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Chapter One




"Hey, are you the manager? I need to talk to the manager, right now!"

A man's shrill, angry voice echoed throughout the hotel lobby, causing the picture frames on the wall inside Roland's office to shake and rattle. Roland closed his eyes and took a deep breath, conjuring up his most pleasant smile before getting up and stepping out of his office to rescue the poor clerk behind the check-in desk.

"Excuse me, sir, how can I help you?" Roland could see the receptionist's posture relax, the relief evident on his young face. This had been a week for screw-ups, and judging from their new friend's hostile manner, they had another one on their hands.

"Are you the manager?"

The guest glared over at him with a doubtful scowl. Roland resisted the urge to roll his eyes. The nametag on his vest clearly stated who he was, as did the sign above the door he'd just walked through. Still, he often got responses like this. Even at twenty-nine, his unmanageable red hair and an overabundance of freckles made it difficult for him to pull off a professional look. Roland held out his hand and offered the guest a confident smile.

"Yes. I'm Roland Paulson. What seems to be the problem, sir?"

"This!" Instead of shaking Roland's hand, the man threw a worn and dusty duffel bag down on the counter between them. "I just flew all the way in from L.A., a four-hour flight! Then I rode over here in your hotel's shuttle, which shook and bounced the entire way! It was awful. Then I get here, and my luggage was supposed to be waiting for me in my suite when I checked in…"

"And it wasn't?"

"No. But this was!" He unzipped the bag, pulling out of it a length of rope and…a whip? "Tell me, do I look like the sort of man who travels with…with"—the guy glanced quickly around the lobby and then lowered his voice to a theatrical whisper—"bondage equipment?"

Roland blinked with surprise and bit his tongue, barely managing to hold his composure as he imagined the paunchy, balding man in front of him decked out in leather and wielding the whip he showed such disdain for. Damn, that mental image would probably haunt him for days now.

"I, uh…apologize for the inconvenience, sir. Clearly there has been some sort of mix-up. If I could just get your name I'd be more than happy to look into this for you." Roland stepped behind one of the computers and typed in his login information, waiting patiently for a response.

"Braden, Sam Braden from New Orleans. My law firm booked my reservation, Braden and Cromp."

"Thank you, Mr. Braden. Give me just one moment." Roland pulled up Mr. Braden's information. Everything seemed to be in order. One of the longtime housekeepers, Kelly Black, marked the luggage as delivered half an hour ago, no complications noted. Roland sighed and pulled his walkie-talkie from his belt. "Kelly Black, please call the reception desk."

"Well?" Mr. Braden impatiently tapped the desk with the handle of the whip he still clutched in his hand. He fiddled with the length of leather, wrapping it around his fingers and then unwrapping it. He had the rope draped over his arm, half of it puddled on the floor by his feet.

"Hey, mister! Could you please not do that? You stretch that leather and I'll not be able to get a proper crack out of it."

Roland's head shot up at the sound of the deep, rich voice, and when he saw the body it belonged to, he almost swallowed his tongue. Broad shoulders topped a finely muscled torso, clearly outlined under a thin white t-shirt. A pair of tight black jeans barely contained a set of tree-trunk thighs. Roland couldn't do anything but stare and pray he wasn't drooling. Now this man belonged in leather.

"Here, give me those." The newcomer snatched the whip and rope out of Mr. Braden's hands and Roland watched, mesmerized, as he deftly wrapped the length of rope around his hand and elbow. When he finished, he shoved it back in the bag and picked up the whip, extending his arm out into the empty lobby. With one quick flick of his wrist, the man set the whip in motion, sailing out and up into the air, then falling with a loud crack.

Startled, Roland finally looked up at the man's face. Words failed him. A shaggy mane of black hair framed a severe face. A thick brow seemed to stretch across his entire forehead and a neatly trimmed black beard, peppered with grey, covered a square jaw. An angry scowl turned down his thin lips. He had a large, crooked nose set a little off center, like it had been broken a time or two, and his deep, rich caramel skin highlighted the lines beside his eyes. Eyes that were dark and fiery both at once. Completely mesmerizing.

No one would think to call this man handsome, but in Roland's opinion, his rugged, perfect physique more than made up for his unfortunate face. His stormy eyes held a hint of danger and mystery, and his sculpted body ignited lust, a heady combination that no doubt insured he never had to sleep alone if he didn't want to. It certainly wouldn't take much more than a word or a touch to compel Roland into his bed.

"So, uh…anyone mind telling me why my gear is down here on display, being waved about and handled by complete strangers?"

 "Your dirty, filthy…gear was in my suite! In my room!" Mr. Braden sputtered and pointed an accusing finger at the stranger's dusty duffel bag.

The newcomer raised his brow. "Well, sir, I can see how that would be unsettling. However, personally, I didn't need to open the matching three piece luggage set waiting in my room to determine it wasn't mine."

Mr. Braden turned beet red and balled his fists, and Roland took that as his cue to jump in.

"I am so sorry about this mix-up. Could I get your name, sir, so we can sort this out?"

"Dodge Bramen. And you are?" Dodge stuck his giant paw out across the counter, and Roland returned the gesture. Dodge's rough hand swallowed Roland's in a firm grip and held on.

"Dodge Bramen." Roland's pulse raced and he knew his palms had to be sweating. Dodge's smile broadened and he shot Roland a wink.

"Yes, that's my name. What's yours?" He let go of Roland's hand and leaned closer, brushing his fingertips over Roland's breast. "Manager R. Paulson. It's a pleasure, Mr. Paulson."

Roland opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. Thankfully the phone rang, rescuing him from the awkward situation. He grabbed the receiver and turned away from the guests. "Front Desk."

"Mr. Paulson? You asked me to call." Kelly's hesitant voice sounded in his ear, and Roland blew out a sigh of relief.

"Yes, Kelly. There appears to have been a mix-up. You delivered the luggage from the airport shuttle this morning?"

"Yes, I did. Every bit of it. Who says I didn't?"

"Hey, hey, slow down, Kelly. There just seems to have been a little mix-up, that's all."

"What kind of mix-up?"

"I've got a Mr. Braden and a Mr. Bramen here in the lobby. It looks like they found each other's luggage in their rooms."

"Shit." Kelly paused, then gasped. "Sorry, sir. It just slipped out!"

"That's all right, Kelly. It happens." He cleared his throat and looked up at the two guests as he continued. "Their last names are one letter off. It was an honest mistake." The two men were glaring at each other, the look of disdain on Mr. Braden's face more than evident. "Do me a favor, will you? Fetch Mr. Braden's things out of—" Roland checked his computer screen. "—room 507 and send them up to the Aspen suite."

"Of course. Right away. I am so sorry, boss!"

Kelly hung up and Roland took a deep breath. He put the phone back in the cradle and turned back to his guests, one now smiling with amusement, the other still fuming. Roland smiled and turned his attention to the angry lawyer, wanting to diffuse the situation as quickly as possible.

"Mr. Braden, let me apologize again for the inconvenience this has caused you."

Mr. Braden crossed his arms over his chest and stuck his chin in the air, a grim frown on his face.

"Let me make it up to you. I'm upgrading your accommodations to one of our premium suites, on the house." Roland's fingers flew over the keyboard as he made the changes to Mr. Braden's account. "You will also have one night free, on us. Will that be satisfactory?"

Mr. Braden's expression remained dour, but he nodded. Roland pulled the walkie-talkie from his belt and raised it to his lips. "Bellhop to the lobby, please."

Seconds later a teenage girl with a ponytail scurried into the room. She stopped next to the desk and stared at Mr. Bramen, her eyes wide. Roland smiled. He knew exactly how she felt. Roland cleared his throat and gestured over to Mr. Braden.

"Sarah, could you show Mr. Braden here up to the Aspen suite? His luggage is already on its way."

Sarah nodded and gathered her composure, turning a weak smile on Mr. Braden. "Of course. If you'll just follow me, sir?"

Mr. Braden brushed by Dodge Bramen, knocking his elbow as he strutted out of the lobby behind Sarah. Mr. Bramen snorted and rolled his eyes, turning his piercing gaze back on Roland. A sly smile twitched up the corner of his mouth.

"So, you gonna upgrade my digs too?" His voice was low and husky, his eyes hooded. He waggled his eyebrows. Roland lost his tongue again and looked away quickly, switching the computer screen back over to Mr. Bramen's account.

"Uh, yes, sir. Absolutely. So sorry for the inconvenience."

Mr. Bramen reached over the counter to still Roland's hand. "No, don't. I was only teasing."

Roland instinctively turned his hand over and gave the guy's warm fingers a quick squeeze before catching himself, blushing. "It's no trouble, Mr. Bramen. I'm happy to do it." Roland smiled and looked away. He began typing again, trying desperately to get his attention back on the computer screen instead of on his rugged guest.

"Seriously, there really is no need to go through the trouble of moving me into a fancier room. I see no reason to get all riled up over a simple mistake, and I certainly don't want to punish anybody for it."

"Thank you, Mr. Bramen, but…"

"Dodge."

"Huh?"

"Please, call me Dodge. This whole mister thing is…" Dodge shuddered for effect and then winked. Roland could feel his face heating up again. Damn it.

"Dodge, then." Roland transferred Dodge's reservation and entered the same discounts as he'd given to Mr. Braden. "And I promise you, it's no trouble at all. Actually, I'll just move your reservation into the suite your luggage was in already, if that's agreeable to you. That makes it less trouble than sending you back to the other room. What do you say?"

"Well, I cain't rightly argue with that logic, now can I?"

"Nope." Roland laughed.

Just then, Sarah strolled back into the lobby and Roland signaled her over to the desk. "Sarah, would you mind showing Mr. Bramen to suite 709?"

"Sure thing, boss. If you'll follow me." Sarah beamed at the massive, rugged man and sauntered out of the lobby, but Dodge didn't follow her right away. Instead, he reached across the counter for another handshake. Roland took his offered hand, his pulse racing at the touch.

"Thanks again for your hospitality, Mr. Paulson."

Roland simply nodded.

Dodge let go of his hand and gathered his duffle bag, and then he loped out of the lobby to catch up with Sarah. Roland had to fight back a groan as he admired Dodge's retreating back. His broad shoulders and muscular ass were completely drool-worthy.

Dodge stopped and looked back over his shoulder before entering the elevator, and he caught Roland staring. Roland dropped his gaze, but not before Dodge flashed him a knowing smirk and a wave just as the elevator doors closed between them.


Chapter Two




Dodge frowned at the TV. A lady with a silly accent threw strange ingredients into a pot, and with every addition the contents became less and less appealing. What the hell was wrong with simple things like chicken broth or potatoes? Frustrated, he picked up the remote and shut the box off. He'd been staring at it for a few hours, killing time. Now, despite being less than impressed with the meals the TV chefs created, his stomach grumbled, reminding him how long it had been since lunch.

Dodge climbed to his feet and stretched. He checked his pockets for his wallet and his room key and looked himself over in the mirror. He'd need to shave soon, but it could wait. His shirt was rumpled but clean and his jeans, though stained, were at least free of holes. He ran his fingers through his hair and shrugged. He wasn't anything fancy, but he figured he'd do.

Dodge made his way down to the hotel restaurant. He walked through the double doors and moseyed over to where a man in a suit stood behind a small podium. The man looked up at his approach with a forced smile on his face.

"Can I help you?"

"Oh, I just wanted to see about getting something to eat."

The man eyed him critically and raised an eyebrow. He pursed his lips into a thin line. "Are you a guest here, sir?"

"Yes. Suite seven-oh-nine."

The frown left the guy's face, replaced with a look of surprise. "Suite?" He swallowed and quickly looked over the papers in front of him. "Of course, sir. Just let me see what we have available."

"Mr. Bramen, hello! Are you enjoying your stay so far?"

Dodge's body reacted immediately to the soft voice. His pulse sped up and his blood rushed south, pooling in his groin. He took a deep breath, inhaling the sweet scents of citrus and man. The manager, Mr. Paulson, appeared at his side, and it took everything he had to resist grabbing the gorgeous redhead. Dodge looked at the man out of the corner of his eye and gave him a lopsided smile, checking him out from head to toe now that his body wasn't hidden behind the counter.

Mr. Paulson had the greenest eyes Dodge had ever seen. Beautiful. They stood out in dark contrast from a pale, round face framed by unruly red curls. Freckles peppered his nose and cheeks and along his neck, disappearing beneath his shirt collar. His body filled out his suit with soft lines and curves. He didn't have the sharp angles or hard muscles of an athlete. On the contrary, his belly stuck out ever so slightly and he had a more than ample backside, features that would lead the less charitable to call him overweight. To Dodge's eyes he looked luscious and completely fuckable. He wanted nothing more than to feel that pliant skin under his lips and his fingertips, that soft body yielding beneath his own. The contrast of his ivory skin, so different from Dodge's brown, made him shudder with desire. He wanted to mark him, brand him. He would bruise easily, so creamy and pale; love bites would last for days.

Dodge cleared his throat and met the man's eyes. "I thought I asked you to call me Dodge."

"That's right. You did."

Mr. Paulson's breath hitched and a crimson blush crept up his neck and into his face. The guy blushed at the drop of a hat and his pale skin showed it off to perfection. It made Dodge wonder how far the color spread. If he laid him out bare across a bed, would his entire body burn red?

Dodge's penis swelled at the thought. Damn.

"I'm Roland, by the way."

"Roland," Dodge rasped in response. He tried to blink away the lustful images, but the hungry way Roland looked at him added fuel to his fantasy. Damn. Dodge hadn't had sex in far too long, and it looked like maybe, if he played his cards right…

Roland offered him a timid smile, then turned his attention to the now bug-eyed young man behind the podium. "Stanley, Mr. Bramen here is my special guest. Make sure they take good care of him."

"Yes, sir." The kid nodded his head vigorously, fumbling with his papers again. Dodge's heart raced and his mind screamed for him to do something, anything, to make Roland stay. He didn't want to let this opportunity get away. Dodge reached out and touched Roland's arm.

"Will you join me for dinner, Roland?" he pleaded.

Roland's eyes went wide and his mouth fell open. He didn't answer right away, so Dodge did his best imitation of puppy dog eyes and pushed again.

"You wouldn't want your special guest to eat alone now, would you?"

Finally, Roland smiled. "Why not? I am just getting off my shift. Stanley, can you find us a table for two?"




* * * *




Roland sat in the booth across from Dodge, toying with his napkin and silverware. The server had taken their orders and the poor guy hadn't managed a complete sentence since. Dodge leaned back in his chair and spread his legs wide, getting comfortable while he admired his quiet dinner companion. He caught a flash of those gorgeous green eyes peeking up at him through his long lashes. Dodge smiled and Roland's face colored again. Beautiful.

Having such a strong effect on the hotel manager made Dodge feel like a king. He'd seen the guy at work earlier. He had handled himself with confidence and authority when dealing with the jackass in the lobby. He made things happen and got things done. His employees obviously respected and admired him; he could tell by the deference they paid him. Roland Paulson was a successful businessman, the kind who presumably couldn't be easily rattled.

Dodge had him by the balls. Roland obviously wanted him. He just needed to lure the reticent man out of his clothes, er, shell.

Dodge couldn't help grinning at the thought. He shifted his left leg to the side, brushing his shin against Roland's.

"Sorry." Roland jerked his leg away, but he also looked up. Dodge shrugged and winked.

Roland bit his bottom lip, then set down the silverware. Finally, he cleared his throat and asked, "So, Dodge, what do you do for a living?"

Finally! Dodge sat up in his chair and rested his arms on the edge of the table, leaning forward.

"I'm a bullfighter."

Dodge raised his head just a little bit higher. Whenever he wanted to impress a guy, talking about his job usually did the trick. He noticed Roland's gaze had drifted down from his face, so he flexed the muscles in his arms and his pecs. Roland licked his lips and Dodge dropped his hand to his lap, feeling the sudden need to adjust things behind his zipper. Oh yeah, he had him. It was only a matter of time before he'd have this man wrapped around his cock and screaming his name.

"Bullshit."

"What?" 

Dodge sat back and stared at Roland, stunned. Roland shook his head.

"Bull fighting isn't legal in the United States.
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