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      Professional snowboarder Cullen Patrick is successful and kinda famous. So when he inherits an old Colorado hotel from an unknown relative, he really should leave well enough alone.

      Matt Nathanson has been managing the Treeline Estates since college. He loved the elderly former owner, and he stands to inherit the place if no one claims it in the next week. Of course, Cullen shows up, and Matt thinks it’s time to move on. He doesn’t want to like Cullen, no matter how engaging the guy is, or how hunky.

      Cullen has grand ideas for the Treeline, but he doesn’t want to implement them without Matt, and he’s not sure he’s ready to give up snowboarding. Can Matt convince Cullen that putting down roots is worth it… and maybe catch his heir at the same time?

    

  


  
    
      To my very own Texan, my wife BA Tortuga. Thank you for everything.
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      “Therefore, Mr. Patrick, you inherit the bulk of your grandfather’s estate. The portfolio is quite diverse, and I hope you will consider working with your grandfather’s investment banker. I feel he’s honest and walks the fine line between risk and conservancy.”

      Cullen Patrick nodded slowly, his brain hurting from all the information he’d absorbed in the last hour. His Grandpa Patrick, who he didn’t even remember, was dead. He’d been a rich old dude, and now Cullen was a rich early-thirties dude. With a varied portfolio. The one thing he did remember, however, wasn’t in the paperwork.

      “What about the Treeline?” Cullen asked, referring to the hotel his dad had talked about his whole life. Cullen had never stayed there or been to see his grandpa, but he’d seen pictures and stuff and had always loved the look of the stately Victorian-era hotel in Colorado.

      “Ah, yes. Well, I saved that for last, as the arrangements are very complicated.” Mr. Rollins, the lawyer, smiled, and Cullen stared.

      He was pooped. They’d found him in Grenoble, working the slopes like a fiend to get ready for Oslo. Then he’d flown first class to Denver and had a car pick him up and take him out to somewhere outside of Aspen. The X Games were in Aspen, so he knew the area, but he’d never allowed himself to go see the Treeline.

      “Complicated how?” Cullen finally asked.

      “Your grandfather intended to bequeath the Treeline to Matt Nathanson, the current general manager, but felt strongly that the family ties that existed should be respected. Ergo, the hotel is owned by you, but Mr. Nathanson’s position is to be retained, his retirement benefits assured, and all modifications to the hotel must meet with his approval.”

      “His approval….” Weird. “Is this Matt guy super old or something?”

      “No. No, in fact I believe he’s a year or two younger than you, Mr. Patrick.”

      “No shit.” It popped out and Cullen chuckled. “Pardon my French. So, what’s his deal?”

      “Pardon me? What deal?”

      “This Matthew guy. I mean, why would the old man want him to have a lifetime job? Boy toy? Illegitimate heir? Something out of a horror movie?” He warmed to his theme, thinking very Stephen King shit.

      “He took care of your grandfather for the past ten years, even when things were… unpleasant.” The lawyer’s nose wrinkled, and Cullen could only imagine what that meant.

      Unpleasant.

      How entertaining. Maybe gore wasn’t necessary when you had old-guy smell.

      Cullen was suddenly grateful his dad had gone so fast, the cancer diagnosed too late to do more than put him in hospice. Boom. Too young to go or not, it had to be better than lingering until you were ninety and sitting in your own mess all day. “Does this guy live at the hotel?”

      “He does. He has an apartment on the second floor, above the lobby.”

      “Wow. This guy is dedicated.” Okay, so he owned the hotel, but he had to share it? Maybe he could buy this Matthew guy out or something. Of course, if he was a good manager and his salary was in a trust and stuff, maybe he could just stay. “What else do I need to know?”

      “That’s really it. There are approximately a zillion pieces of paper for you to sign, but that’s it.”

      Cullen chuckled, the more relaxed lawyer way more his style. “Do I have the money guy’s number?”

      “Would you like my assistant to make you an appointment?”

      “I would.” That was too cool. Oh, he had sponsors who made arrangements for him and shit, but Cullen was still used to picking up his cell and calling people.

      “Excellent. We’ll arrange everything. Will you be in the area for a while?”

      “I think so, yeah.” He thought he might skip Oslo and train up for Aspen….

      “Well, leave your contact information with me, and we’ll have everything arranged.”

      “Good deal. Let’s push paper.”

      An hour later, he’d signed those zillion papers and maybe a few hundred more. He shook out his left hand, which was cramped into a permanent claw.

      “Can I go stay at the hotel? Do I need to make a reservation or anything?” He had no idea what to do. Hell, he’d missed the funeral by, like, two weeks.

      “It’s under a bit of renovation, but it is yours, after all. I’ll call and let Matt know you’re coming.”

      “Thanks.” Grandpa Patrick had to have some kind of living quarters there. The house in Basalt was… sort of sterile and unlived-in. Like a vacation rental from yesteryear.

      He’d have to find someone who wanted to rent it out, maybe do a swap. He loved that shit. Cullen would bet some of his buddies in Chamonix or Sestriere would switch with him.

      “I appreciate all your help,” Cullen said, standing and holding out a hand to shake. “I’m sorry I never got to meet him. Grandpa. Dad was… opposed.”

      “Yes. Family dynamics are challenging, aren’t they?”

      “They sure were with Dad. He had feels.” He grinned when all he got was a blank stare. Yeah, his slang was five, ten years younger than he was, even. Snowboarders were a hoot that way. “I think I’m going to find the Treeline and flop for a while. Holler at me if I need to sign anything else.”

      “I can do that. Have a good afternoon.”

      “Thanks again.”

      His driver leaped up when Cullen left the lawyer’s inner sanctum, and Cullen chuckled. “Are you on my payroll or this guy’s?”

      “Until I drop you off, that guy’s. Do you need a driver on your payroll? I’m available.”

      Oh, he liked that. Not that he couldn’t drive, but he would have a lot of people to ferry back and forth. “Yeah. Submit a salary proposal, and I’ll see what’s in my new budget.”

      “You have a card?” There was a tick; then the dude grinned. “Sir.”

      “I do!” He pulled out his card, which had X Games champion scrolled under his name. He wrote his cell number on it. Then his e-mail. “Just e-mail me your thing.”

      “I’m all over it. I watched you in Salt Lake. You rocked it.”

      “Thanks.” He put his hand up for a high five and got it. Rock on. “Are you up to taking me out to the Treeline Hotel?”

      “Sure. Wherever you want. I’m yours for the afternoon.”

      “Woo! I’ll buy you a beer when we get there.” If the bar was open during the renovation. Hell, if not, there had to be a Kum & Go or something.

      “It’s a fair deal. Let’s go, man. It’s a killer drive up the mountain.”

      Oh, most excellent. He was all over that shit. He might have to get his motorcycle here and do the drive on it, but today he could just look, really enjoy the view. This guy…. “What’s your name?”

      “Brandon. Brandon Harris.”

      “Nice to meet you, Brandon.” Today he could let Brandon drive him, and he could see what there was to see.

      The rest of the stuff he would deal with as he came to it.
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      The phone was ringing off the hook, and Matt answered a call as he ran down the stairs to see what the issue with the plumbing was now. “Good evening. Treeline Estates. How may I direct your call?”

      God help him, but Belinda was off on maternity leave during the renovations, and while that timing was great, he hadn’t realized how many phone calls a day he’d be fielding.

      “I’d like to make a reservation for December, please.”

      “Of course, sir. Give me one second to get into that screen.” Thank God for tablets, Wi-Fi, and POS systems. He took the reservation while glaring at one of the little subcontractors and texting Neville, the general contractor, all at the same time. “How many guests?”

      The man reserved two rooms in the east tower, which was almost finished, thank God. The subcontractor’s phone rang, and Matt heard Neville screaming when the guy answered.

      “Fix it,” he snapped, then headed to check on Jeanette and make sure the new housekeeping storage and laundry facilities were functional. His phone rang again. “Treeline Estates, can I help you?”

      “Boss. Geoff. Someone’s pulling up the drive in a limo.”

      “We don’t have any guests booked, Geoff. They must be lost.”

      “Doesn’t look like it. Professional driver. Local guy. VIP something, from the looks.”

      “Oh, for….” Peace. Peace and ease. Peace, ease, and Zen. Peace, ease, Zen, and a huge hammer. “Stall them, and I’ll check the logs.”

      He checked for reservations, but he was at occupancy zero. Okay. Okay, good. Next he called Jeanette. “Hey, lady. Is there a VIP suite that can be made ready in case someone’s fucked up and booked the room?”

      “Yes, sir. The Presidential is still being painted, but the Patrick suite is ready.”

      “Excellent. Can you call Devlin and tell him that there’s a chance he’ll be feeding a guest en suite tonight? I’ll know more in ten.”

      “I’ll do that right now.” She hung up, and Matt breathed deeply again, smelling paint, which had been the order of the day since the work began.

      Neville called as he jogged upstairs. “It’s an easy fix. He’ll have it done in twenty minutes, no worries.”

      “I sure hope so, Nev. I have a VIP guest who just showed up. I don’t need this shit.” He and Neville understood each other. They were both transplanted Texans.

      “You have my word. I thought you were empty, you know?”

      “So did I.” Another call buzzed in. Geoff. “Gotta go, Nev. Geoff?”

      “Says he’s the new owner, boss. Like, for reals. That he’s Mr. Patrick.”

      Matt stopped, damn near going ass over teakettle. “What?”

      “Maybe a few years older than you. Blond. Blue eyes. ID says Cullen Patrick, Park City, Utah.”

      “Okay. Okay. Uh.” Shit. Shit. Shit. “Have the driver stay. Show Mr. Patrick to the sitting room, and I’ll be there shortly.” After I kill someone. He dialed Mr. Rollins, Esq., snarling when Jody answered the phone. “This is Matt Nathanson. Get me Rollins. Right now.”

      “Yes, sir. Of course.”

      The fact that she immediately agreed set all his “you’ve been fucked” meters ringing, and he worked in the hotel business. His were set on incredibly low sensitivity.

      “Matt. How’s it going out there?” Rollins put on his feeble old man voice. Always a bad sign.

      “Don’t. Who is this rolling up to the lobby and saying that he’s the new owner, and why the hell didn’t I get any warning?” It was bad enough that Ben’s family had deserted him and left him for strangers to care for and love, but now this? Suddenly there was money, and he had a new fucking boss? That wasn’t supposed to be the deal. He didn’t want Ben’s cash. He wanted the Treeline. He’d given Ben and this place his life for more than a decade. He’d earned his place here.

      “Matt, please. I didn’t have time to call. He just left my office, and I had a conference call right after. I had no idea we’d actually tracked down Ben’s grandson until he showed up today. A junior partner was doing the legwork.”

      Matt stopped on the landing, plopped down on his ass, and closed his eyes. It wasn’t a joke. It wasn’t a lie. “I’ll go upstairs and pack my shit. Tell the new guy good luck with Nev.”

      Matt hoped Nev ass fucked the new guy and left him broke and blind.

      “Oh, do stop being melodramatic, Matthew. The Treeline trust provides very well for you, and for your position. You knew this might happen. Buck up and fight for your place.”

      “My place.” No. No, it wasn’t his. He’d thought it was going to be, but it wasn’t. He was an employee. Just another hotel manager.

      “Yes. It is. I tried to get Ben to change his will, Matt. By the time he finally decided to, it was too late. We had an appointment the day after he died. Perhaps I shouldn’t tell you, but you need to know. He wanted you to have the hotel.”

      “That’s great. I’m tickled.” Whatever. Christ, he wanted to lay down and die. He’d believed…. Shit. He really had thought for a few weeks that this pipe dream was real.

      “Don’t give up, Matt. Promise me you’ll wait for a bit before you make any decisions.”

      His phone beeped; yet another call coming in.

      “I have to go. Someone’s calling.” He hung up, then clicked over. “Treeline Estates, how can I help you?”

      “Boss, I need you.” Geoff again, calling from a cell. “He wants to see you.”

      “I’m coming. He can freaking wait until I fucking get there.” He didn’t work for the son of a bitch; the asshole could chill his heels.

      “Okay.” Geoff sounded taken aback, and why shouldn’t he? Matt leaped to assist any guest.

      “I’ll be there in five, okay?” He hung up, then dropped his head in his hands. Peace. Peace and Zen, and a big motherfucking rock.

      He finally made his way downstairs, steeling himself to meet Ben’s grandson, who had never even met the old man. Not once.

      He didn’t work for this man. He didn’t answer to the son of a bitch. He didn’t give a fuck.

      Hell, he didn’t give half a fuck.

      The guy waiting for him at the front desk looked like a snow bunny crossed with—Matt would have called it “Austin hipster,” but Geoff had said Utah. Jeans, boots, a Jeep Naked sweatshirt, and rough chopped gold hair that grew just below chin length.

      “Mr. Patrick? I’m Mr. Nathanson. Pleased to meet you.” He put on his best “hey, you’re an asshole, and I have to deal with you” face.

      “Hey.” Patrick held out a hand. “Cullen. I was hoping I could stay a few days despite the reno.”

      “We aren’t really open right now, I’m afraid. It’s another six weeks, tops, before we start accepting guests.” You assmonkey.

      “Oh, Geoff here already told me the Patrick suite was okay. My namesake and all.” Cullen Parker grinned at him, looking cheerful, but those blue eyes were watchful, just as Ben’s had been.

      He shot Geoff a look. “Well, obviously the valet has his finger on the pulse of what’s going on.”

      And was so fucking fired.

      Geoff sighed, shoulders slumping, clearly reacting to his mood.

      “Hey, I don’t want to be a drag. Did Grandpa have an apartment or anything? I could stay there instead. It’s just a long way back to Basalt.”

      “No. I’ll have the room checked, and then someone will come for you. Have a seat. Geoff, can you please fetch Mr. Patrick’s luggage?”

      “Yes, sir.” Geoff hopped to it.

      “I’m sure you’re super busy, but maybe I could talk with you over supper or something?” Cullen asked. “I wanted to chat with you about the terms of the will and the hotel and all.”

      “Of course.” Goody, he couldn’t fucking wait. “I’ll speak to the chef and have him arrange something. The restaurant isn’t open, of course, but if you’ll let me know your preferences….”

      “Oh, I can eat anything proteiny. I love omelets and shit. Turkey burgers. Fish is good. If I wasn’t coming up so hard on the grand prix, I would beg for a barbecue burger. The lawyer didn’t tell me a whole lot, so I bet he didn’t let you know I was coming.”

      “Indeed. You might even say we didn’t know you existed.” The phone rang and he jumped. “If you’ll excuse me. Treeline Estates, how can I help you? No, I’m sorry. We are already fully booked for the holidays. I do have a waiting list, if you’d prefer?”

      He headed out, texting Devlin.

      VIP, protein, in-room dining.

      All he had to do was work right now. He could think and have his meltdown—and fire Geoff—later.
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      After spending an hour or two sitting on his ass, Cullen headed out to explore his hotel. Because it was his, dammit, and he didn’t need to feel like a guest, right? Oh, he had no urge to order people around, but he was pretty… irked at how summarily he’d been dismissed by Nathanson, the manager.

      The guy was young, a tall, dark guy with an air of stodgy around him. No wonder his grandfather appreciated the dude. One stuffed shirt plumping up another.

      The lobby looked pretty good. Fresh paint. New upholstery on the massive sofas. The paintings had been cleaned, which he knew thanks to a short-lived art history minor he’d taken due to Hayden of the amazing blow job, who was an art history major.

      Once you got beyond the lobby, though? Man, that shit was rough. The place was clean enough, but Jesus Christ, look at how everything was worn. The carpet on the main stairs, for instance, had runners in it, the green faded, the florals muddy. There had been a leak in the second-floor hallway, badly patched and yellowing.

      The whole place seemed as if it had been washed one too many times.

      Cullen peered into a couple of display cases in the hallway. All of his ancestors lined up and playing croquet. Lord.

      How uptight and old and just…. Why didn’t anything get updated? Why was it all so fucking ancient? This guy Nathanson was supposed to be all passionate about the hotel.

      “Hey.” He grabbed a passing guy in uniform. “What’s with the leak?”

      “Pardon me?” The dude gave him a wide-eyed stare.

      “Sorry. I’m Mr. Patrick’s grandson. I’ve been wandering. What happened there?” He dragged the kid over and pointed.

      “There was a broken pipe that had to be repaired.”

      “But why is it still obvious it was there? Does the manager guy not do his job?” Cullen knew he was being an ass, but he was a little pissy at the way Nathanson had just put him off.

      “I’ve got this, Peter.” An older woman stepped up, held out one hand, “Yvonne. Pleased.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Cullen glanced at her name tag, trying not to be obvious. It read Group Sales. “Cullen Patrick.”

      “Are you a Cullen or a Mr. Patrick?”

      “Cullen, for sure.” No one ever called him Mr.

      “Cullen, let’s have a little tour and chat.”

      “What happened with the leak?”

      “Mr. Nathanson repaired it.”

      “But not the ceiling? I mean, it’s cosmetic, I realize, but these things make the place look sad.”

      “He repaired the ceiling as best he could with our limitations at the time. Plaster work is such a delicate thing.”

      “Is carpet?” He waved a hand at the frayed stairs.

      “Well, yes.” She smiled faintly. “The carpets here are a custom pattern created just for us by a mill in the Carolinas. They take time and money to replace.”

      “So, what? He’s just hoarding it?”

      He got an utterly confused look. “Hoarding what?”

      “My grandpa’s money!” Cullen flapped a hand. “I mean, the old man was loaded. Why isn’t the money going back into the hotel?”

      “It is now.” Her tone was polite but not the warmest ever.

      “What does that mean?” Cullen stared, waiting. He could do cold and concise too.

      “It means that the trust was formed after Mr. Patrick passed away. Until then, Mr. Patrick decided the budget for any repairs.”

      “So wait, you mean to tell me Grandpa Patrick was a stingy pants? My dad always said this hotel was his whole life.”

      “I mean to tell you that Mr. Patrick was very ill and had some… cognitive difficulties.”

      “Huh.” He pondered that. “So what about Nathanson? Is he a good boss?”

      “Matt is an exceptional manager, fair and reasonable. I’d work for him anywhere.”

      Wow. He thought she meant it too. Ouch. No one wanted to hear that their family member was a nutball at the end. “Thanks. Sorry if I upset you.” He was gonna go grill the valet next.

      “Not at all. Let me give you the tour.”

      “I appreciate it. Group sales, huh? If I wanted to book some rooms for a bunch of snowboarders on a tour that would be you, then?”

      “That would absolutely be me. Come on, I’ll show you the ballroom. It’s going to be spectacular.”

      “Is that part of the renovation?”

      “It’s part of stage one,” she told him. “The first-floor rooms, the main patron areas, and the ballroom roll out in a month.”

      “He’s doing a lot of work, right?”

      “He is.” She led him back downstairs, then to a set of immense double doors off the lobby.

      The ballroom was in disarray, but he could see the work happening, see the exceptional bones. The place had a Gilded Age sort of decadence that needed coaxing back out, but man, it would be sweet when it was done. “What all will people do with this room. Like weddings?”

      “Weddings, parties. I think we should have a fabulous Halloween ball next year. A masquerade!”

      “That sounds awesome.” She seemed so enthused, and fuck knew Cullen was used to cheering people on, coming from the sporting world.

      “Doesn’t it? There are so many of the historical registry committee people who want to see this place back to its former glory.”

      “I bet.” Cullen felt utterly puzzled. All the stories of his youth told him his grandpa loved the hotel more than he had his son. Why wouldn’t he spend the money to keep the place in fine form?

      He didn’t get it. He had the sinking suspicion he wouldn’t be getting a lot of information from Nathanson, either. That man was a cold fish. Like tuna on ice. Buttoned up tighter than a cholo’s collar.

      Cullen snorted at that one. He’d have to remember it when he went to LA to skateboard with his buddy Easy next spring.

      “Tell me about this historical society thingy.” Maybe someone there would have some insight on what was really happening around here. Someone not on the payroll.

      “The building is registered, and the people on the committee have many opinions about Matt’s renovation ideas. He’s been very patient with them.”

      “Yeah? He doesn’t seem the, uh, waiting kind.” Nathanson seemed the brush-off kind.

      “I’m sorry? I don’t follow.”

      “Well, he didn’t strike me as a guy who wanted input.” Cullen shrugged. “Granted, I met him for, like, a minute, but he made it clear he didn’t have the time to chat.”

      “He’s incredibly busy. He’s been trying so hard to work the restoration and… well, no one expected you, and only days before the hotel ownership would transfer. I’m sure that’s a shock, to go from owner to employee in minutes.”

      “He wasn’t ever the owner.”

      “No. No, I suppose he wasn’t.”

      He could tell she was getting uncomfortable, but he couldn’t just let it stand. And what did that mean, just days before the transfer? Mental note: Call the damned lawyer.

      The last fucking thing he needed was an employee that he couldn’t fire.

      Cullen held the rest of his opinions back during the tour, but by the time he was ready to go meet Nathanson for supper he was loaded for bear with a list of shit he wanted to gnaw on the man about.

      He headed to the lobby, not sure exactly where he was supposed to meet Mr. Stick Up His Ass.

      Man, he wasn’t this way. Cullen prided himself on his easy disposition, on his ability to shrug off stress. Life was too short to be like his grandpa, right? Shake it off, man.

      “Mr. Patrick?” A plump older woman walked up to him, all smiles. “Matt’s dealing with a plumbing issue and asked me to find you and make sure you have a lovely supper.”

      “He’s not coming?” Didn’t the guy know how to delegate?

      “I believe his exact words were, ‘Tell him I’d be happy to show, but I’m up to my ass in alligators and am in the midst of a shitstorm.’”

      Cullen blinked. “A shitstorm, huh? Sounds less yay than supper. I’ll opt for the food.”

      “Indeed. Chef says he has a lovely omelet meal for you. Would you prefer it delivered to your room?”

      “Yeah. I think it’s time to go lick the proverbial wounds.”

      Her eyebrows rose, but he turned on his heel and headed back to his room. Maybe he should call… uh, the driver guy. He could go back to Basalt. Then again, that smacked of running away, and he wasn’t a coward. Pissed off, sure, but not scared.

      The food came only minutes later, and he had to admit it was filling and fucking delicious. He didn’t expect eggs to be so damned good, but this was similar to the omelets he got in Italy. Prosciutto and salty cheese with this crisp salad on the side.

      Yum.

      He ate it all, and then let himself eat the amazing croissant that came with. Tomorrow he would get out and run a few miles or something. Or hell, check out the fitness center here. If he was going to get the tour to stay here, it needed to be state-of-the-art.

      Wouldn’t that rock? To get all his buddies here? They would love it. The guys would love it even more if there were some private cabins, maybe with hot tubs. Hmm.

      Maybe he ought to involve himself a little bit. He could make this place what he wanted and still leave the historical stuff intact. There was plenty of land, right? Maybe see about putting in a winter park.

      Somewhere to train, somewhere fun and young and not… stodgy.

      Cullen grinned, lifting the last lid on the tray to find a mile-high piece of carrot cake. He moaned. Okay, he’d run a lot of miles. This was worth it.

      The only way it would be better would be if someone was there to share it. Someone naked and wanting. God, he was horny. Carrot cake shouldn’t be an aphrodisiac, but he ate sweets so rarely…. Maybe he’d save it for, like, 3:00 a.m., when he was so lonely he couldn’t bear it.

      This was why Cullen usually rented a condo or chalet with a bunch of the guys. There was always noise and something or someone to do.

      Not this horrible… deadness.

      He put the dome back and wandered to the settee across from the bed. He turned on the TV, the cheerful canned laughter of some sitcom easing the huge noise in his head. He was a professional athlete for a reason.

      Cullen hated to be alone.
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