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      Behind closed doors at The Scarlet Hotel, anything can happen… maybe even the impossible love.

      Omega Reese has decided it’s time to make some changes. He’s been coasting for far too long, always taking the easy route. Living at home? Easy. Working for his dad? Easy. Even dating his high school boyfriend long after their relationship has gone stale… Easy. But easy is soon a thing of the past. Who knew making waves could go so catastrophically wrong? When his life takes a turn for the worse, the last person Reese expects to be his savior is his ex-boyfriend's older brother. Lee is mean, hot-headed, and borderline dangerous. And Lee has always hated Reese… hasn't he?

      Alpha Lee has always played second fiddle to his younger brother. No matter what he does, he can’t measure up to the perfect golden boy—class valedictorian, walking in their father’s footsteps—so he just stopped trying. If he can’t get it right, he might as well get it spectacularly wrong. After a particularly embarrassing stunt landed Lee in jail, his father had no problem sending him away for a few years. Lee hoped in that time that he would forget all about his family. His perfect parents, his spoiled brother, but most of all, he wished he could forget Reese. Too nice, too docile, too hot for his own good… and of all the things Lee's brother had, the only thing he ever wanted was Reese. When Lee comes home and finds Reese single and in need of saving, he realizes this might finally be his chance. To win him over, though, he’s going to have to change his bad-boy ways. Easier said than done.

      Room 519 is the seventh 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 519 features an omega learning to speak up, an alpha trying to reinvent himself, an enemies-to-lovers romance, and a baby that might just save them both.
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      Mr. Holland stood over Joseph, watching him like a hawk, those ice-blue eyes missing nothing. Joseph had never seen his boss look so unsettled; he was usually unflappable, not a single blond hair out of place, but tonight, he was antsy, pacing back and forth across the kitchen before returning to the room service cart currently being loaded up.

      "You can't screw this up," Mr. Holland said, his voice strained, reaching over to reposition a loaded plate of chicken wings.

      "I won't, sir," Joseph assured him for the tenth time. He'd been working at The Scarlet Hotel for seven years, and he'd never had a single guest complaint against him. He was good at his job, and his boss knew it.

      "I know, I know, but…" Mr. Holland's lips thinned, his nostrils flaring as he took a deep breath. "It's just that Philip Black is a powerful man, and when he's not happy, we're not happy."

      Joseph nodded, though he was actually thinking that Philip Black wasn't even their guest this evening, but there was no point in mentioning it. In this case, Mr. Black's son was an even more dangerous guest to have. Young, impulsive, and demanding, a volatile combination when handed to a rich, entitled brat like him.

      As Joseph added a bottle of wine to the cart, Mr. Holland made a little strangled sound in the back of his throat. He snatched the bottle from Joseph's hand. "No, not that one." He quickly returned it to the cooler and came back with a high-end bottle of champagne. "Actually, let's send two bottles… or maybe three…"

      Joseph turned his body away from his boss in order to hide the intense eyeroll he couldn't suppress. Yeah, because getting the mayor's son drunk will clearly solve this entire situation.

      Upstairs in room 519 was a rowdy bunch of recent university graduates, looking to celebrate. Carson Black, the mayor's son, had shown up at the hotel's front desk this evening, along with a dozen of his friends, demanding a room. They'd already been out drinking, apparently, and had created a bit of a ruckus in the lobby. The desk staff hadn't known what to do; this was hardly the upscale hotel's typical clientele. This wasn't a frat house. Joseph had heard through staff gossip that the supervisor hadn't recognized the playboy and had been about to ask them to leave—before Mr. Holland had stepped in and taken over, apologizing profusely for his staff's behavior. Joseph had no doubt that if the VIP rooms had been available, that was where they would be, free of charge, but there was some kind of convention going on and most rooms were booked. Rumor had it that Mr. Holland had actually bumped someone's reservation to make space for the esteemed guests, but that might've been hearsay.

      "These guests are very important. We must treat them with the utmost respect. Whatever they want, they get. You understand?"

      "Yes, sir," Joseph said again. Meanwhile, on the inside, Joseph was thinking, No, they're just a bunch of barely legal assholes. They would get drunk, trash the room, leaving a mess for someone else to clean up because they'd been raised to expect it. They would belittle the staff because they saw people who worked for a living as "less than," and then tomorrow, they would head back to their pampered lives, bragging to their friends about how they'd been slumming it with the regular people.

      Then again, the staff could consider themselves lucky it wasn't the older brother who'd shown up tonight. He was the real troublemaker, but he hadn't been seen for a couple years. The stories about his disappearance were varied, but Joseph's favorite was that he'd burned a building to the ground and sent three people to the hospital, all because they'd insulted his hair, and he'd been on the run from the law ever since. It was probably an exaggeration, but it was fun to speculate.

      Joseph double-checked the order to make sure he had all the food. "One more order of fries, please, Diya," he called to the cook stuck on night shift. There wasn't typically much to do after midnight, but the hotel kept a graveyard shift on hand for just such occasions.

      "Coming right up," Diya replied.

      With the last order of fries safely on the cart, the order was done—for now. Joseph suspected they'd call downstairs at least once more tonight. Although, maybe with the three bottles of champagne, they would pass out sooner rather than later.

      "Quickly," Mr. Holland hissed, his hands bunched up so tightly that his knuckles had turned white. "We need to ensure he has only good things to report to his father."

      "Relax, sir. It's only been ten minutes. Nowhere in the city could they get this amount of food so quickly."

      "But that does not mean they will not expect it." Mr. Holland gave him a look that seemed to leave himself exposed.

      Mr. Holland escorted Joseph and the cart to the elevator, but he drew the line at following him upstairs. Right before the doors closed, Joseph saw Mr. Holland's head dip, chin to chest, his shoulders caving under the pressure. There was more to this level of stress than he was letting on. Although the hotel belonged to Mr. Holland's father, Joseph wondered if the mayor wasn't somehow financially linked in some way. Philip Black was only the mayor… right?

      That thought brought a fresh wave of dread. As the elevator went up, Joseph was tempted instead to reverse course and head down to housekeeping. His friend Patrick owed him a favor and taking this cart upstairs might've been the one to cash in on. But then Joseph thought of his boss and how he would undoubtedly check up on how it went, and he knew he couldn't pass it off to someone else—especially someone as casual and flippant as Patrick. He would predictably botch the whole thing, and then where would they be? Out of a job, no doubt. Nope, Joseph knew he would have to handle this himself, no matter how unpleasant.

      The small elevator quickly filled with the aromas from the plated food, even covered as they were under their metal cloches. There was no doubt it had been ordered by a bunch of drunk morons with the munchies. It was mostly deep-fried, none of it healthy. It looked like they had simply gone down the appetizer menu and ordered two of everything.

      When the doors opened, Joseph wheeled the cart out and reluctantly made his way to the door. He knocked as quietly as he could so as not to disturb the sleeping guests next door, though with the boisterous laughter coming from room 519, Joseph doubted anyone around them would get much sleep tonight.

      After a second, then third knock, the door finally opened, and a cloud of smoke billowed out into the hallway. It took all of Joseph's seven years of experience to keep a straight face. The hotel was smoke-free—or at least it was for everyone else. Apparently having a rich daddy meant you didn't have to follow the rules. Joseph could see at least two cigars, and if he wasn't mistaken, there was also a joint being passed around.

      "Good evening, sir," he said with a bland smile to the dark-haired man who was currently using the doorframe to hold himself up. He might've been attractive, but it was hard to say for sure the way the alcohol had made his features slump and tug in weird ways as he tried to command his body. "I have the food you ordered."

      "My maaaaan!" the drunkard shouted, holding his arms up in a boisterous cheer. "Foooood!" Which set everyone else in the room off in hoots and hollers.

      Joseph would normally leave the cart in the room to be retrieved at a later time, but before he could make his escape, the man hooked an arm over his shoulders, keeping him in place. "Hey, why don't you stay a while, help us pour some of this delicious wine," he said, slurring his words. "Maybe if you're lucky, we'll even let you have a glass."

      "Lucky me," Joseph muttered sarcastically. He got straight to work on pouring the drinks, since refusing was not an option, and the faster he could get out of there the better. He focused all his attention on the bottle in his hand, making sure he didn't spill a drop—not that anyone would've noticed. The carpets would surely need to be shampooed in the morning. Behind him, the drunkards descended on the food like vultures on a carcass.

      "Carson, come on," a voice said. "We can serve ourselves. Just let the poor guy get back to his job."

      The first man, who turned out to be the man of the hour himself, snickered. "Seriously, Reese? This is his job. This guy gets paid to be our servant, so I'm just making him earn his paycheck."

      Another alpha came staggering over. "I dunno. I think he could be doing more." He and Carson shared a look before turning to me, like two starving hyenas.

      "I agree," Carson said. "Why don't you get down on your hands and knees…" he began, and Joseph froze, the blood in his veins turning to ice. Surely they wouldn't suggest he do something sexual. "…and serve as our footrest," he finished.

      Joseph's breath left his lungs in a whoosh, the drain of adrenaline making his dizzy. What they were suggesting was degrading, sure, but it could've been way worse, and there was a very good chance they were joking. He stood there a moment, unsure if he should crouch down or not.

      "You guys are drunk, and you're embarrassing me," the omega called Reese said. "Just stop!"

      "What'll you give me if I do?" Carson asked in probably what he considered a sultry voice but was actually just a slurred mumble, grabbing Reese by the front of his shirt. The mayor's son's eyes were heavy-lidded from the alcohol. Joseph doubted he'd even be able to get it up tonight, no matter what he was implying to the omega.

      Reese wasn't at all ruffled by the man's demands; it was clear he'd had practice dealing with the handsy alpha. With a firm hand, he pushed him back onto the bed then turned and walked back to where Joseph was standing. He took the bottle from his hand and placed it down on the cart, then scooped him around the waist, driving them both back to the door and out into the hallway.

      Reese pulled out his wallet. "I'm truly sorry for them. The more they drink, the less they resemble human beings." He didn't even count the money, just grabbed all the bills and passed them over.

      "Oh, no, sir. I appreciate the tip, but this is too much." Joseph tried to give the money back, but Reese just smiled, with a hint of mischief.

      "Don't worry about it. It's not my wallet."

      Joseph knew he should've insisted on returning the money, but in this brief moment, it felt like he was sharing a joke with one of them, and it made him feel reckless. "Thank you, sir," he found himself saying. "You have yourself a good night."

      "You too," and the omega closed the door, muting the din once more.

      With his ears still ringing and a wad of cash burning a hole in his pocket, Joseph went back to work. This night shift was suddenly not so bad.
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      I hated drunk Carson. Most of the time, he was this charming guy, all smiles, beguiling and suave, just like his dad. But when he was around his friends and the alcohol started to flow, it was like he became a whole different man. I barely recognized him.

      Or maybe it only removed his inhibitions, and this was who he truly was…

      "Watch me, I got this," one of Carson's friends said. "Dude, hold my beer."

      No stunt that began with that line ever ended well. I couldn't watch.

      For the past hour, the guys had been taking turns showing off their various "skills," bragging and attempting to outdo each other. So far, I'd been subjected to the belching of the alphabet, a competition for who could fit the most marshmallows in their mouths, and when one of them barfed in the ice bucket, someone else said, "Oh yeah? I can puke way more than that!" I wasn't sure how much more I could take.

      At this exact moment, they were trying to prove who could do handstands the longest, but Jeff, Carson's former college roommate, just took it up a notch when he claimed that he could do his handstand on the arms of a chair.

      I listened with growing horror as they debated if they should move out to the balcony for this stunt because we were a bit cramped in here. There was more than a dozen of us in the room, which was spacious for a couple having a romantic getaway, but we'd stretched the capacity, especially when every surface was covered in empty bottles and stacks of dirty plates. We were left with little more than standing room only.

      "Guys, I don't think doing handstands on the balcony is a good idea," I said, shouting to be heard over their raucous laughter. I had promised myself I wasn't going to interfere, but I couldn't just stand by and say nothing while they put their lives at risk. I could see it now… a drunken slip, and then bye-bye Jeff, straight over the low railing, plummeting five stories to the street below. Splat!

      Jeff sneered. "Don't be a pussy, Reese. Just because you're too scared to do anything, that doesn't mean you need to piss all over the rest of us."

      I raised an eyebrow then turned to Carson. His gaze was unfocused and distant, but he swatted his friend across the shoulder. "Jeff, dude, a little respect. That's my omega you're talking to." Carson looked back at me, raising an eyebrow. He would always defend me to his friends, but I knew what he was thinking—that I shouldn't have said anything to Jeff in the first place. He wanted me to relax and get drunk with them, not scold them like I was their chaperone.

      Gods, I was so tired of this. It had been different when we were teenagers. I had been able to convince myself that hanging out with these guys was fun. The older I got, though, the more tedious they became. I kept waiting for Carson to change, to mature. Wasn't that what was supposed to happened when we grew up? He’d come home from university with a brand-new degree, and I suppose I’d just… expected more.

      Shouldn't we be ready for the next step? Career, marriage, house, kids. So far, though, Carson was too busy being a kid himself. And if I stopped myself to think about it… maybe that was actually a good thing. If he asked me to marry him, I would be forced to make a decision that I'd been putting off for too long.

      I stood up from the corner of the bed where I'd perched, and it brought Carson's attention back to me. "Hey, where you going?" he asked, leaning over to grab at my hand, nearly losing his balance in the process.

      "I'm tired, Carson. I think I'm just going to go to bed." I gestured with my head toward the door that led to the adjoining room.

      "Don't let what Jeff said get to you. He didn't mean it. Besides, it's still early," he urged, tugging me closer, his lips stuck out in a pout. "Stay with me."

      I should've felt warm and fuzzy, knowing my boyfriend wanted me close, but he'd barely talked to me all night. I didn't fit in with these guys, and I never had.

      I resisted, staying where I was. "I was up early for work," I insisted. "It's been a long day."

      "Aww, okay, baby." Just when I thought he'd let me go, he jerked me in until I fell into his lap. His hand went straight to my ass, squeezing roughly. "Sleep naked, m'kay? And I'll be in there to join you soon," he said, his voice too loud; alcohol had made volume control impossible. I could feel his friends’ eyes on us, making me feel super awkward. I was not into exhibitionism, especially for a bunch of his trashed frat buddies.

      "Good night, Carson," I said. There was an expectation to kiss my boyfriend good night. I tried to get away with a peck on the lips, but he tried to deepen it, and I turned my face to the side to avoid his drunken, sloppy kiss. I knew it would be like licking an ashtray.

      I finally managed to wiggle out of his grip and wove around everyone to get to the adjoining room I'd insisted on getting for this very reason. I was exhausted, and not just physically. I didn't bother saying good night to anyone else.

      Closing the door behind me, I collapsed onto the bed, intentionally leaving every article of clothing on. I was so not in the mood for sex tonight, not when Carson was being like this.

      I'd forgotten how tiring this was, pretending to be something I wasn't. Carson and all his buddies came from money. Their parents were all rich and powerful, while my own parents had to work hard to stay where they were in middle class. I would admit that it had been a bit intoxicating at first, when the cool kids had befriended me in high school. It was like being admitting into a secret club, being invited to all the best parties, being treated with reverence by the other students at school, and maybe even a bit of fear. I found myself being carried away by the ease of their lifestyle. By the time graduation came around, though, I was just glad for the chance to breathe. It was exhausting pretending to be that carefree. It was a lot nicer when it was just Carson and me. He was kinder then, softer.

      Too bad he loved a crowd.

      When Carson was away at university, our relationship had fallen into a routine. Most of it was carried out through text and video calls, with the occasional visit when he came home to see his parents, and for the most part, I could almost forget that we were dating. That sounded so awful, but it was the truth.

      And that brought me to the crux of my problem. Everything about my life was easy. I'd just been coasting along, everything falling into my lap. I worked as my dad's assistant at his furniture store. I hadn't even needed to apply, it was just handed to me, and he paid me far too much for the basic tasks I was given. I still lived at home, rent-free. And then there was Carson—easy. He was what my parents considered marriage material. He was set for life working for his father at city hall, with a bright future in politics ahead of him. He was rich, influential… and so freaking bland.

      Back in high school, the first time I saw him, it had been an instant attraction, and when he asked me out, I'd been blown away. How was I so lucky? I couldn't believe he wanted to date me. He could've had his choice of anyone at that school, male or female, alpha or omega, gay or straight. He was just that hot. And he was sweet to me, I was happy. My friends were all jealous, and part of me liked knowing the man everyone coveted was mine.

      But I began to doubt our relationship the first time I was invited over to his parents' house for dinner. That was when I met his brother, Lee.

      Lee had all the same good looks as Carson, the brown eyes, the square jaw, the full lips they'd gotten from their father, but there was something about him that his younger brother was missing. A darkness, a whisper of danger. He rarely shaved, and his hair was longer, curling down around his jaw, or maybe it was the tattoos peeking out from under his shirt. Maybe it was that devil-may-care attitude.

      Or maybe it was that he despised me…

      I'd never known what it was about me that he didn't like. Every time I was there for dinner, he would glare at me from across the table. I hadn't said more than four words to him that first night—“Please pass the salt”—but it was like I'd run over his dog with my car or something.

      I'd asked Carson what I'd done wrong, but he'd just laughed and said, "Don't take it personally. It's me he hates, and you're just collateral damage." Except if anything, that hatred only seemed to grow, and it seemed very much personal. He would growl at me, insult me, corner me whenever we were alone. He was so much bigger than I was, it would be so easy for him to overpower me if he wanted, and he used that intimidation to his advantage.

      Every time I found myself in a room alone with him, my heart would beat faster, my skin prickling with sweat. The anticipation, the fear… I longed for it.

      What was wrong with me? Carson was the golden son. He was perfect in every way. He was my future. But whenever I was around his older brother, my whole body responded.

      I forced myself to ignore Lee. I averted my eyes, kept my distance, even when I felt the heat radiating from his body from across the room. Even when I dreamed about him, pinning me beneath him, his hands clawing at my clothes, his filthy mouth growling obscenities in my ear…

      Carson had laughed about him one night after their weekly family dinner. "He's just messed up. You watch, he'll be in jail within a year."

      And Carson wasn't wrong. Lee was picked up for vandalism six months later. He didn't stay in jail, though. Mr. Black pulled a few strings and got him out, only to ship him off to stay with some relatives on the other side of the county. I hadn't seen him in three years.

      That didn't mean I'd stopped thinking about him, though. Sometimes, when Carson turned his head a certain way, I saw Lee instead, and it made my breath catch.

      For some reason I cared not to examine too closely, I found myself drawn to him. There was something about the way he moved, lithe and strangely graceful. And he was always quiet, watching and listening to the world around him. Carson, on the other hand, was always loud, always talking. He was smart and handsome, and he would be the first person to tell you that.

      After being with Carson for almost four years, our relationship had fallen into that same "easy" category. Being with him didn't take any thought or effort. And the longer we dated, the deeper the rut I was in became, the harder it was to claw my way out.

      But maybe I was tired of taking the easy route.

      I groaned, pulling the blanket up to my chin. I felt this queasy unsettled feeling that I couldn't seem to shake. Maybe I should've had less to drink—or maybe more.

      Things were about to change, I could feel it.
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      I was woken up sometime later by an arm snaking around my waist. I didn’t pay much attention since I knew it would be Carson, but then he settled in along my back, and I could feel his erection digging into my ass. His hand inched down, cupping around my dick. He didn't seem to care that I wasn't hard—and I wouldn't be anytime soon. "You're not naked like I asked," he mumbled, obviously annoyed.

      "I'm not in the mood," I told him, trying to push him back.

      "Come on, baby," he coaxed, rocking into me. "I haven't seen you since spring break. I missed you."

      I nudged back with my elbow. "I said no. Go to sleep, Carson."

      His arm tightened around me. "I could just take you anyway…" he said, his words laced with threat and promise.

      I froze, a tingle of fear dragging me out of my half-asleep state like a bucket of ice water dumped over me. "But you won't," I said firmly, ignoring the slither of doubt creeping in. He wouldn't hurt me. He wasn't that kind of man… right?

      After a long moment, he sighed in frustration. "No. I won't." Then he let go of me, shoving me a little, and rolled over in bed.

      I was still awake when he began to snore.
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      My grandfather's words still echoed in my ears. "It's time to go home." Arguing wasn't an option, so that was what I had done.

      I stepped out of the cab onto the sidewalk in front of my parents' estate, and a heavy pall seemed to fall down around me. The prodigal son returns, I thought to myself snidely, grabbing my bags from the trunk before slamming it shut. I watched the cab pull away from the curb and drive away, wishing nothing more than to go with it.

      Instead, I turned to face the gated entrance, staring through the bars at the shadow-dappled courtyard. It was probably beautiful to most people—with its circular drive, ornate fountain, and Colonian architecture—but not me. I hadn't missed this place, not even a little. If I could've stayed away forever, I would've, but daddy dearest had called me home.

      And nobody told the esteemed Mayor Black no.

      Someone must've seen me arrive because there was an electric buzz, and with a final click, the gate swung slowly open. I dug deep inside myself and found the mask I so often wore around my family, pulling it on. There would be no smiling here, but there would likewise be no scowling. What they would see would be still and calm, like a pond, impossible to glimpse what lurked beneath the surface. Nobody would know the rage that lived inside me. It was safer that way—for all of us.

      Walking through the courtyard took an obscene amount of energy. My entire body felt weighted down with lead—or more accurately, cement shoes. It seemed a strange thing. Three years ago, I hadn't wanted to leave. Being sent to care for my grandfather had felt like a death sentence, but somehow, in those years away, I'd learned a thing or two about freedom and independence.

      And I knew for certain that nothing about my father's house came without a price…

      As I came up the stone steps, the front door opened. Even before I saw him, I knew it was my father. His presence was like a looming shadow, cold and dark, even when he was standing in the brightest sunshine. As we came face to face, we simply stared at each other. It was almost like looking in a mirror, though I'd done everything I could to fight against our shared genetics. We were the same height, same broad chest and shoulders, and while I couldn't do anything to change that, I'd covered nearly every inch of my arms, chest, and back with ink, setting myself apart in the most permanent way possible.

      He’d changed since I last saw him. His dark hair, the same shade as mine, was now threaded with silver, a few more wrinkles creasing his face. I watched how his eyes tightened as he took in my long, uncut locks.

      "You need a haircut," he said. "And take out that earring."

      "Nice to see you too, Dad." I pushed past him into the house.

      It was just as I remembered it—cold, clean, and empty. I could smell the faint aroma of dinner being cooked on the other side of the house in the kitchen. "Does Miles still work here?" I asked, thinking of my father's old chef.

      "Yes, of course. Why wouldn't he?"

      I could think of a few reasons, but I didn't say anything. Dad went through staff like water. It was too easy to piss him off, and there were no second chances with him—which was why I was so surprised to find myself back here. I'd halfway believed he'd written me off completely.

      "Where's Mom?" I asked, listening for signs of her or Carson being in the house.

      "She had a meeting for her next fundraiser." Her social club was always running fundraisers for various charities. “She’ll be back for dinner. You can see her then.” It was a veiled command that I attend the meal.

      Hefting my bags, I headed for my old room. I was hoping that my dad would take the hint and leave me alone, but he unfortunately followed behind me, his shoes clicking on the polished floor.

      "There will be rules," he stated.

      I rolled my eyes where he couldn't see me. Of course there would be rules. "Uh-huh."

      As angry with my father as I was, I'd learned over the years how to tamp it down, hide my emotions under the mask. I wouldn't let him see how I felt about having been called home. It would be exposing a weakness, one he could exploit.

      "You will reside in this house. You will attend family meals, and you will have a curfew. If your mother or I call you, you must answer it. I want to know where you are at all times. I won’t have you embarrassing me again. Do you understand?”

      “Mm-hm,” I mumbled in assent, since it was clear he wanted an answer. His rules were nothing less than I had expected.

      “And you will pay rent, which means you will need a paycheck. I have arranged a job at my office for you. It will entail—"
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