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			“Thank you for seeing me last minute,” she said.

			Lyssia had a folder held to her chest, and he nearly laughed at the way she was addressing him. Cold and professional. When only weeks ago he’d had her naked and undone in his bed.

			“Of course. You know you don’t need a business meeting to see me.”

			“This is business. I have two important matters to discuss with you.”

			Dario did feel proud of her then. This was a different side of her. This was the side he always knew was there.

			“I want for us to work together. I would like for your resorts to consider carrying my line of home goods. And we are willing to make certain things exclusive to the Rivelli brand.”

			She shoved one folder at him.

			He took it, and began to leaf through it. “I will need some time to...”

			“That’s fine. But while you consider that, there is one more thing that I need to speak to you about.”

			“And that is?”

			“A custody agreement. You see, I’m pregnant, and I know that it’s your baby. So we need to figure out the logistics of that deal as well.”
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			CHAPTER ONE

			LYSSIA ANDERSON HAD a plan. Pink boots, and extremely racy underwear. The boots were useful in the current climate—the ski fields at her father’s Alpine resort were freezing. The underwear was not, but that was fine. It wasn’t related to the weather. It was related to her plan.

			To Carter Westfield, and the growing connection between them.

			Her father’s new assistant was just...the best. Endlessly caring, so in touch with his feelings, so...sweet. And he was so cute.

			Just so cute.

			She had never lost her head over a guy before. Not once. And Carter was...

			Well, her father sending them on this mission to audit the goings-on at the ski resort was just perfect.

			She was thrilled her dad was involving her with the company to begin with. She was at a weird crossroads—one where she was trying to decide what to do with her own company, and what she would do if she did let it go, and she’d finally told her father that it would be nice if there was a space for her at Anderson Luxury Brand Group because she had interned there after all.

			He’d listened. He’d told her he would value her input on the condition of the Swiss ski property and that was almost as exciting as the prospect of hooking up with Carter.

			They both felt linked, in some ways. She was starting to feel stagnant and there was an underlying discomfort in that stagnation. A feeling that she was treading water when she didn’t believe people had that kind of time.

			Her mother had died in her twenties. Life wasn’t infinite, time wasn’t guaranteed.

			Onward!

			She tightened her parka more firmly around her body—the underwear was beneath layers of warmth, obviously—and pushed open the doors of the lobby. The wind bit into her skin and she fought to keep from reacting to it. She didn’t need to go shrieking about the cold in front of the locals.

			People already thought of her as a soft heiress, she knew that. A nepo baby. She frequently made online lists of Twenty-Five Nepo Babies Who Got It All from Their Daddy, or whatever.

			Some nepo baby she was. Her father’s luxury vacation empire wasn’t even ever going to her. Which was why she’d started her own business three years ago. Which landed her on other, even meaner online lists: The Least Successful Nepo Babies Squandering Daddy’s Money.

			Lyssia Anderson, of the Anderson Luxury Brand Group, runs a tiny boutique interiors business, making furniture and tchotchkes no one asked for.

			One has to wonder what a little rich girl who grew up with a pony and an indoor pool knows about what the poor want in their houses. One of her pink couches, which professes to have “custom premium fabrics,” retails for over ten thousand dollars.

			No wonder she hasn’t taken the world by storm.

			Not that Lyssia had articles like that memorized.

			She was damned if she did and if she didn’t. She’d started her own business and it was a source of mockery and disappointment, but if she did nothing she’d be a leech, and if she worked for her father she would just be folded into his dynasty and on and on and on.

			She was twenty-three. It wasn’t like she was lagging hideously behind. Her company was solvent. It was just that people thought she should be successful, so that they could tell her she didn’t deserve the success. And until she was, they were going to sneer about how she was losing at life on the easiest setting.

			Blah-blah-blah. So many people tore down the achievements of others, but what did they build? Nothing. She’d built something at least.

			And she had options.

			The problem was, maybe it was true. The business hadn’t grown very much in the last few years, and at a certain point she had to wonder if there was truth to what was being said. If she had the backing of her father’s name, why was she so mid?

			But then her dad seemed to think she was mid too, since she had never been the potential heir to his empire, despite being his only child.

			Not when there was Dario.

			Something hot churned in her stomach when she thought of him. Dario Rivelli, the antithesis of a nepo baby. He’d clawed his way up from nothing, had been taken under her father’s wing when he was twenty and making waves in the business world.

			He’d gone out on his own, had taken the green housing industry by storm, with groundbreaking build techniques that had quite literally changed the world. Then he’d pivoted into eco-tourism, which had brought him back into her father’s life. And her father had...promised him everything.

			“Dario Rivelli is the future.”

			Her father said it like Dario was a god.

			But then, her father had always treated Dario like a god. Or perhaps just the son he’d always wanted and never had.

			But seriously, he was. Her mom died before her parents could have more kids, and had left this space that contained so many possibilities and no answers. Her dad had been lost in grief, unable to parent, unable to handle Lyssia’s emotions and by the time he emerged...

			Dario had appeared. Tall and bronze and eminently golden from the inside out.

			Lyssia had been keenly away of Dario as competition from the time she was twelve years old. He’d been a grown man and she’d been...jealous of him. Not even mentioning that his dark gaze had always made her feel like something had gone haywire inside of her.

			That was how she’d thought of it then. It was how she thought of it now.

			The problem was, Lyssia tried. It was only that she wasn’t Dario, so what could she do?

			Dario might be like a son to her father, but he wasn’t like a brother to her. Granted, she did delight in irritating, infuriating and otherwise refusing to be impressed by him. Dario seemed to pride himself on his people management skills. Consequentially, Lyssia refused to be manageable when in his presence.

			She’d watched Dario work a room—many times. He was excellent at reading people and figuring out exactly how to behave with them. Lyssia refused to be known. When he looked at her with his cool, dark eyes, she responded with fire. When he treated her to dry, scathing commentary, she responded with spiky words and a placid expression. She knew Dario couldn’t tell if she was toying with him, if she was incompetent or an airhead.

			When she’d interned at Anderson after she graduated high school she’d been installed as Dario’s assistant when he was present at the office and she had absolutely delighted in acting the most unserious person imaginable, much to his irritation.

			Of course, in hindsight she could see that hadn’t done her many favors.

			Act unserious long enough and people believed it.

			She wasn’t unserious.

			She sniffed against the wind—her nose was running—and looked out at the snow, trying to see if there was a vehicle coming for her yet. It was clear and pristine out there. The sky was blue, but there was a band of dark gray clouds looming over the mountains that looked portentous.

			Finally, a sleek, black Land Rover pulled up to the curb and Lyssia got inside, her stomach tightening. Carter would be at the chalet she was staying in.

			The driver loaded her bags into the back and Lyssia thanked him, even though she could barely hear her voice over the sound of her heart pounding in her head.

			She wondered if Carter was expecting this? For her to say it was time for them to take things to the next level. They’d kissed. Like, twice but still. But she wasn’t a child. And no, she didn’t have a lot of physical experience with men, but she was sophisticated enough to know no one was making out these days and ending it there.

			People were sex positive and liberated. And she was also those things, she had just never been positive she wanted to have sex with anyone, so she hadn’t done it. Which was liberation in and of itself, wasn’t it?

			She wanted to have sex with Carter, though. He made her feel warm and happy, and seen, and wasn’t that the thing that was worth waiting for? She thought it might be.

			The truth was, he made her feel happy. He made her feel good about herself. That was what she wanted. Someone who made her feel good.

			There were just so many hard things. Carter felt easy.

			She had been so tempted to text him the whole day but then she’d kept reminding herself to try and be cool. To try and just let it happen. It was very hard to be cool.

			As the chalet came into view, her palms got sweaty. Great. No one wanted to be seduced by a woman with sweaty palms. Only then did she think perhaps she should take her mittens off.

			But then they stopped and she knew she’d be headed outside again, so the mittens stayed on.

			She got out of the car, and the driver handled her bags, bringing them up to the front of the chalet.

			Pure adrenaline spiked in her veins. She was going to do it. She wouldn’t even wait for it to get dark. That’s how sex positive she was.

			She went through the door of the chalet, expecting to see Carter there with his laptop. But he wasn’t in the grand living area. Nor did he have anything set up in the kitchen. No milk frother. No French press. He kept both on his desk back in Manhattan.

			Well, then she could go and take her clothes off. Strip down to her underwear...greet him that way when he arrived.

			She laughed out loud in the empty house. No. That was her hard limit.

			Still the thought made her feel edgy and a bit...aroused. She didn’t hate that.

			She went back to the front of the chalet and dragged her bags inside, then began to try and ferret them up the stairs.

			She never saw the point in packing light until moments like this, when there wasn’t someone around to help her with the heavy lifting.

			She grabbed the largest bag first and began to try and drag it up the steep staircase. She struggled, grunted and otherwise made all sorts of very uncute sounds, but finally managed to get it to the top of the stairs.

			Then she raced down the stairs and grabbed her other bag, thunking up three steps, then a fourth.

			“Trouble, cara?”

			She shrieked, and released the bag, which slid forward like a sled on the snowy hillside outside, and hit the elegant, gray wood floor below and popped open like a plastic Easter egg, spilling lingerie all over like fruity candy.

			Then she looked up and her eyes met his.

			No.

			No this was not happening.

			Her heart beat rapidly, like she was a frightened rodent cornered at the edge of her burrow. But she wasn’t frightened of Dario Rivelli.

			She was nothing of him.

			So her heart needed to calm the hell down.

			“What the...actual...f... What are you doing here?” she asked, hoping she didn’t look as red-faced and undone as she felt. As her suitcase looked.

			All her underwear.

			Her seduction underwear.

			That Dario was now looking at dispassionately.

			He had a cup of coffee in his hand, his white shirtsleeves pushed up to his elbows. The large watch on his wrist somehow served to highlight the muscles on his forearms. She declined to figure out how that worked.

			His shoulders were broad and his white shirt rested perfectly over the broad muscles of his chest. It didn’t tug at the buttons or anything half so unseemly, yet still seemed far too tight because she shouldn’t be able to like, see his muscles? No.

			His dark pants were also tailored in a manner she felt to be borderline obscene. She ought not to notice his thigh muscles or...

			She forced her gaze back to his face. It was no better. He was practically sneering at her. His dark eyes carrying that hint of mocking humor—as ever. His jaw square, his nose straight as a blade, his lips...

			Did not bear reporting on.

			At all.

			She wasn’t looking at his mouth and she never would.

			She gathered herself up and walked slowly, very slowly, down the stairs.

			“How long have you been standing there?”

			He ostentatiously checked his watch. “A couple of minutes.”

			“You didn’t think to announce your presence?” she asked. “Or...help me?”

			He lifted one dark brow. “I am a feminist, cara. I would never assume you were in need of help without your asking for it.”

			A feminist her ass.

			But she refused to give him a reaction. She outright did. She kept her chin tilted up, her body straight. “Perhaps, once I return my things to their rightful place, you could help.”

			He moved nearer to her detritus and brushed his foot against the corner of one of her lace nightgown sets as if he was checking a small, limp animal for signs of life.

			No dead animals here. It was only her pride that was in danger of dying. That was all.

			She slowly—very slowly so as not to seem eager or rushed—bent at the knees and began to shovel her things back into her bag.

			He watched her do that, sipping his coffee as if he had all the time in the world. As if he wasn’t a very busy, very important billionaire man who had no business being at this chalet when it was a job her father had sent his daughter and his assistant to do. So. Beneath. Him.

			But there he was. As if he didn’t have a full calendar, demands for interviews every second of the day, and didn’t appear in online articles with titles like “Billionaires You’d Actually Like to F—”

			“Now, you would like help?” he asked, as soon as she got the zipper down.

			“Yes,” she said, feeling breathless from exertion and absolutely nothing else. “If you don’t mind.”

			“Not at all. I live to serve you, Lyssia.”

			She nearly wretched.

			He picked up the bag, hefted it over his shoulder, while still holding his coffee in his other hand, and carried it easily up the stairs. Lyssia sniffed and began to trudge up behind him.

			She didn’t want to sound too interested or eager when she asked her next question. “When are you leaving, Dario?”

			Oops.

			“I have only just arrived,” he said, as he stopped just in front of her bedroom door.

			She stopped. “What?”

			“I am here for the inspection of the resort.”

			“What?”

			“Your father asked that I come and oversee.”

			“But Carter and I were supposed to—”

			“Your father wanted someone with more seniority to come and inspect, and I offered to do it.”

			So. She wasn’t actually good enough as an inspector for the resort. Of course not. Dario would need to consult and Dario didn’t even work for her father anymore. But he was looming about, poised on the brink of an “acquisition” that was really just inheritance, and so his opinion mattered most of all.

			All that and Dario was now staying in the same house as her and Carter? Like a big, brooding chaperone?

			She could see it now. The real problem wouldn’t even be Dario supervising them, it would be the feral monster Dario brought out of her every time they had to share space. She would spend the whole week fighting with him, picking at him, while he sipped his espresso and looked unbothered until he wasn’t, until she won her victory. And she’d forget to even kiss Carter, let along bang him.

			No. No. She wouldn’t let that happen. Dario didn’t have to be a barrier. They had their own...whole thing. Whatever it was. It had nothing to do with what she and Carter had.

			“Carter is coming, right?” They could find another room.

			Dario lifted a dark brow. “No. He stayed behind. Is that an issue for you, cara?”

			It felt like a black hole had opened up under her feet. But it refused to swallow her. What was the point of a black hole if it wouldn’t even swallow you whole when you were faced with the most horrifying scenario possible?

			“Stop calling me cara,” she snapped. “You don’t even like me.”

			“It’s said with irony, are you unaware of irony?”

			“A feminist and a comedian, Dario. How did the world get so lucky?”

			Here they were. Right in the pocket. Lyssia and Dario and their epic need to go back and forth until one of them broke. It made her forget everything. And everyone. And often the point of what the initial conversation was. Like the whole world fell away and it was just the two of them.

			Dario lifted one dark brow and something came alive within her. “Some have said I am a creation of all that the world required. I spontaneously appeared when it was in its darkest hour. And lo.”

			“The anti-Christ came forth to usher in the end of days?” she asked, sweetly. She thought. A joke, obviously.

			“I have not seen any locusts about recently. Though, it may be because of the weather.”

			“Hmm. Indeed. Locusts are notoriously snow-shy.” They stood there in the hall, regarding each other.

			Her stomach tightened, her chest getting heavy. It was almost impossible to breathe. Because she hated him so much. So, so much. It was always like this and it never got better. If anything, he had gotten worse in the last couple years.

			He was so arrogant.

			So tall. It was infuriating. His shoulders were so...so broad and his hands were so big. And she didn’t like any of it.

			“Thank you,” she said, pointedly.

			“You do not wish me to place the bag in your room? I know you’re accustomed to a full-service life.”

			She scoffed. “As if you aren’t at this point.”

			It had probably been years since he’d had to see to his own needs. He probably had a driver to drive him in a car and a butler to brush his teeth and a woman to...

			Well.

			Whatever. She wasn’t going to follow that thought up.

			She knew full well what women thought of Dario. If there was an event, and he was there, he was sure to have a beautifully polished woman on his arm. A model, an actress, an influencer, a high-society maven, as long as she looked nice in couture.

			He didn’t have any trouble pulling the kind of woman who looked effortlessly at ease on his arm.

			He didn’t respond to her jab, which was annoying. They’d had a pretty good streak going. Instead he opened the bedroom door without her permission and brought her bags inside.

			She slipped into the room and realized her mistake immediately. The feeling that had been throbbing between them in the hall—the hatred, that’s what it was—seemed to expand in here, making it impossible to think, let alone breathe or make a normal facial expression.

			He said nothing. He only looked at her. The stark lines of his chiseled face seeming more pronounced just suddenly. Like he was taller, suddenly. Broader, suddenly.

			Closer, suddenly.

			“All right, cara?”

			“Yes,” she said, her throat scratchy.

			Suddenly, she didn’t even want to needle him. She just wanted him out of her space.

			And she would have it. Tomorrow, she would arrange to have herself moved to a room in the chalet. She was going to finish this job, because as much as she wanted to fly back to Manhattan so she could go ahead and complete her Carter mission, she couldn’t let her father think she was putting her personal life over her work. Even if sending Dario to supervise her was an insult.

			If she wanted to girl boss her way out of mediocrity, she had to prioritize work when the opportunities came her way.

			But she would get in touch with him and make a date for when she got away from here.

			“Thanks, Dario,” she said.

			She hoped the definitive thanks would give him the hint to get on his way.

			“Anything for you, of course, Lyssia.”

			He was mocking her, obviously.

			She didn’t return volley.

			He turned and walked out of the room and left her there to look around the space. It was a lovely room. Big picture windows looked out over the snow. The bright white reflecting beautiful, clean light all around. The bed was modern, low and on a platform, with a white bedspread. The rug right next to a modern, glass fireplace was white reindeer hide, with pale bamboo flooring beneath.

			She kicked her shoes off and sighed. The floor was warmed from radiant heat beneath and it felt like luxury. The bathroom was lovely, with a big, deep white tub and slate-gray floating counter.

			This would have been a great place to take a bath with Carter.

			She sighed wistfully, the romantic scene in her mind feeling cruel now that it wasn’t happening. She could so easily imagine sitting with him in the tub, covered in bubbles, sipping champagne.

			They would talk about the day they’d had and it would be so...sweet.

			She frowned.

			And for some reason her brain glitched right then and the picture in her mind tore in two. Behind that image, of herself and Carter with all his golden handsomeness...was Dario.

			But in that picture there was no champagne. There were no smiles. No bubbles.

			She was across from Dario, naked in the water, his broad chest muscular and covered with dark hair. The look on his face was...angry. Intense. His dark eyes never left her as he moved in to—

			“No!” she shouted and leaped back from the empty tub.

			What the ever-loving hell was wrong with her?

			She needed to get out of this house.

			She needed to get away from Dario Rivelli.

			The man was her nemesis. And nothing more.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			LYSSIA ANDERSON WAS the most beautiful pain in his ass.

			Dario sat in front of the fireplace in the expansive living area of the chalet and pondered his present situation. He shouldn’t have agreed to do this. But Nathan Anderson was the closest thing he had to a father—that he acknowledged—in this world, and when the man asked him to do things, he found himself doing them.

			No one else on earth could compel Dario to interrupt his schedule to do them a favor.

			He thought of Lyssia. Blonde, wide-eyed and hapless, staring at a pile of lingerie at the bottom of the stairs.

			A reluctant growl rose in his throat.

			The problem with Lyssia was that he could see her. More clearly than she saw herself at times, he had a feeling. She thought he enraged her because she hated him. And perhaps she did. But that wasn’t the real reason she puffed up like an angry kitten every time he got too close to her.

			Ten years her senior, and vastly more experienced, Dario did not have a life that lent itself to the sorts of blind spots Lyssia still possessed.

			She had clearly imagined she would be having a dirty weekend with her father’s pet of a PA. He was the most pathetic puppy of a boy Dario had ever met. Lyssia was obviously besotted with him.

			She could control him. That was why.

			That was not what Lyssia needed, though. And
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