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Tahlia Kennedy was going to kill someone.

Not literally. Probably. But three days of forced smiles, overpriced wine, and grown men comparing their ski times like they were training for the damn Olympics had pushed her dangerously close to her limit. She sat at the bar in the resort's main lodge, nursing a glass of Merlot she didn't really want, watching her boss Wilson Dart laugh too loud at something a client said.

She was tired. Bone-deep, soul-tired. And horny, which made everything worse.

It had been six months since she'd let anyone touch her. Six months since she'd felt Victor fumbled his way around her and she had left his house feeling frustrated. The kind of horny that made her skin feel too tight, that made her notice the bartender's forearms and the way the firelight caught on his ring when he poured whiskey.

She needed to get laid. She needed to go home. She needed Wilson to stop hinting at that bonus and just pay her so she could quit pretending she gave a damn about corporate ski retreats.

"Tahlia."

She turned. Wilson was making his way over, his face flushed from the cold and the alcohol. He was a good boss, kind, generous, and a little too eager to please her. She'd always suspected he had a crush, the kind he'd never act on because he respected her too much. It should've been comforting. Instead, it made her feel guilty.

"Hey," she said, summoning a smile. "You surviving?"

"Barely." He slid onto the stool next to her, signaling the bartender for another round. "I think I pulled something on that last run. Remind me never to ski with venture capitalists again."

"You say that every year."

"This year I mean it." He grinned, then his expression shifted, softening. "You doing okay? You've been quiet."

She had. She'd been in her head all day, counting down the hours until they could leave. "I'm fine. Just ready to get back to the real world."

Wilson nodded, but his gaze lingered a little too long. "You know I appreciate you, right? I don't say it enough, but you make my life so much easier. I'm putting in a request for that bonus when we get back. You've more than earned it."

Her chest tightened. The bonus was the only reason she was still here. The only reason she hadn't faked a stomach bug and booked a flight home two days ago. But hearing him say it out loud made her feel like a mercenary.

"Thank you," she said quietly. "That means a lot."

Before he could say anything else, the lights flickered.

Everyone paused. The fire crackled in the hearth, and for a moment, the only sound was the wind rattling the windows. Then the lights steadied, and the low hum of conversation resumed.

"That's not good," Wilson muttered, glancing toward the windows. Snow was falling fast now, thick, and heavy, the kind that didn't stop for days.

Tahlia's pulse kicked up. "When's the last weather update?"

"This morning. They said light snow, nothing serious."

She pulled out her phone. No signal. She tried again. Nothing.

"Damn it."

Wilson frowned. "What?"

"No service." She stood, grabbing her coat from the back of the chair. "We need to leave. Now."

"Tahlia-"

"Wilson, I'm serious. If this storm gets worse, we're stuck here. And I am not spending another three days trapped in this resort with these people."

He looked torn, glancing toward the clients still laughing by the fire. "I can't just leave in the middle of the retreat. It'll look bad."

"It'll look worse if we get snowed in and can't get back for the investor meeting on Monday."

That got his attention. He hesitated, then nodded. "Okay. Let me talk to the concierge, see what our options are."

"I'll come with you."

They made their way across the lodge, weaving through clusters of guests who were either blissfully unaware of the storm or too drunk to care. The concierge desk was near the main entrance, and as they approached, Tahlia saw the young woman behind the counter fielding calls, her expression tight with stress.

"Excuse me," Wilson said, his tone polite but firm. "We need to arrange transportation back to the city. Tonight, if possible."

The woman looked up, and Tahlia saw the apology in her eyes before she even spoke. "I'm so sorry, sir. The roads are already closed. The highway patrol issued a travel ban about twenty minutes ago. No one's getting in or out until the storm passes."

Tahlia's stomach dropped. "When will that be?"

"They're saying at least two days. Maybe three, depending on how much snow we get."

Three days.

She was going to be stuck here for three more days.

Wilson exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. "Is there anything we can do? Charter a helicopter, private-"

"No flights, sir. It's too dangerous. The visibility is near zero."

Tahlia barely heard the rest of the conversation. Her mind was racing, calculating how much alcohol it would take to make it through another seventy-two hours of this. She turned toward the windows, watching the snow fall in thick, relentless sheets, and felt the frustration coil tight in her chest.

And then she saw him.

Mateo Alvarez stood near the fireplace, his back to her, hands in the pockets of dark slacks that fit him like they'd been tailored to ruin her life. His shoulders were broader than she remembered. His hair was shorter, threaded with just enough silver at the temples to make him look dangerous instead of older. He was talking to someone, a woman in a red sweater, but even from across the room, Tahlia could feel the pull of him, the way he commanded space without even trying.

Her breath caught.

No.

No, no, no.

It had been ten years. Ten years since she'd walked away from him, since she'd convinced herself it was the right thing to do. Ten years since she'd woken up in the middle of the night reaching for him and finding nothing but cold sheets and regret.

And now he was here.

Of course he was here.

The universe had a sick fucking sense of humor.

She turned back to Wilson, who was still talking to the concierge, and forced herself to breathe. It was fine. The resort was huge. She could avoid him. She could stay in her room, order room service, and pretend he didn't exist.

But then Mateo turned.

Their eyes met.

And everything, every carefully constructed wall, every lie she'd told herself about being over him, shattered.

His expression didn't change. He didn't smile, didn't wave, didn't acknowledge her at all. But his gaze held hers, dark, steady, and devastating, and she felt it like a hand around her throat.

Heat flooded her body. Not the pleasant warmth of arousal, but something hotter, sharper, edged with anger and want and ten years of unfinished business.

She looked away first.

Wilson was watching her. "You okay?"

"Fine," she lied, her voice tight. "Just tired."

"Come on. Let's grab a drink and figure out what to do."

She nodded, but she didn't move. She couldn't. Because when she glanced back toward the fireplace, Mateo was gone.

And somehow, that felt worse.

***
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He'd known she was here for two days.

Mateo Alvarez wasn't a man who got caught off guard. He'd built his career on information, on staying three steps ahead, on never being the one left scrambling. So when his property manager had sent him the guest list for the corporate retreat, he'd seen her name immediately.

Tahlia Kennedy.

He'd stared at it for a full minute, his jaw tight, before closing the email and pretending it didn't matter.

It didn't matter.

It had been ten years. A decade since she'd walked out of his apartment with nothing but a weak apology. He'd moved on. Built an empire. Dated other women. Fucked other women. Forgotten her.

Except he hadn't.

Not even close.

He'd spent two days avoiding her. Watching her from across rooms, timing his movements so their paths wouldn't cross. It was pathetic, and he knew it. But seeing her, really seeing her, not just her name on a screen, would crack something open he'd worked too damn hard to bury.

And then the storm hit.

Mateo stood near the concierge desk, listening to the young woman explain the road closures to a flustered middle-aged man in an overpriced parka. The blizzard had come in faster than the weather service predicted, which meant no one was leaving. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Maybe not for three days.

He should've been annoyed. He had meetings, calls, a dozen things that couldn't wait. But all he felt was a dark, dangerous satisfaction.

She was stuck here.

With him.

He turned toward the bar, scanning the room out of habit, and that's when he saw her.

Tahlia stood near the concierge desk, her back to him, talking to some white guy in a suit who stood too close. Her posture was rigid, her shoulders tight, and even from across the room Mateo could see the tension in the way she held herself.

She looked exactly the same.

No. That was a lie. She looked better.

Her hair was longer, falling in thick, dark waves past her shoulders. She'd always been beautiful, but now there was something sharper about her, something polished and untouchable. She wore black slacks and a cream sweater that clung to her curves in a way that made his hands itch. Professional. Elegant. Completely out of reach.

And he wanted her so badly it hurt.

The man next to her, her boss, Mateo assumed, said something that made her smile, and jealousy flared hot and irrational in his chest. He had no right to it. No claim on her. But that didn't stop the possessive growl building in his throat. He had looked away.

Then she turned.

He could feel her looking at him.

Their eyes met.

The air left his lungs.

She looked at him like she'd been punched. Shocked. Raw. Her lips parted slightly, and for a split second, he saw everything, the longing, the regret, the want she was trying so hard to hide.

He didn't move. Didn't smile. Didn't let her see how much it gutted him to look at her again.

But he didn't look away either.

He let her feel it. The weight of ten years. The anger. The heat. All of it.

She broke first, turning back to her boss, her shoulders stiff.

Good.

Let her run. Let her pretend this wasn't happening. It didn't matter. Because the storm had trapped them here, and whether she liked it or not, they were going to deal with this.

He turned and walked toward the private wing where his suite was, his mind already calculating. The west wing would be shut down soon, frozen pipes, heating issues, too many guests for too few working rooms. They'd start doubling people up. Consolidating.

And he'd make damn sure Tahlia ended up exactly where he wanted her.

With him.
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Thirty minutes later, Mateo stood in the resort's grand ballroom, watching his staff move efficiently through the space. They'd set up tables along the back wall, laying out trays of food, charcuterie, warm bread, roasted vegetables, desserts. The bar was fully stocked. Fires roared in both massive stone fireplaces.

His property manager, Claire, appeared at his elbow. "We've got about sixty guests still here. The west wing pipes are frozen solid. We're down to forty operational rooms."

"Then we double up," Mateo said, his tone calm. "Families get priority. Singles bunk together. Make it work."

"Yes, sir."

He scanned the room as guests began filtering in, some curious, others visibly anxious. The storm had everyone on edge. Good. Chaos made people compliant.

His gaze found Tahlia immediately.

She stood near the windows with her boss, arms crossed, her expression guarded. She hadn't looked at him once since their eyes met earlier, but he felt her awareness like static in the air. Every time he moved, her shoulders tensed.

Let her be tense.

When the room was full, Mateo stepped forward. He didn't raise his voice. He didn't need to. People quieted instinctively, turning toward him.

"Good evening," he said, his tone smooth, authoritative. "For those who don't know me, I'm Mateo Alvarez. I own this resort, and I want to address the situation directly."

A ripple of murmurs went through the crowd.

"The storm has intensified faster than predicted. The roads are closed, and all flights are grounded. You're going to be here for at least two more days, possibly three."

More murmurs. Someone swore under their breath.

Mateo continued, unfazed. "I understand this isn't ideal. Many of you have obligations, plans, and lives to get back to. So here's what I'm prepared to do."

He paused, letting the silence stretch.

"The remainder of your stay is fully comped. Food, drinks, amenities, everything. Additionally, each guest will receive a credit good for a complimentary weekend at any of my properties worldwide. Consider it an apology for the inconvenience."

The mood shifted. Relief. Gratitude. A smattering of applause.

Mateo's expression didn't change. This wasn't generosity. It was control. People were easier to manage when they felt taken care of.

"There is one logistical issue," he continued. "Due to frozen pipes in the west wing, we're operating with limited rooms. We're asking guests to bunk together. Families will have priority for private accommodations. Everyone else will need to share."

The murmurs returned, louder now. Tahlia's boss said something to her, his expression eager. She shook her head, her jaw tight.

Mateo's gaze locked on her for just a moment. She still wasn't looking at him.

"My staff will coordinate room assignments," he said. "If you have specific needs or concerns, speak with them directly. In the meantime, please help yourselves to food and drinks. We'll get through this together."

He stepped back, signaling the end of the announcement. The crowd broke into clusters, some heading for the food, others pulling out phones to check for nonexistent service.

Mateo moved toward the bar, accepting a whiskey from one of the staff, his mind already three moves ahead.

***
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She was going to throw something.

Preferably at Mateo's smug, annoyingly handsome face.

Tahlia stood near the dessert table, gripping a glass of wine she wasn't drinking, watching him work the room like he owned it. Which, technically, he did. But that wasn't the point.

The point was that he was doing this. The whole "benevolent billionaire" routine. Throwing money and power around like it solved everything. Comping rooms. Offering credits. Playing the gracious host while everyone fell over themselves thanking him.

It was so typical. So him.

And it had never impressed her. Not ten years ago when he'd tried to fix their problems by booking spontaneous trips they never got to go on because of his schedule or buying her jewelry she didn't ask for. Not now.

She took a sip of wine, her jaw tight, and forced herself to look away before he caught her staring.

"Pretty generous of him," Wilson said beside her, popping a piece of cheese into his mouth. "I mean, a free weekend at any of his hotels. That's easily worth a few grand."

"Mm-hmm."

"You okay? You've been weird since the announcement."

"I'm fine."

She wasn't fine. She was trapped in a blizzard with her ex-boyfriend who apparently owned a luxury resort empire now, and everyone was acting like he was some kind of hero for doing the bare minimum.

Her phone buzzed. She glanced down. A text from an unknown number.

Stop glaring at me. It's distracting.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

She looked up, scanning the room, and found him leaning against the bar, whiskey in hand, his gaze locked on hers.

He didn't smile. Didn't wave. Just watched her with that same dark, unreadable expression that made her want to scream.

Or kiss him.

Or both.

She looked back down at her phone, her fingers trembling slightly as she typed.

How did you get my number?

His response came immediately.

I own the resort. I have everyone's information.

Of course he did.

She shoved her phone into her pocket and turned to Wilson. "I'm going to check on the room situation. I'll catch up with you later."

"Wait, Tahlia-"

But she was already walking away, weaving through the crowd toward the staff coordinating room assignments. She needed to get out of this ballroom. Away from him. Before she did something stupid.

Like march over there and demand to know why he'd looked at her like that earlier. Like she was something he'd lost and wanted back.

She reached the desk where Claire, Mateo's property manager according to her name tag, was reviewing a list on a tablet. "Excuse me. I need to confirm my room assignment."

Claire looked up, her expression polite but harried. "Name?"

"Tahlia Kennedy."

Claire scrolled, frowned, then scrolled again. "I'm showing you had Room 412, but it's been reassigned to a family who beat the storm. They have two young kids and need the space."

Tahlia's stomach sank. "So where am I staying?"

Before Claire could answer, Wilson appeared at her elbow, slightly out of breath. "Tahlia, hey. I just heard about your room. You can share mine. I'll take the second bed, totally platonic. No problem at all."

His eagerness made her chest tighten with guilt. He was a good man. Kind. Safe.

And she felt absolutely nothing.

"Wilson, that's really sweet, but-"

"Actually," Claire interrupted, glancing at her tablet, "you both have room changes. Mr. Dart, you're now in Room 318 with Mr. Denzel, one of the investors from your group."

Wilson's face fell. "Oh. Well, that's-"

"And Ms. Kennedy," Claire continued, her expression carefully neutral, "you've been moved to Room 510."

Tahlia frowned. "With whom?"

"Mr. Alvarez's suite," Claire said quietly. "He requested you specifically."

The world tilted.

"Absolutely not," Tahlia said, her voice sharp.

Claire looked uncomfortable. "I'm sorry, Ms. Kennedy. It's already been arranged. The family really needed your original room, and this was the best available option."

"There has to be another room. Someone else I can stay with."

"We're completely full. Every room is doubled up except for families with small children."

Wilson touched her arm gently. "Tahlia, if you're uncomfortable, I can talk to someone. Figure something out."

She wanted to say yes. She wanted to demand another arrangement, storm out, refuse to play Mateo's game.

But she was exhausted. Frustrated. And the look on Wilson's face, hopeful, concerned, a little too invested, made her want to scream.

"It's fine," she heard herself say. "I'll handle it."

Wilson looked uncertain. "You sure?"

"Positive. Get settled. I'll see you in the morning."

He nodded slowly, then squeezed her arm before walking away. The moment he was gone, Tahlia turned back to Claire.

"Tell him," she said quietly, dangerously, "that I'll be up in an hour. Not a minute sooner."

Claire nodded quickly. "Of course."

Tahlia walked away before she could say something she'd regret, heading straight for the bar. Her hands were shaking. Her whole body was shaking.

No one told her what to do. Not anymore. Not ever.

Mateo had always been dominant, controlling, decisive, used to getting his way. And when they were together, she'd loved it. Craved it. Let him take the lead because it felt good to surrender to someone who wanted her that badly.

But she was a Black grown -ass woman now. Thirty-eight years old. She'd built a career, survived a breakup that nearly destroyed her, learned to stand on her own.

And he thought he could just, what? Summon her to his suite like she had no say in the matter?

She slid onto a barstool and caught the bartender's attention. "Whiskey. Neat. Make it a double."

He poured without comment, and she downed it in two swallows, the burn grounding her.

She checked her watch. Groaned.

She was going to gain back every pound she'd just dropped because there was no way in hell she was going up to that room sober. Or on an empty stomach.

She went back to the ballroom, loaded a plate with bread, cheese, and some kind of roasted chicken, and ate mechanically, her mind spinning.

Ever since she'd seen Mateo, she'd been vibrating.

No. Throbbing.

Six months since she'd been with anyone, and the moment her brain and body registered him, everything woke up. Remembered. Craved.

It wasn't fair.

She'd worked so hard to move on. To forget the way he used to touch her, the way he made her feel like the only woman in the world when he was actually there. They'd met when she was twenty-two and he was twenty-three, both running on fumes and dreams. She'd been content working as an admin, building a quiet, stable life.

Mateo wasn't.

He'd
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