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      Behind closed doors at The Scarlet Hotel, anything can happen… even breaking every rule.

      Alpha Emerson Holland has been running his father’s hotel for years. It’s his life, his entire world, and he won’t do anything to jeopardize it. He will eat nothing but jam sandwiches for weeks on end if it means being able to pay his staff when times are tight, and he will work every shift for free if he has to. He will even deny himself what he truly wants most, because being in love with an employee is strictly forbidden. When his father tells him that he must sacrifice just a little more, it’s not even a question. Of course he will—even if it means losing himself.

      Omega Roland has been in love with his boss for as long as he can remember. He dreams about him every night, fantasizes about him every day, but that’s all it will ever be—a fantasy. The few times he’s gotten the courage to hint that they could be something more, Monsieur Holland has made it perfectly clear that things must remain professional between them. And so far, Roland has listened. Except things have been getting weird around the hotel lately. Clandestine meetings, whispered rumors, and it’s obvious that Emerson is falling apart. Roland is certain he can make his boss feel better—but only if he agrees to break a few rules.

      Staff Only is the twelfth 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. Staff Only is the final book in the series and features the tale of forbidden romance between boss and employee that readers have been waiting for since the beginning. The story revolves around the hotel’s sordid past and its uncertain future, an alpha who will do anything for the ones he loves, an omega learning to take control, explosive chemistry that refuses to be tamed, and a happily ever after for all the staff at The Scarlet Hotel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Roland

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d really screwed up this time. I had no idea how I’d managed to lose the money. I swore I’d taken the guest’s payment correctly, but then… it was just gone! Shit. Guilt made my insides squirm, and my hand shook as I raised it to knock on Monsieur Holland’s office door. I waited patiently until I heard him call, “Come in.”

      This wasn’t the first time I’d knocked on his door, and I hoped it wasn’t the last. He wouldn’t fire me… right? It was an honest mistake. It wasn’t like I stole the money. Sweat slicked my palms as I turned the knob and crept into my boss’s office.

      Emerson Holland made my heart race, this was nothing new. Every damn time I saw him, my world seemed to spin just a little faster, but it was usually for a more familiar reason. A more pleasurable reason… The man drove me absolutely wild, and I wasn’t even sure if he knew the extent of my fixation. I dreamed about him every night, fantasized every day.

      But he was my boss, and that meant he was off-limits.

      I stepped into his office, filled with dread, and he looked up from his paperwork, his cool blue eyes making me shiver. “Yes, Roland? What is it?”

      Reluctantly, I closed the door behind me with an ominous click. If he was going to yell at me, I didn’t need witnesses. My coworkers were a bunch of gossipy hens. Turning to face him again, I couldn’t quite make eye contact. “Um, I… I kinda… lost some money.” I gulped, my throat tight. “I promise I’ll find it! And if I can’t, you can take it out of my paycheck!” I blathered, hating the way his eyes narrowed on me.

      “That won’t be necessary,” he said, his voice surprisingly calm. He simply picked up his pen and went back to his paperwork.

      “It-it won’t?” I stammered.

      “No, of course not, as you will no longer be receiving paychecks here. You’re fired.”

      “What?!” I screeched, panic taking control of my senses and leaving me breathless. Black spots flitted across my vision. I couldn’t be fired! It was the first time I’d done anything wrong, and I’d been working here for years! This place was like my home, the staff like my family! This couldn’t be happening. “Please, sir, I’ll do anything! I can’t lose this job!” I wailed.

      He seemed to go perfectly still, then he set his pen aside and looked back up at me through his blond lashes, his eyes flashing. “Anything?”

      “Yes! Absolutely anything. I’m yours to command.” Did he want me to beg? Because I totally would.

      Emerson leaned back in his chair, steepling his hands under his chin, giving me his whole focus. As his eyes roamed lower on my body, it left a trail of goosebumps, like his gaze was a physical touch. “Very well, Roland. I’m sure we can come to some kind of agreement.”

      My body sagged with relief, and I blew out a long breath. “Thank you, sir. You won’t regret this.”

      “I’m sure I won’t,” he said, his voice deepening, and as I watched, he licked along his bottom lip slowly, tantalizing, his eyes hooded and pupils blown. Then he reached down and tugged on his belt, threading it through the buckle.

      “W-what are you doing?” I asked, gulping, my mouth going desert dry, moments before flooding with saliva. He couldn’t mean— Surely, he didn’t want me to— My brain stuttered and snagged on the mere thought. He can’t possibly mean what I think he means. Even as I wondered it, I hoped to gods it was true. Inappropriate? Without a doubt. But it was also all of my dreams come true.

      The sound of his zipper being pulled down seemed impossibly loud in the unnaturally quiet office. “Come closer, Roland,” he rasped, widening the opening of his pants, showing the black fabric of his underwear. “Let’s see you earn this second chance.”

      I practically ran across the room, eagerly dropping to my knees between his spread legs. Emerson lifted his shirt out of the way, and I saw the head of his erect cock peeking from the waistband of his underwear, glistening with a perfect bead of precum. He was so well-endowed that it couldn’t be contained. I groaned, my own dick aching in the confines of my pants.

      “You’ve been dying to have a taste, haven’t you?” he taunted, and I nodded eagerly, unable to look away from the gleaming tip. “Well then, don’t stop now.”

      Granted permission, I leaned in and collected the bead onto my tongue, closing my eyes to savor his nectar. It was better than I ever could’ve imagined, but it wasn’t enough. I needed more. I needed everything he had to give.

      Looking up at him for instruction, I paused with my fingers tucked into the elastic waistband of his briefs. “You may,” he said after a long pause, and I wasted no time in yanking the fabric down to expose his full length. The veins along the shaft were throbbing with his racing pulse, and my own heart struggled to match the rhythm, syncing our bodies as one.

      Groaning with need, I gripped the base of his cock in one fist and sank my mouth down over him, stretching my lips to accommodate his girth. His skin was silky smooth, and as my saliva dripped down over my hand, I was able to work him deeper and deeper inside me, until he was nudging at the back of my throat.

      I couldn’t believe this was really happening! For years I’d been pining for Emerson. He was everything I looked for in a man, and ever since my first shift here, I’d been hopelessly head over heels in love. No other man could compare. And now? Now that I’d had my first taste, I was thoroughly obsessed.

      “You’re doing such a good job,” he praised, stroking my hair, before gripping at the back of my neck. “But I think you can go a little deeper, don’t you?”

      Moaning my assent around my mouthful, I focused on relaxing my throat, allowing him to fill every inch of space. He used his grip on my hair to guide me, increasing the pace. Deeper and deeper I went, until my nose was brushing up against the coarse curly hair at the base. “You’re such a good boy,” he gritted out, “with the sweetest mouth. I’ve always known you would be able to take all of me.” His breathing came in sharp pants, and he was struggling to keep himself still, his thighs tightening on either side of me. I could tell he was getting close. Who knew he had this rougher side hidden under his calm and cool exterior? I had to admit, I loved it.

      Using one hand to massage his balls, I reached down with the other and squeezed my erection. Fuck, I could come just using my mouth on him. Slick seeped from my hole, making my ass cheeks slippery. I was going to need to change my clothes before going back to work. Or maybe… I would just leave them like this, serving our hotel guests while knowing my desire was still coating my skin.

      Emerson’s hips arched off the chair as he began to fuck my mouth from below. “I’m going to come. Will you swallow like a good boy?” he panted.

      I wanted to shout YES! or at the very least nod, neither of which I could do while he pistoned into my mouth. Instead, I moaned around him, long and low. My balls tingled as his tightened in my palm. I wanted so desperately to taste his seed, to take it into my body at long last. And maybe next time, he could fill my ass.

      “Fuck, Roland. I love you so much,” he gritted out, his inhibitions non-existent with all his barriers down. “I always have.” I almost pulled straight off to tell him I felt the same. “Yes,” he panted. “Yes, yes… I’m checking out.” Wait, what? Was that a euphemism for coming?

      “Excuse me? Sir?” His voice sounded strange.

      I blinked a few times, the fantasy disappearing, slipping through my fingers like mist, no matter how tightly I clung to it. There was no cock in my mouth, no fingers tangled in my hair. I wasn’t in Emerson’s office. Instead, I was standing at the hotel’s front desk, and my eyes were dry, my lids scraping like sandpaper, like I hadn’t blinked in a good long while.

      In front of me stood a man with a pinched expression. He’d obviously been trying to get my attention for a while. “Can you hear me?” He waved a hand in front of my face. “Hello?”

      I cleared my throat, trying to release some of the tension. “Yes, sir. I hear you. You’re checking out.”

      This was such a familiar task that I could do it in my sleep. Unfortunately, I was now very much awake, and no matter how much I longed to slip right back into the fantasy, I knew it was no good. It was gone. Emerson Holland was not mine to have. He was just my boss. The same as he always was, and always would be.
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      I hadn’t even had my morning cup of coffee yet, and already my heart was racing.

      Walking along the sidewalk at a clip, my shoes, polished to a high gleam, beat a quick rhythm in the predawn stillness. The city was just beginning to stir, but there would be no sleeping in for me. In fact, there never was, not even on Sundays. The Scarlet Hotel was my life. I had poured my blood, sweat, and tears into this place for over a decade, since I graduated with my business degree and my father handed the managing role over to me. He had patted me on the shoulder in an uncharacteristic gesture of affection, and he’d said, “I’m entrusting you with my hotel—my father’s legacy. Don’t fuck it up.”

      And so far, I had done everything I could to make my father proud, or at the very least, minimally angry. Time and time again, the hotel had inched its way toward closure, between structural issues and near financial ruin, but in each case, I had done whatever it took to come out on top. Budget cuts, working extra hours, maneuvering deals. I had no social life to speak of. No friends, no family other than my father, and certainly no man to warm my bed.

      I told myself it was worth it. It had to be. Otherwise, I would be lost. I would have given up everything… for nothing.

      Glancing at my watch, I saw the hotel’s night shift was almost over, and I picked up the pace. I was later than I thought. The sun had not yet risen, and already it was too warm, the scent of another impending summer scorcher in the air, like sunburnt leaves and baked pavement. We desperately needed rain, but it looked like it wouldn’t be today. Pressure was building in the atmosphere. We were due for a storm.

      As I approached the hotel, a figure in a crisp red coat stepped forward. “Morning, sir,” Gerald said with a tip of his hat. The doorman was by far our oldest employee, though he showed no interest in retiring. In fact, he had more energy than some of our other young pups. Gerald pulled the door open ahead of me.

      “Thank you, Gerald,” I said out of reflex, but my attention was elsewhere. My gaze went straight across the lobby to the front desk, and my chest tightened.

      Every morning I felt this sharp anticipation, even when I told myself it was hopeless. Nothing would ever change. I must’ve been some kind of masochist to keep torturing myself, but no amount of pain could stop my eyes from searching for him.

      For Roland.

      Like every morning, I found Roland staring back, as though he’d been waiting for this moment as much as I had. His dark eyes held a smoldering intensity that was nearly strong enough to knock down every wall I’d built around my heart. Instead of rushing, now I slowed my pace, allowing myself to savor this moment. It was the most luxurious misery, to be so close and yet so far from the one thing I wanted more than anything.

      Roland was younger than I was by nearly ten years, but it wasn’t the age difference that made me pause. He was also my employee, and while a relationship with a staff member would be inappropriate, breaking at least one rule in the employee handbook, it still wasn’t the real reason I kept my distance. It was that Roland deserved better than what I had to offer.

      That didn’t mean I couldn’t admire from afar, though.

      “Good morning, Roland,” I said softly as I stopped in front of the desk.

      His Adam’s apple bobbed with a hard swallow, and he reached up and tugged at his collar, as if his tie were suddenly too tight. “Morning, sir,” he replied in a whisper that felt far too intimate for the public setting. His tongue darted out and seemed to drag slowly along his bottom lip, and I watched the motion, wondering what he tasted like. “Did you sleep well?”

      It would absolutely be inappropriate to tell him I would’ve slept much better with him tucked in beside me, so instead I murmured something indistinct. “Quiet night for you here, I hope.” I was delaying going to my office. I didn’t really care whether his shift was quiet or not; if something noteworthy had happened, I would have been notified. I just couldn’t bring myself to walk away just yet.

      “Mm,” he hummed, his eyes trailing lower. I wondered if he was aware of how he looked at me, with unguarded hunger. Oh, how I wished I could tell what he was thinking. Some days I hoped he would quit his job and put me out of my misery, while other days, the thought of him not being nearby was impossible to imagine.

      I opened my mouth to say something else—not sure what, as if it even mattered since it was all just a stall tactic anyway—but I caught sight of movement over Roland’s shoulder, and my jaw snapped shut. My cheeks warmed. Why did I feel guilty, like I’d been caught doing something wrong?

      Emily, the front supervisor, came up, ready to take over the desk from Roland. “Morning, sir,” she said, her eyes missing nothing as they flicked back and forth between us. She smirked and raised a brow at me, as if to say I’m on to you.

      “Yes. Morning, Miss Matthews. If you’ll both excuse me, I have a lot of work to do. Have a good day, both of you, and… sleep well, Mr. Stohl.”

      Roland seemed to flinch when I used his last name in an attempt to put some distance between us. It hadn’t come naturally to me, which was part of the problem. When I had first hired Roland, I’d brushed what I felt off as merely physical attraction, assuming it would fade. I couldn’t have been more wrong. In fact, the longer we worked together, the harder it was to stay apart. It was clear he felt something for me too. Lingering glances, the brush of a hand on the way by, and just once he’d invited me for dinner. I’d had to turn him down, obviously.

      Feeling cold and sick, I turned away from the desk and made my way to my office, feeling Roland’s eyes on me until I closed the door behind me. His shift was now over. That brief glimpse of him would have to hold me over until I left late this evening when his next shift began.

      I sat heavily in my chair and rolled closer to the desk, booting up the computer. For the next hour, I caught up with emails, made sure all the proper supply orders had been submitted, looked for necessary maintenance orders, checked staff schedules—obviously not so I knew when Roland would be working. That would be unprofessional. It was only because I needed to know everything about the hotel, to ensure nothing fell through the cracks, as had happened too many times in the past.

      At some point, Cherie, the hotel’s chef, popped in to drop off my first cup of coffee. An hour later, Diya, our sous chef, dropped off the second.

      I was just about ready to shut down my computer and walk the hotel to visually inspect how everything was running, when the phone on my desk rang. My body instinctively tensed. The phone never rang to give me good news. Picking up the receiver, I braced myself for the worst. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Emerson, it’s Anna.” Anna Abrams was our accountant. My stomach sank straight down to my toes. I heard her take a deep, slow breath. “I’m afraid we need to talk.”
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      When I was just a child, the class bully had stolen my crayon, sneered, and called me a virgin. I was a virgin, obviously, but neither of us even knew what the word meant at that age. He was simply repeating something he’d heard, but he’d said it like an insult, so I’d yelled “I am not!” I had then proceeded to punch him square in the nose, knocking the kid on his ass. I was escorted to the office and my father was called. That night when I got home from school, my father sat me down, and we had a long chat. First, he’d explained what a virgin was (I was both curious and horrified). Then, he congratulated me on standing up for myself. Lastly, he’d lectured me on the benefits of using words instead of fists. He’d said one should never act out of anger. That it was important to pause first, think things over, before deciding on a course of action. Yes, sometimes we might need to use our fists, but usually, there was a more logical, less violent option.

      It was good advice, and it had served me well over the years.

      I tried my best to follow that advice today, I swore I did. My blood pressure skyrocketed, my pulse throbbing in my temples, as I clenched my fists in my lap. I wanted nothing more than to punch someone—my father.

      I paused…

      I thought things over…

      Then I picked up the phone and dialed.

      My father picked up on the fourth ring. “What have you done this time?”

      Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to remain calm. “Well, Father, I’m afraid that’s the question I must ask you. I just got off the phone with Anna Abrams, and she informed me that we’re behind in paying property taxes. Not only that, but the money that I had set aside to pay it seems to have been transferred to an outside account—by you. Care to explain? What have you done with my money?”

      “It’s not your money,” he growled, not even attempting to deny it. “Just as the hotel is not yours. It’s mine. You can have it when I’m dead and gone.”

      “Not at this rate, I won’t!” I snapped, pushing out of my chair to pace around the office. “I have worked my ass off to keep this business afloat, while you keep pissing away any profit right out from under—”

      “Watch your mouth!” he shouted, and I instinctively shut up. I had always been a respectful son, a dutiful and obedient son, but my father had truly pushed me to the limit these last years. I felt like I was fighting a losing battle. No matter what I did, I was losing ground. My father’s voice got low and dangerous. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, trust me. If you only knew the half of what I’ve had to do.”

      A memory fluttered to the surface, of a woman in a crisp business suit, telling me she would be in touch with my father, that it would be “business as usual,” whatever that meant. I didn’t want to ask, but I needed to know. “Does this have anything to do with the mayor?”

      There was silence on the other end of the line, and I found myself dropping back into my chair, holding my breath.

      Finally, he sighed. “Maybe it’s time you hear the whole story. Can we discuss this over dinner?”

      “I’m working.” Because I was always working, always fighting to keep the hotel running.

      “After dinner then. We’ll have a drink.” He sounded resigned, and I knew from experience that he wouldn’t budge once he’d made up his mind.

      No matter how much I didn’t want to hear what he had to say, it was time to uncover buried secrets.

      “Fine. Be here at ten.” I didn’t even bother saying goodbye before I disconnected the call and dropped my cell onto my desk, leaning back in my chair and pinching my nose against an impending headache. I honestly wasn’t sure why I even bothered anymore.

      I glanced at my watch and saw that it was already late afternoon. I hadn’t eaten lunch yet, but I wasn’t even hungry. I’d lost my appetite—for everything but Roland. Roland would make me feel better, he always did, with his shy, lopsided smile. He would probably be waking up soon, to get ready for tonight’s shift. I wished I could be in bed beside him, curled around him, burying my nose against his neck and breathing in his warm scent. The mere thought of him calmed my frayed nerves, and my erratic pulse evened out to a steady thump-thump.
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      “Closer, Roland,” he whispered softly, his lips tickling my ear. My skin tingled, goosebumps raising. His arm snaked around my waist and dragged me across the mattress until we were flush, his warmth enveloping me. “No matter how close you are, it’s never enough…”

      Even before I opened my eyes, I knew. The bed beneath me was my own, and I was alone. I tried to go back to sleep since the alarm hadn’t gone off yet. I could stay with Emerson just a few minutes longer… but it was no use. The spell was broken.

      I knew it was too good to be true. It was always a dream, but that didn’t stop me from hoping that one day I might wake up to find Emerson lying beside me. With a reluctant sigh, I blinked open my eyes and stared resentfully at the empty spot beside me. One day…

      My heart gave an aching squeeze. Gods, I was lonely—in my awake life, anyway—but that didn’t mean I was willing to accept just anyone into my life. I wasn’t so desperate that I couldn’t afford to hold on to hope.

      With a groan, I threw back the blanket and rolled out of bed, the hardwood blissfully cool under my feet. The vestiges of the dream clung to me, beckoning me back, while reality tugged me in the opposite direction, toward the shower. I had to get ready for work, and that meant seeing Emerson for real. Either way, I had a boner to take care of.

      This was part of my daily ritual—jacking off to the image of my boss. I imagined his lightly muscled body while the water cascaded over me. I’d never seen him naked, but I had a good imagination, and as I closed my eyes and leaned back against the tiled wall, my hand became his, tugging and stroking at my cock.

      “Mmm, Roland. Is this all for me?” I heard him say as he lowered himself to his knees, prepared to worship me with his mouth. I swore I could feel the heat of his tongue lapping at my crown, it was so damn real. My hand worked faster, harder, as he ran his hands over my hips and around to my ass, spreading me with his fingers…

      “Fuck, Emerson. Yes!” I cried. As I shuddered and shook, my cum splattering across the bottom of the tub to be washed down the drain, instead of into his mouth like I’d imagined, I heard my alarm going off in the bedroom.

      I blinked my eyes open and looked down and my semi still heavy in my fist and sighed again. “Work. Right.” I cranked off the water, dried off, and wrapped the towel around my waist as I padded over to the bedside table to turn off my alarm.

      Routine was good. Everything I did was with Emerson in mind, and not just the masturbating part of it. I pulled open my closet and brought out my freshly laundered uniform of black pants and white button-up and laid them across the bed, then I set up my ironing board and spent ten minutes making sure to smooth out every wrinkle. Emerson liked perfection, and I wanted to be that for him.

      I ate a quick bowl of cereal, standing in the kitchen still in my towel, before getting dressed. I didn’t want to risk spilling food on my clothes. Then I got dressed and stood in front of the bathroom mirror and tied a crisp knot in my tie, laying the collar down. Running a bit of product through my hair, I took a deep breath. Maybe today would be the day.

      Locking my apartment door behind me, I walked down the hall, stopping halfway to the stairwell at the apartment next to mine. I gave a soft knock in case she was sleeping, even though I could hear the TV blasting all the way from my own living room, then used my key to open the door. I peeked in and saw Collette in her armchair in front of the TV, feet up, her short gray hair in curlers.

      “Roland, is that you?” she called over the blare from the TV, squinting in my direction, ignoring her glasses hanging around her neck on a beaded chain.

      “Yes, it’s me. Were you expecting someone else?” I stepped in and wiped my shoes on the mat out of habit, closing the door behind me.

      “Oh, you know. Just some young lothario, come to seduce me.” She cackled, wiggling her slippered feet in delight.

      I picked up her dinner dishes from the side table and brought them to the kitchen for her. Collette was wearing her housecoat, wrapped tight around her all the way up to her neck, even though it had to be close to 90 degrees in here. “Aren’t you hot?” I asked, but she just shrugged, her eyes focused on the TV. I stepped over to the air-conditioning unit in the window and turned it on, giving it a little nudge to get it started, the fan giving a metallic whine of complaint.

      “Do you have time to watch some of my show with me?” she asked hopefully. She looked almost ready for bed.

      “I wish I could, but I’m just heading to work. Do you need anything before I go?”

      She pretended she hadn’t heard my question. Instead, she reached for my hand. “Have I ever told you about my grandson, Alan? He’s about your age. Such a good boy. Tall, you know, although everyone seems tall to me, so what do I know. He’s sweet too, brings me flowers.”

      “Yes, I believe you’ve mentioned him.” Only every time I stop by, I thought with affection. Collette was sharp as a tack, and I knew there was nothing wrong with her memory. She was just playing matchmaker.

      Sure enough, she followed it up with, “You know, I bet he would bring you flowers too, if you’d let him.”

      Now it was my turn to pretend I hadn’t heard her. “Do you need me to help you get to bed?” I asked.

      “Such a flirt,” she joked. “No, I’ll be fine. I’m just gonna finish my show.” I glanced at the TV where Lonely Alpha was on. It was a reality dating show, but I wasn’t a fan. I didn’t understand how these people could claim to fall in love after only 12 episodes. “It’s down to the final four omegas, and I need to know who’s getting the boot.”

      “Sure, but don’t fall asleep in your chair, okay? You know how it tweaks your back.”

      She patted my hand before letting it go. “Such a good boy you are, Roland. You’re going to make some lucky alpha very happy one day.”

      My heart gave another squeeze, nearly painful, and I swallowed hard. I didn’t want some lucky alpha. I wanted Emerson.

      It was that thought which carried me all the way to work—anticipating that first glimpse of him, the way his face would light up when I caught him by surprise, the twitch of his lips into an almost smile before he could get control of his reaction. I was barely aware of the bus rocking, starting and stopping its way downtown, but luckily my feet knew where to get off.
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