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      Behind closed doors at The Scarlet Hotel, anything can happen… even danger.

      Omega Decker is afraid for his life, and for good reason. Working cyber security for the mob, he has access to some very sensitive information—and he’s finally seen enough. He’s in hiding at The Scarlet Hotel, under an alias, but he knows it’s a temporary solution. What he really needs is help, but he doesn’t know who to trust.

      Alpha Sab, an agent with the FBI, has been working this mob case for years, but every time he finds a witness willing to testify, they disappear. When a stunning omega comes forward with critical evidence that can put the mob boss away for life, Sab knows he needs to take the risk, but he isn’t sure he can live with himself if anything should happen to screw this up. Because this time… the man isn’t just his witness… he’s the omega of his dreams.

      Room 1016 is the second standalone book in the m/m mpreg romance series, The Scarlet Hotel, from bestselling author Trisha Linde. Each book features a new couple and begins and ends in a different room at The Scarlet Hotel. Room 1016 revolves around an omega driven by his conscience, an alpha determined to keep his omega safe, a romance born despite fear and danger, an adorable baby, and a well-earned happily ever after.
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      The night shift was by far the worst.

      Emily had been working the front desk at The Scarlet Hotel for over two years. Even so, surrounded by staff who’d been working at the luxury hotel for decades, she was still considered “the new girl,” and as such, she was expected to take the lion’s share of bullshit. This included night shifts, waiting until everyone else had taken their breaks before getting one for herself, and whenever someone called in sick, she was the first one called to fill in.

      At least the pay was decent.

      On this particular night, absolutely nothing was happening—unless you counted a buzzing lightbulb threatening to extinguish, which Emily didn’t. They had no reservations expected to arrive, and even the street outside seemed quieter than usual.

      It’s going to be a long night.

      She peeked over at her co-worker, Roland, but he was in his usual state of semi-consciousness. Emily found herself a bit envious of his ability to sleep standing up with his eyes open. The only clue that gave him away was the slight glaze over his eyeballs. When Emily stood at the desk, she experienced only mind-numbing boredom, which only seemed to make her twitchy, rather than sedate. “Hey, Ro?” she said, hardly moving her lips. Had to keep up appearances, and chatting was not allowed.

      “Mmm,” he grunted under his breath. Emily suspected he wasn’t really listening.

      She was about to attempt some gossip, the only true form of entertainment around here, but before she could say anything, there was a click of a door opening. Both Roland and Emily snapped to attention, spines stiff and eyes straight ahead.

      Their boss, Monsieur Holland—aka Captain Hollywood, as Emily called him, for his movie star good looks, complete with perfectly styled blond hair and chin cleft—stepped out of his office, ready to head home for the night. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed how his attention went straight to Roland, and she smothered a smile. Those two were so obviously hung up on each other… too bad they would never act on it. Instead, she was subjected to their awkward conversation and overpowering pheromones. Ugh.

      “So, I am, uh, heading home… for the evening. Or the night, rather,” Holland said, coming to stand in front of Roland. His blue eyes were laser-focused on Emily’s co-worker.

      “Yes, sir,” Roland said simply. His Adam’s apple bobbed once in his throat in a gulp. “Have a good evening… or, um, night. Both.”

      Emily glanced back and forth between them, neither of them saying what they really wanted to say: “I want to bone you.” She nearly giggled. She couldn’t imagine those words coming from either of the men, who were both too proper for their own good. She could give them a nudge in the right direction, except Captain Hollywood was her boss, and there were strict rules against dating co-workers.

      Another awkward pause, and Holland nodded sharply. “Right. Good night.” He finally glanced at her, almost surprised there was someone else here. “Night.” Another bob of his head.

      “Good night, sir,” she said.

      He marched toward the door without looking back, and the doorman, Gerald, held the door open so Monsieur Holland could step through, disappearing into the night.

      “Alone at last,” Emily teased, blowing out a breath and finally allowing her lips to tip up into a smile. As glamorous as The Scarlet Hotel was, the posh front they were expected to display was soooo boring. She couldn’t believe their guests wanted such a bland experience, but in the end, it was what they paid for. They wanted the whole old-school glitz and glamor of the roaring 20s, with polished marble and plush velvet, art deco design and crystal chandeliers—and apparently that included zero personality from the staff.

      Once the boss walked out the door, however…

      Roland was still staring after Holland with a look of yearning on his face. “Ro, honestly, you should just say something to him.”

      “Huh? About what?” Gods, seriously, this blasted omega was entirely clueless.

      “Never mind.” It was clear he wasn’t in the mood to chat, so Emily headed for the kitchen. That crew was always ready with some gossip. “I’ll be right back. Hold down the fort.” Roland just grunted.

      Whenever they had reservations, the staff liked to make bets on the types of guests who would arrive; when it was quiet, though, they had to find other forms of entertainment.

      The kitchen was in its usual state of organized chaos. Dinner was over, transitioning to the lounge crowd wanting something greasy in their stomachs to temper the alcohol, and prep work needed to be done for tomorrow’s breakfast. There was no one standing in front of the cutting board, though. Nor at the dishwashing station, or the grill. They were all crowding around one of the housekeepers, a young man in his early twenties wearing the same understated black-and-white uniform of all the housekeeping staff.

      “What’s the news, Patrick?” Emily gushed, scurrying over. “What did I miss?”

      The kitchen staff parted to make room for her, and Patrick leaned forward and lowered his voice into a conspiratorial whisper. “It’s room 1016.”

      “What? What about room 1016?” Emily propped her elbows on the counter, her chin in her hands. This was what made her job the best she’d ever had.

      “That’s just the thing… we don’t know,” Patrick hissed.

      Emily was understandably disappointed with this lack of information. She scoffed. “Seriously? That’s it? That’s all you’ve got for me?”

      He shook his head slowly and gave her a patronizing look, as if she was missing something super obvious. “Have you seen the guest?”

      She frowned and thought over what little she knew about the guest in that room. “Uh, no? I don’t think I was on duty the night he checked in.”

      “That’s just it. Nobody has seen him.” Patrick’s eyes bulged a little, wagging his eyebrows.

      “Or her,” Benny, a shaggy-looking restaurant server, corrected him. “Could be a woman.”

      Patrick rolled his eyes. “Okay, fine. Nobody has seen them.”

      Emily didn’t see what the big deal was. So what if they didn’t know who was staying in the room. It could be a businessman—or woman—busy on their computer. Her shoulders drooped; she’d really been hoping for something a little juicier.

      Patrick leaned in again, his eyes darting this way and that. “They’ve been here for almost two weeks already, and not once have they even popped their heads out. They’ve requested all their meals be left in the hallway, and half an hour later, their dirty dishes appear. I’ve tried to catch them when they open the door, but it’s like they know when I’m watching. I can’t even get a glimpse!”

      Emily snorted a laugh. “Why don’t you just knock on the door?”

      “What do you take me for, some kind of amateur?” He sounded offended. “Of course I knocked. I had this whole ‘oops, wrong room’ excuse planned, but there was no response. I halfway wondered if they’d snuck past me at some point, but I swear I heard…” —he paused for effect— “crying.”

      “Awww,” the dishwasher, Coral, said, fluttering her chapped hands up to her heart. “I hope they’re okay.” Coral looked gruff at first glance, with her thick tattooed biceps and intimidating stature, but if you bothered to look closer, you would see kind hazel eyes and gray hair dyed cotton-candy pink, tightly curled from the rollers she slept in every night. She’d been here longer than most staff and could probably run the entire hotel with her eyes closed, but she said she was happy where she was, washing plates and cutlery.

      Emily assumed she just liked being underestimated… before proving someone wrong.

      “I’m sure they’re fine,” Emily said with a sigh, already bored with this lame excuse for gossip. So what if someone wanted privacy? Didn’t seem so odd to her. And there were a million reasons for crying, from a dead relative to a stubbed toe, and hardly any of those reasons needed to be gossiped over.

      She was about to head out when Benny said, “I bet it has to do with that huge drug case on the news.”

      Emily skidded to a stop and ran back. “Ooh! That sounds juicy. What drug case?”

      Benny just shrugged. “I dunno. Something about Bruno ‘The Butcher’ Santana, that mob guy. I guess the Feds thought they had a case on him, went so far as arresting him, but then their witness disappeared. They had to cut the crime boss loose.”

      Emily tried her best to keep her face neutral, but she was seriously frustrated. “So… what does that have to do with the guest who wants their privacy?” She couldn’t follow his logic.

      He just shrugged. “I dunno. Just seemed weird, I guess.”

      “Right.” It was a total stretch.

      Everyone turned when the swinging door to the dining room opened, and as soon as they saw it was Stella, the head of housekeeping, they scattered like roaches when the light flicked on. “Shame on you!” she tutted. “Another gossip session! Don’t tell me you don’t have anything better to do, because if you’re bored, I have plenty of toilets that need a good scrub.”

      The cacophony in the kitchen started up once again, dishes clattering, knives chopping. Everyone kept their heads down, hoping not to get singled out.

      Emily tried to slide past, but Stella snagged her on the way by. “Miss Matthews, you know better.” Stella reminded Emily of a teacher she’d once had in middle school, and just like when she was ten, she felt the burn of shame on her cheeks.

      “Yes, Stella,” she recited obediently.

      Stella escorted Emily all the way back up to the front desk, then deposited her at her station, before giving a sharp look at a very-confused Roland. “What did I do?” he asked.

      Emily suspected Monsieur Holland would hear about their misdeeds soon enough. And a pity, because the gossip wasn’t even worth the tongue-lashing she would receive.
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      My leg jiggled constantly, no matter how much I tried to still it. I had chewed every fingernail down to the quick. My hair stood up in every which direction, and it was greasy as hell.

      In short, I wasn’t myself.

      I was sure no one could blame me for my abrupt change in character. I was literally a different man, after all. Gone was Decker Sherburn, tech whiz. Now, I was just John Baker, and I had all the paperwork to prove it.

      According to anything that could be found online about John, he’d graduated from high school with average grades, worked middle management at a paper company for an average salary, and was married to Sally, his high school sweetheart. John and Sally had no children, their parents passed away. I was so thorough when I’d constructed the personality, I was pretty sure even my neighbors would identify me in a police lineup as “John.”

      I wasn’t living in the house, though, not anymore. That was too dangerous. No, for now I was living in The Scarlet Hotel. For now. Hopefully not forever.

      My knee kept up its frantic tempo, and I swiped sweat from my brow as I hunched over the laptop, my fingers flying across the keys. “I’m a ghost,” I whispered to myself. “Nothing to see here…”

      My skin was so sweaty that my glasses kept sliding down the bridge of my nose, and I knew I smelled rank. I hadn’t showered in days… wait, what day was it? Friday? Gods, I didn’t even know anymore. It was hard to tell day from night when I kept the curtains shut tight.

      With a few keystrokes, I swapped out the VPN to another location in Europe. I rerouted my signal through ten separate countries, just to be sure I couldn’t be traced. Not that there was a huge risk at this point. I mean, Bruno only had one tech genius, and I was it. There was no way he could’ve replaced me so quickly. The FBI probably had some decent hackers, but they didn’t even know to look for me—yet.

      Bruno Santana, AKA The Butcher. If I’d known the nickname beforehand, I probably would’ve hesitated before taking the job in the first place. I hadn’t known, though. I was just a squeaky-clean graduate from California, fresh out of school. I had no reason to know who the Santana family was. I was just hoping to land a job, any job, and when this amazing offer practically fell in my lap, it seemed too good to be true.

      Well… I suppose that was accurate, at least. I should’ve read the fine print.

      The job had been cyber security for an import/export business in New York. The pay was astronomical, and I could set my own hours. They even offered me any car of my choosing and a huge penthouse! Of course I said yes! I probably should’ve asked about what they were importing… or exporting…

      I patted my pocket, confirming the USB stick was still there. It was. It wasn’t the only copy of Bruno’s files I had. In fact, I had all the files on multiple sticks, hidden in multiple locations, plus encrypted digital backups, and then backups of the backups. There was no way I was going to screw this up.

      Now I just needed to find the right contact…

      My fingers stilled when there was a knock on the door. I held my breath, waiting. “Room service,” came the muffled voice.

      Oh. Right. I ordered food.

      I didn’t answer; there was no need. I’d left instructions for them to leave it in the hallway outside the door. It was too easy for me to hack into the hotel’s security cameras, and I brought up the view of the hallway outside the door. It was empty.

      There was a time a couple days ago that the staff had waited down at the end of the hall by the elevator, peering back toward my room. I’d wondered if they were hired by Bruno to take me out, so I sat there, face inches from the screen, waiting to see what the guy would do. I just about shit my pants thinking that this was it. I was a dead man. But then the guy had yawned, looked at his watch, and finally got into the elevator and left.

      I’d made sure to take a screenshot of his face, and I did a quick background check on him. His name was Patrick O’Donnell, and he was just a housekeeper. His bank accounts were unremarkable, no large deposits, and he didn’t have any connection to any of Bruno’s known associates. I finally allowed myself to relax. The guy was just being curious.

      I quickly tiptoed over to the door and looked through the peephole. Then in a practiced move, swung the door open, keeping low, and snatched the tray, before slamming the door shut once more. My heart was beating in my throat, my body flooded with adrenaline. I collapsed to the floor, back pressed to the wall.

      Gods, this was so stupid. I couldn’t sustain this. I needed help.

      I took off my glasses and scrubbed my face, digging the heels of my palms into my eyes until I saw stars. When I pulled my hands away, I took a long, slow breath, trying to calm my racing heart. “Okay. I got this.” It felt very much like a lie.

      I pushed myself off the floor and brought the tray of food over to the desk, sitting back down in front of the computer. I had no recollection of what I had ordered, and strangely enough, pulling the cover off didn’t work as a reminder—luckily, I had no complaints for whatever my addled brain had pulled together. There was a burger and fries, coleslaw, and a cinnamon bun.

      I started with dessert.

      It took some juggling, my fingers sticky with gooey, buttery cinnamon, trying not to glom all the keys together, but I finally managed to pull up the FBI agent database. Well… “pull up” was a nice way of saying “hacking into,” but it made me feel better to sugar-coat it. Like my fingers.

      I plonked the half-eaten remains of my dessert back on the plate and licked off my fingers, before getting down to the nitty-gritty of choosing myself a lifeline. I needed an agent to help me bring Bruno’s crimes to light, but it was risky business. Any one of them could just as easily be nestled in the mob boss’s back pocket—or even worse, halfway up his ass. I could very easily end up dead before dawn tomorrow.

      I scanned through file after file, while shoving burger and fries into my face. The grease helped settle my churning stomach and replenish my energy stores. It was like I was starving with how quickly I devoured everything. Who knew hacking could be such hungry work? I wiped my greasy fingers on my pants. My clothes didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore, nothing but this.

      The first file was Agent Frederick Stiles. At first glance, he seemed like an alright choice, but a little bit of digging into his past revealed that he’d been a bully in high school. Nope. I wasn’t about to trust my life to someone who took joy in hurting others. Next!

      Agent Geraldine Toews. Again, on the surface she seemed okay—but that wasn’t surprising, was it? These people all got hired to the Federal Bureau, so you knew they had to be “upstanding citizens,” on the surface at least. I didn’t have a lot of faith in the government’s background checks, though. I much preferred to do it myself. Agent Toews had speeding tickets… or rather, she used to have tickets. Seemed they’d magically disappeared, likely because of her rich daddy. Low moral standard. Next!

      Everyone I looked at had something wrong with them. In some cases, it was obvious, like suspicious activity on their bank account or having grown up just two blocks from Bruno’s mansion, but other times it was as indescribable as a mean glint to their eye that put me off.

      I groaned in frustration. This was impossible! How was I supposed to trust one of these people?! I took a quick break. I got out of the chair, stretched my arms up over my head, and arched my back, eliciting some cracks and pops from my joints. Then I collected all my plates and trash, checking the hallway cameras, before depositing it all back outside my door for pickup.

      When I sat back down in the chair, I was nearly ready to give up. Maybe I would have better luck picking an agent from an office back in California, as far away from New York as I could possibly get. Maybe then I could trust that they weren’t under the influence of the Santana family.

      Just as I was about to slam my laptop closed in frustration, my eyes fell on a name. Sebastian Waverley.

      I wasn’t sure what it was about the name, but I felt drawn to it. I clicked on it, bringing up his file. My heart nearly stopped in my chest. No beady eyes, no angry slash for a mouth. Instead, he looked… kind.

      For the first time in weeks, I felt something besides fear and anxiety. I felt safe.

      For security’s sake, I checked his bank account: clean. Family status: single alpha. Parents: deceased. And his arrest record was impressive—and included a few of Bruno’s pals.

      I found myself staring into his eyes and wishing he were here right now, in person. His eyes were an interesting mixture of blue and green, almost aquamarine. His jaw was sharp, clean-shaven. His lips, full and serious, but I could almost imagine what they would look like tipped up into a smile. He probably had a nice smile…

      The page listed an office number, but that could be tapped, and an email address, which left a digital trace. Instead of taking the obvious route, I did a bit more digging and found his personal cell number. Not exactly professional, but I didn’t know what else to do. I had to take every precaution.

      I took a deep breath, willing my body to calm down, but as I pulled out my disposable cell, my fingers were shaking.

      Here goes nothing.
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      It was days like this that the pressure of the job weighed heavy on my shoulders.

      I wanted to break down, to cry and scream and tear my hair out by the roots, but this was not the time or the place to lose my composure. There was no privacy in the office for a breakdown. It was just a room with a bunch of desks, turned so we were facing each other. We weren’t even given the dignity of walls to form a cubicle. It was supposed to instill a feeling of camaraderie, broker trust, encourage us to bounce ideas off the other members of our team. We were supposed to be able to look up from our computer and see our co-workers hard at the grind, but if anything, it had the opposite effect. Instead, when I looked up from my work, all I thought was, “Which one of you is it?”

      Because I knew for certain that one of them was a snitch. There was no other explanation for why I kept losing my witnesses.

      “Hey, Sab, I’m headed out. Wanna catch a beer?” Freddy was a decent enough guy, the closest I had to a friend around here. He smiled at me, hopeful, his eyes bright. I knew he was likely hoping for some downtime with a co-worker, since he didn’t have anyone else to unwind with. Working at the Bureau was a lonely job when we weren’t allowed to discuss cases with anyone outside the office.

      I offered an apologetic smile and gave a wave. “Maybe next time. I still have some work to catch up on.” That wasn’t true. I would be heading out in just a few minutes, after giving him enough time to get down the block. I just couldn’t be around anyone right now, not after the day I’d had.

      Another witness… gone.

      I’d been working this damn mob case for years. Every time I thought I was making progress, had my hands on a witness who was willing to testify, they’d disappear. I didn’t always find a body, so I didn’t know for sure they were all dead, but it was pretty safe to assume. No matter what I did, I couldn’t get a conviction to stick to Bruno Santana.

      It was beyond frustrating, and not just because of the senseless loss of life. As an alpha, it was engrained in my very DNA to protect, and every time a witness up and vanished, I felt… helpless. Worse than that. Useless.

      I clenched and unclenched my fists over and over, feeling my fingernails dig into my palms, leaving little crescent-moon shapes in my flesh. I needed to try something new because whatever I was doing so far wasn’t working. I watched the other agents file out the door, in ones and twos. I analyzed their body language, looking for anything suspicious. Their shoulders all seemed relaxed, their eyes angled straight ahead. How was I supposed to single out which one was working for Santana? Or maybe there was more than one. That thought made my gut clench.
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