even close.”

      He blinked. “What the fuck?”

      “I’m paying for the best of you, and I’m getting the dregs.”

      “That’s a fucking unfair assessment, even from you.”

      “Is it?” Julien slid the water bottle onto the table in front of him. Other than that, he didn’t react. “I need you to be fresh, creative, energized—an engineer who’s aware of the world around him. I’m getting someone overworked, overextended, who doesn’t know what day of the week it is.”

      “I do.”

      Julien waited.

      “Thursday?”

      “On the other side of the International Date Line, maybe.” He recapped his bottle. “I tried to give you a vacation. In Mexico. With Svetlana. You wouldn’t take it.”

      “We only have a few months before—”

      “You’re done.”

      Jesus. As if the tectonic plates had shifted, Grant reached for a table to hang onto. “You said we need something splashy for the show.”

      “And we’ll have it.”

      Julien was giving him a fucking headache.

      “We have more than one team working on production, so I’m not worried about it. But you and Aria are going to be going to the spring show. And you, Grant, will be doing a presentation.”

      Cold sweat arrowed down his spine.

      “I will continue to do all the yearly debuts, but I need you to step it up. I need you, your help with store openings, some presentations overseas. This isn’t a surprise. The logical time for you to step in is when we open the store at Kennedy’s State Street Plaza building.”

      “We’ve discussed this before. Being in front of people, doing show-and-tell is not my forte.”

      “It needs to be. People want to see you, to meet you. And Aria is a great coach.”

      Grant tried again. “But the hologram—”

      “Will not be presented. Period.”

      He met his friend’s gaze. “You’re serious?”

      “Free up your brain. If ideas for the hologram come to you, you can work on it as inspiration strikes. But I want it to be fun for you. A diversion, not a deadline-driven monstrosity.”

      “We’ve invested months—”

      “You’re pushing a nut up a mountain with your nose.”

      He frowned. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I’m not sure,” Julien admitted. “Sounded better in my head before it came out my mouth.” He shrugged. “Bonds needs you—your creative energy—for the next fifty years. There’s a difference between working on something that ignites you and something you’re forcing.”

      “But now I have nothing to focus on.”

      “Representing Bonds is what you’re going to work on. You’ll be working with Aria. You’ll like her. Smart. Sassy.”

      “I work alone.”

      Julien laced his hands behind his neck. Now he had a big fucking grin on his face.

      The two had been friends long enough that Grant recognized Julien’s look. The man thought he was being brilliant, as if he alone could see the mysteries of the universe, the way things clicked together to keep the planets in orbit.

      “This should be interesting as she likes to be in charge, too.”

      Looking at his friend, Grant asked, “Does she know anything about me?”

      “I didn’t really have the words. So I figured I’d let you inform her.”

      “You’re a world-class bastard, Julien.”

      “Only do something if you’re going to be the best at it.” He unlaced his hands and leaned forward. “You’ll thank me later.”

      “I’m sure I will.”

      “Listen, Grant. You need to get out a little. Talk to people. Interact.”

      “You been reading self-help books again?”

      “I never stopped.” More seriously, he continued, “I shouldn’t have let you live like a possum for years.”

      “Mole.” As if anyone could have stopped him. Knowing he was losing, desperate not to, Grant forced his fingers to uncurl from the desk. “No stress there.”

      “Different kind of stress. This is the good kind. It’ll fire you up.” Julien rubbed his hands together in front of his face. “Light up all your cylinders. Enjoy your visitor. I need you, Grant. More than ever. The world… Nay, the universe”—Julien stretched his arms wide—“is yours to command.”

      “You really have lost your mind.” For the first time, he wondered. Since he hated California and loved seclusion, he spent little time with Julien. Even though the back of his home was carved into a mountainside, rumors of Julien’s odd behavior, weird eating habits and bizarre demands had reached him. He’d thought Julien cultivated that image to confound people. Now he wasn’t sure.

      “Keep Aria warm. She hates the snow.”

      Snow? Grant looked outside again. It was difficult to see with the flood of lights he had in his workshop, but at this time of year, it was conceivable that the white stuff was falling. “I’m starting to see your point. I’ll go back to Mexico with Svetlana.”

      “That ship has sailed.”

      “Meaning I had my chance?”

      “Meaning she’s met someone.”

      He rocked back on his heels. “Someone better than me?”

      “Imagine that.”

      “He’s not scared of her?”

      “Terrified.”

      “Those legs.” Reputedly, she could break a man’s neck.

      “I’m not afraid to say I’m a bit careful around her myself,” Julien confessed.

      “That’s part of why you like her.”

      “I adore women who frighten me.” With a wave of his hand, as if it were a magic wand, Julien vanished.

      The sudden silence rang in Grant’s ears.

      Ten minutes ago, every area of his life had seemed secure. Now… Nothing.

      Svetlana had moved on. They’d only had an occasional, hot, mind-numbing, tongue-lolling hook-up. It was enough to sustain him for weeks. Months. And one time, even a year.

      Genuinely, he was happy for her. Everyone deserved someone. More than he, she yearned for something to complete her. He was lucky he’d been able to play with her as often as he had.

      But that, coupled with Julien’s pronouncement that Grant was off his pet project, cast him adrift for the first time since he’d left college. He’d always known what the next logical step was in his professional life. Suddenly he wasn’t even sure where the floor was.

      Now he was expected to take in one of Julien’s strays, work with her, disrupt his solitude and his life.

      At a loss, he told the computer to save his work before lowering a screen over the large sheet of glass he’d been using for his mathematical equations.

      Then he wandered around his workshop, running his fingers over circuit boards, an ancient computer, screwdrivers, wires, precious metals, glass made from sapphires, from diamonds, all the things that made his heart beat.

      What now?

      Julien might have a point, Grant realized. He wasn’t fit for human company. Truthfully he hadn’t interacted with many people in the past few years, not since he’d moved—escaped—to New Mexico. He didn’t have a group of friends and the only people he saw regularly were those at his favorite restaurant, the grocery store clerks and his housekeeper. Each Tuesday, Daniella swept in like a mini tornado, cleaning, doing laundry, clucking over his lack of companionship, singing as she prepared a few dishes, stocking the kitchen with fresh produce and talking incessantly.

      He realized now that he often went for days without talking to another person.

      And Julien had decided to change that.

      Fuck. How long was Aria staying? At some point, Julien’s words had all blurred together, and Grant hadn’t heard any of them.

      He strode to the console in the corner, pushed the buttons to reconnect with Julien.

      The man’s voice reverberated through the room. “The genius is offline. If you’ve reached this message, you should be too. Unless this is the President of the United States, call back tomorrow. If it is the President of the United States, I would have already been expecting your call so you wouldn’t have reached this message. So whoever you are, go the fuck to sleep.” His voice was replaced by soothing music. A lullaby?

      Good God.

      Grant checked his smart watch. It was too late to call Daniella, but he could text her and ask her to make up the guest room first thing in the morning. Or… “Molly,” he said to the home’s computer, “remind me to send a message to Daniella to make up the guest room.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      “I’m going to reprogram you if you keep calling me that.”

      “You always say that, but you never touch my buttons. And I gave up on the knobs months ago.”

      “Has Julien been in the system again?”

      “Genius is as genius does.”

      He shook his head to clear the gathering headache. Then he thought about food. He’d have to consider someone other than himself. No doubt she’d want to eat at regular intervals whereas he ate as, and if, the mood struck.

      Irritation made his blood pressure rise.

      What the hell did he know about having company?

      That thought was less important than the next one. How quickly can I get rid of her?

      Knowing he needed to release tension, he placed his palm against the metal hand plate. The door slid open, and he touched the plate on the outside to close it again.

      “I’m done for the day,” he informed the computer.

      “It’s night,” Molly corrected.

      “So I’ve been told. Power save mode.” Meaning the air conditioning would keep the area at a precise temperature and humidity, and that computers and other electronics would go on standby.

      Grant crouched to look at the dog sleeping peacefully beneath a window. They’d been partners for six months. He supposed that, at some point, he should give the pooch a name.

      He walked down the hallway. Exercise was Grant’s medication, and often, swimming provided the juice to ignite his creativity and help him find his Zen space.

      He opened the door to the workout area and instructed Molly to give him forty percent lighting. “Make that thirty,” he amended. It was a trick, to make his body think he should actually go to sleep. At the very least, he hoped it would help him shove aside the thoughts worming through his brain.

      After grabbing a towel, he walked past the free weights and cardio equipment into the pool area. As always, the sight of the vast New Mexico night sky soothed in a way that nothing else could.

      He stripped before diving into the invigorating coolness and cutting through the water. Generally he lost track of reality and swam past exhaustion into a feeling of peace.

      But tonight none of his tricks worked.

      The impending arrival of an unwanted houseguest and the knowledge he had been removed from his favorite project unraveled him.

      Grant pulled himself from the pool and headed for the hot tub. “Give me bubbles, Molly,” he instructed, too lazy to work the control himself.

      This time, she did as he said without comment.

      As heat seeped into him, his muscles began to relax. He realized that exhaustion was crawling through him, from the inside out.

      He refused to admit that he might be stuck, that spending this much time away from other people might not keep him at his sharpest. He’d never intended the move to the Los Alamos area to be permanent, but at the time, getting away had seemed like the only solution. The longer he’d stayed, the less inclined he’d been to return to the city lights, noises, stimulations.

      Grant still didn’t want to concede Julien’s point, even when he went to bed and slept for five blissfully uninterrupted hours for the first time in months.
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        * * *

      

      When Grant had closed his eyes, stars had been winking on an inky sky. Now, muted orange and pinks blended together.

      For a minute he simply stared, seeing it as if for the first time.

      Part of the appeal of this area was for the wide-open spaces and sky that seemed to go on forever. Absently he wondered when he’d stopped seeing them.

      His good mood lasted through his tall, cold glass of filtered water. Then he remembered he had to pick up his unexpected guest from the airport.

      Christ. What time had Julien said he needed to be there?

      He grabbed his cell phone. His calendar had been updated by Julien. Surprise. And the man had added a personal note—Be nice to Aria.

      The words were a mandate, Grant knew—one that wasn’t going to be easy to follow.

      Or so he’d thought.

      He arrived at the airport in time to see the Tornado land in all its glory.

      The door opened, the airstairs deployed then Aria stepped from the plane.

      All of Grant’s expectations fractured, as if they were an icicle that slammed onto the concrete.

      When he’d thought of her as a runaway bride who didn’t like the cold, he’d mentally prepared himself for someone nervous-looking, maybe huddled in a parka, curled up into herself.

      Instead…

      Instead, this woman had her shoulders back and held her spine regally straight. And she looked down at him as if she owned the planet.

      Wind whipped her brunette hair around her face. She wore a tight-fitting black jacket, an indecently short skirt, tights, and spiked-heel boots that went up and up until they disappeared under her hem.

      She was temptation and sin wrapped in a tall, fuckable package.

      Every male instinct in him flared, and Grant almost tripped over his own libido.
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      Aria paused at the top of the airstairs. The man leaning against the side of a nearby SUV stunned her. Grant Kingston.

      A supple brown leather bomber jacket snuggled his upper body. His jeans were a slightly faded shade of blue, and he wore motorcycle boots. The wind tossed a dark blond lock of hair over his forehead.

      As he pushed away from the vehicle and strode toward the plane, he pulled off his sunglasses and placed them on top of his head.

      His approach was purposeful.

      She adjusted the duffel bag on her shoulder and tightened her grip on her briefcase before descending to the tarmac. She told herself her legs were bit wobbly from sitting next to Svetlana and seeing, up close, how challenging the landing was with the airport’s infamous crosswinds. But the truth was, the idea of being in intimate proximity with a man this good-looking for any length of time unnerved her.

      After she’d returned home last night, she’d spent an hour online looking up stories about him. For someone who was such a prominent part of the Bonds conglomerate, there were surprisingly few.

      He’d received requisite mentions in the business and tech sections, but she saw the same photographs many times, which likely meant the news sources all used the same stock photos.

      She’d scoured social media. It didn’t appear that he had his own accounts, but she saw a handful of snapshots on Julien’s pages. There’d been one at his friend Reece’s wedding. Grant had been standing with the groom, Julien and Kennedy Aldrich.

      There’d also been an older shot at Julien’s birthday party, and the four friends were sporting neon-colored athletic shoes. None of the shots had been a close-up.

      On the flight over, Aria had been nosy, asking Svetlana about Grant. The other woman had mysteriously said that he could be intense and liked to be in charge. Intrigued, Aria had pressed for more. Svetlana had said it would take a very special woman to be everything Grant needed. She’d hinted that the two of them had been a bit more than friends, but there had never been anything serious between them.

      When Aria had pressed for more information, Svetlana had given one of her famous half-smiles and wished Aria luck finding out for herself. Purposefully, Svetlana had checked the altimeter then changed the subject to talk about her continuing trip to New York to meet with her future husband.

      The conversation had left Aria frustrated. The more she’d tried to find out about Grant, the more he seemed like an enigma.

      Nothing she’d seen or heard had prepared her for seeing him in person. A shiver ran through her. His features had an old-world ruggedness and his shoulders were impossibly wide. He was more masculine than she’d imagined, more commanding.

      “Welcome to New Mexico.” His voice was deep, friendly, reassuring, making her insides turn somersaults.
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