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      Behind closed doors at The Scarlet Hotel, anything can happen... even true love.

      

      Omega Charlie never intended to become someone’s dirty little secret, and he certainly never intended to get pregnant. Seems like nothing is going according to plan these days. Facing an uncertain future as a single father is a terrifying prospect, but he refuses to get involved with a new man—he doesn’t want to take advantage of anyone’s kindness. Not even when it comes from an alpha who is handsome and funny and so, so perfect.

      Alpha Hugh has a crush on one of the regular customers at his café. Totally innocent, right? Nope. Nothing about his thoughts can be described as innocent. He wants nothing more than to sweep Charlie off his feet, possibly straight into his bed. The only problem? Charlie is pregnant with another man’s child.

      

      Room 404 is the first standalone book in the new 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 404 revolves around an omega who has given up on love, an alpha determined to prove him wrong, a friends-to-lovers romance, an adorable baby, and a well-earned happily ever after.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          The Staff

        

      

    

    
      Roland hadn’t blinked in twenty minutes.

      That might’ve been a slight exaggeration, but probably not by much. His eyes were getting dry, and his feet were aching from standing in the same position for so long. He was dying for a customer to come in to break up the monotony of the evening, but at the same time, he thought if he continued on as he was, there was a good chance he could master the art of sleeping on his feet… with his eyes open.

      “Is he gone yet?” Emily hissed from the corner of her mouth as she walked past Roland to stand at her place. The counter was buffed to such a high polish that he could see her reflection in it like a mirror.

      Her intrusion caused him to blink, the insides of his eyelids like sandpaper against his eyeballs. He darted a glance over to the crack of light under the office door. “No,” he whispered back.

      Emily growled softly, though there was no outward sign of her frustration. Her face was a perfect mask of subservient boredom. Nothing but the best for the esteemed guests of The Scarlet Hotel. Their money bought them plush beds, a four-star restaurant, an indoor pool… and staff entirely lacking in personality.

      On the outside, anyway.

      Roland heard the sound of keys rattling. “He’s coming.”

      Both Roland and Emily stared straight ahead, faces bland, as the office door swung inward, throwing a shaft of lamplight across the marble floor before Monsieur Holland flicked off the switch. He closed the door and locked it behind him. When he turned back around, Roland could feel the heat of his boss’s eyes.

      Monsieur Holland was always watching.

      Roland risked taking a peek at his boss, and their eyes met, sending a shock of heat through him. Monsieur Holland wasn’t French—though nor was he Dutch. He claimed giving his name a French twist was to maintain a certain expectation in the hotel biz, but Roland had his doubts.

      “I suspect it will be quiet tonight,” Holland said, approaching the desk.

      Roland nodded politely, but when he looked at his boss, he directed his gaze just slightly above his eyes, to the other man’s forehead. Looking straight at him always left Roland squirming for some reason. Perhaps it was his clear blue eyes, like chips of ice, or Holland’s perfectly coiffed blond hair. Maybe the full, bow-shaped lips or that adorable little cleft in his chin… Roland cleared his throat. “Yes, sir,” he replied.

      Monsieur Holland waited for more, but since there was nothing else to add, Roland remained mute. The older man nodded once, twice, then said, “Right, goodnight then.”

      “Goodnight, sir,” both Roland and Emily echoed.

      They watched Holland walk through the lobby, then out through the front door, held open by Gerald, the night doorman. As soon as their boss was no longer visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined the front of the hotel, Roland at long last broke from his stance. He crouched down and pulled out the registry.

      Emily clapped her hands together. “All right, what’ve we got tonight.”

      As if by magic, the other staff members began to appear. Roland nodded to a few of them, but nobody was interested in chatting. They were all pulling out their wallets.

      Roland flipped the registry open. “Okay, we have five reservations. Rooms 217, 312, 404, 1021, and the penthouse. What do you think?”

      One of the servers from the restaurant, Benny, slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the counter. “Put me down on room 217, female escort.” Even though Roland knew the escorts never took rooms on the lower floors—too many families—he said nothing as he scribbled Benny’s bet into his spiral-bound notepad.

      Everyone got their night’s bets in, and even Gerald left his post at the door to put thirty dollars on the penthouse being a famous movie star. Roland looked over at Emily, who’d been strangely silent up until this point. She was wearing an odd kind of smile.

      “Emily…” Roland said slowly, narrowing his eyes at her.

      She pulled out her purse and laid a crisp fifty next to Roland’s notepad. “I’m going big tonight, boys,” she said. “Fifty bucks on room 404 being true love.”

      “Wooo!” Benny said, waving his hand in front of his face like he was too hot. “Those are some steep odds, Em. You sure you want to blow your hard-earned money on a slim chance at true love?”

      She shrugged, but her smile didn’t fade. “What can I say? I’m a sucker for a good happily ever after. It’s gotta happen sometime, so why not profit off when it does?”

      Roland liked her mentality, though he suspected she was about to lose her bet.

      Now that the bets were in, the staff began to wander off to their evening’s tasks. The restaurant would be closing soon, the bar just getting set to swing into the late-night crowd. Dishes needed to be washed, laundry bleached, food prepped for tomorrow’s breakfast buffet.

      The street outside the hotel was almost full-dark when Gerald opened the door for a young omega. The man was dressed nicely in slacks and a crisply pressed button-down, but it wasn’t on par with The Scarlet Hotel standards. He looked too wholesome, too kind.

      He approached the desk with a smile that bordered on apologetic, as if he’d already done something wrong. Roland had the urge to be extra kind to this customer. He offered the man a smile—not just the standard plastic smile, but a genuine grin. “Good evening, sir,” he said. “How can I help you?”

      “Yes, I have a reservation under the name Ken Dahl,” he said. “I’m not Ken. I’m Charlie. But the reservation is under Ken.”

      Roland bit down on his tongue to keep from laughing. There was no way that was someone’s real name, but having worked at the hotel for five years, it wasn’t the first time he’d seen someone sign in under a fake name. Though, it was probably one of the funnier pseudonyms he’d heard in a while.

      The omega sighed and gave a weary chuckle, taking in Roland’s reaction. “Yes, I know, it sounds fake. I promise it’s not. I actually asked him to show me his ID the first time he said it.”

      Roland laughed along with him, enjoying the genuine character the man was presenting. He wasn’t the usual kind of guest, and it was refreshing. Roland was almost tempted to delay handing over the key, if only to keep the man here for a few minutes longer.

      Sure enough, when Roland scrolled through the registry, there it was. Ken Dahl. “Yes, sir. We have you in room 404 this evening.”

      Roland could feel Emily’s attention perk up, her assessing gaze taking in every detail of the man at the counter—the object of her bet—and Roland could practically feel the vibrations of her excitement. He knew exactly what she saw when looking at the omega. Handsome, kind, intelligent, and funny, in a shy, awkward way.

      She saw true love.

      Or more accurately, she saw herself winning big.

      “Uh-oh!” The man chuckled awkwardly. “Room 404? That sounds like an error code if I ever heard one. I sure hope my night goes better than that.” There was a flash of something behind his eyes, there and gone again so quickly that Roland wondered if he’d seen it at all.

      There wasn’t much paperwork to be done for the guest. The room had been paid for in advance, so all that was left was to hand over the key. The Scarlet Hotel was fancy and expensive, and yet it was nowhere near modern. Built in the 1920s, guests came for the throwback to an age long past. Roland turned from the counter to slip the ornate brass key off its hook. “Your key, sir,” he said, passing it over.

      “Right, thank you.” The omega paused—just for a fraction of a moment, but Roland saw it then. The hesitation. The doubt. The man buried it quickly and smiled once more. “Thank you,” he said again. “Have a wonderful evening.”

      “You as well, sir.”

      Roland and Emily watched as Charlie headed toward the elevator. “Well?” she whispered, trying not to get too eager.

      “Time will tell…” Roland replied mysteriously.

      And time certainly did tell. An hour later, Gerald swung the front door open and a gentleman walked in. He was older, probably close to fifty, attractive in his fitted, charcoal-gray suit. He practically oozed money, and Roland’s first instinct was to yawn. He swallowed several times to stifle it.

      “Good eveni—,” Roland began, but the man cut him off.

      “Room for Ken Dahl,” he said sharply, clearly in a hurry. He kept looking over his shoulder in a shifty manner.

      Roland pursed his lips. No need to check the registry this time. “Yes, sir. Room 404. Your guest has already arrived and is upstairs.”

      Without another word, the man knocked his knuckles on the counter once, then pivoted and walked away. No thanks, no farewell.

      Emily blew out a breath. “Well, there goes my fifty bucks.”

      “Sorry, Emily, but you’re right. There is no way that couple will last.”
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      What am I doing?

      I paced back and forth across the room. The carpet was soft and plush beneath my feet, but as luxurious as it was, I had a hard time focusing on the silky bedding or brocade wallpaper. All I could think about was how I shouldn’t be here.

      This was wrong. He was married, for gods’ sake! Ken was the love of my life, though, and I knew no matter what he asked of me, I would do it.

      It wasn’t like I’d gone looking for a married man. We’d met when I was working at a coffee shop. He would come in every day and place the same order: “Surprise me.” He would accompany the order with a little wink. At first, I had just smiled politely. I mean, I had customers hit on me all the time, why was he any different? But the longer it went on, the more I got to know him. Until one day, he ordered, “Surprise me… and whatever you’d like, because you’re going to join me for coffee today.” And I had.

      He wasn’t like any man I’d ever met before. He was rich but not arrogant, funny in a subtle, sarcastic way. He was patient while wooing me, wining and dining, bringing small gifts to my work, a candy necklace or ring pop. It was like buying me jewelry but without the pressure. He was more sexually experienced than I was, but I didn’t mind learning, and he seemed eager to teach.

      By the time he’d told me about his wife, I was too far gone, head over heels for the man. I was angry, obviously, and I tried to end things. I felt hurt, betrayed. But his explanation made sense. His father had forced him to marry her like some medieval business transaction. He didn’t love her. And as soon as he could arrange his finances so he wouldn’t lose it all in the divorce, he planned on leaving her.

      A small voice in the back of my mind told me that I was being naïve to believe him. I had every intention of never seeing him again, but then he’d asked me to meet him here tonight. He said he had something to tell me, that it was a special occasion.

      And my heart had been pounding in my chest ever since. It was really happening. He’d asked his wife for a divorce, and he was going to ask me to marry him.

      He was older than I was, and he already had two kids, teenagers now, but he said he’d always dreamed of having more children, a whole brood of them. He wanted to have children with me!

      And it was this dream that I was clinging to now as I paced the thick carpet.

      There was a knock at the door, and I jumped. I approached the door and whispered, “Who is it?”

      “It’s me.” I wasn’t sure who else I was expecting, but I had to ask. I’d been here an hour already, and I was halfway thinking he wouldn’t show.

      I swung the door open. He was standing there in the doorway, hands casually in his pockets, a sheepish grin on his face. “Sorry I’m late. I got held up.”

      His excuses didn’t matter in that moment. I leaped at him, dragging him into the room and slamming the door behind him. He was it for me, I reminded myself. He was leaving his wife and we would be together forever. This was only the beginning of our happily ever after.

      His lips crashed down onto mine, and he forced his tongue into my mouth, his hands already working on my clothes.

      “I missed you… so much… Ken,” I murmured between kisses. I pushed at his jacket, trying to slide it off his shoulders, but he was too occupied to shrug it off. His hands went straight to my ass, kneading and squeezing. I could feel the slick dripping down my crack.

      Our lovemaking was always frenzied. We never seemed to have enough time. He was always so busy, with work and… his family.

      Just as the guilt made an attempt to hook its claws into me, Ken bit down on my shoulder, clearing my thoughts. “Ow!” I yelped, slapping at his back.

      He pulled back, mock apology on his face. “Awww, did that hurt?” He wasn’t sorry. He was never sorry. He could be a little rough with me sometimes—not in a mean way, just like he got caught up in the passion of it all. He claimed the sting of pain could make the pleasure more intense, but sometimes pain was just pain.

      He was still dressed, but as soon as my clothes were discarded, Ken flipped me around and pushed me down on the bed. “On your hands and knees,” he growled, unzipping his fly and pulling out his erect length. “Let me see what you’ve got for me.”

      I did as he asked without question. His hand came down across my backside, too hard to feel good, and I hissed. Before I had time to scold him, though, or turn around and give him a slap in return, Ken grabbed my hips and shoved his dick straight into my ass.

      I cried out in shock. “Ah! I’m not ready! Give me a second to adjust.”

      “Don’t tell me you can’t handle my cock. You’ve taken it before.” He was already rocking into me, but he sighed, irritated, and slowed down his pace.

      As he worked in and out of me, I started getting into it, moaning and tilting my hips the way he liked. My own erection was bobbing with each thrust, and heat began to build deep in my gut. “Tell me you love me,” I demanded.

      “Sure I do,” he said.

      “Tell me.” I felt whiny, like I was begging for a handout, but something didn’t feel right. I was grasping for something, anything, some elusive emotion.

      He reached around and gripped my cock in his fist, working it in time with his thrusts. “I love you,” he murmured against my neck, but it almost sounded like he said “lub” instead of love.

      His wife didn’t matter anymore. He was going to be mine, forever.

      “I’m so close,” I told him, my balls clenching. “Make me—”

      “Ahh! Fuck!” he cried out, and I felt him empty himself inside me. He didn’t even knot me, just pulled out and released his hold on me. I heard the zipper as he tucked himself back into his pants.

      “What the hell was that?” I rolled over on the mattress, my erection still stubbornly full, no climax achieved.

      “What?” he asked, seemingly clueless. He wasn’t looking at me. In fact, it appeared like he was getting ready to leave. He stepped over to the mirror by the door and straightened his tie.

      I stood off the bed, my body prickling with rage. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      He gave a long-suffering sigh and turned to face me, his expression like something you would give a misbehaving child. “Don’t make a big deal out of this, Charlie.”

      “A big deal of what?” I sputtered. “Are you breaking up with me?”

      “We always knew this wouldn’t last.”

      “We did?” He’d promised me a future, a family. “You said tonight was a special occasion.”

      “And it was,” he said, nodding. “Our last encounter.”

      My vision turned red, and my nails digging into my palms were probably drawing blood. I pretended it was his face. “But your wife—”

      “Knows all about you,” he said sharply. “She told me I had to break it off with you or she would file for divorce.”

      I wanted to say, “So what?” because wasn’t that the whole point of this? If they were divorced, he and I could be together.

      “I can’t afford it,” he said simply. It was as if we were discussing the fucking weather. “With her proof of my affair, it would make our prenup null and void. She would take every last dime.”

      This couldn’t be happening. I gripped him by the jacket, desperate. Tears stung my eyes. “We don’t need money. As long as we have each other.”

      He laughed in my face, and it was cruel and dark. “The only people who say they don’t need money are the ones who don’t already have it.” The corners of his mouth turned down, and he closed his eyes, placing his hands over mine. “I really am sorry, Charlie. I don’t know what I was expecting… I guess I just wanted something for myself, for once. You were all mine. So young, so handsome… and I thought maybe I could keep you. But it was nothing but a dream.” He pried my fingers from his jacket, and my hands dropped to my sides.

      “So long, Chuck. Take care.”

      I hated the name Chuck. Almost as much as I hated him. But that didn’t stop my traitorous heart from breaking as I watched him walk out the door.
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      “Shit,” I muttered under my breath, hitting the delete key once again. The numbers weren’t adding up. I scrolled through the spreadsheet until I found the problem. I was fairly sure I wasn’t supposed to be paying my employees $140 an hour, though I doubted they would complain about my mistake.

      I made the correction, confirming that the totals at the bottom now made sense, then dropped my head into my hands, rubbing at my stubbled cheeks and blowing out a long breath. The clock was ticking on the wall behind me, but I refused to look. It would only be five minutes later than the last time I checked. My eyes, however, not following the same game plan, darted down to check the clock at the bottom of my computer screen.

      “Fuck off,” I groaned. I wasn’t going to get anywhere this way. If I kept forcing myself to work at this right now, I would end up making a mistake I couldn’t take back.

      I pushed my chair back from my desk and stood, stretching my arms over my head and arching my back. My joints popped. When I’d opened a coffee shop, I had envisioned myself at the counter, chatting with the customers and making drinks. I thought I would come home with my shirts smelling of cappuccino and salted caramel, not sweat and printer ink. Who knew there’d be so much… work to do? Vendor orders to place, receipts to balance.

      It was official. “Break time.” And if I walked really slow, I might be able to time it juuuust right…

      “Hey, boss,” Jared said as I emerged from my office into the hallway. He laughed as I blinked owlishly at him in the bright overhead lights. “Long time, no see. I was about to come check on you and make sure you hadn’t died of starvation in there.” He held up a plate with a blueberry muffin in one hand, and in the other, a mug of coffee, black with a hint of honey, just the way I liked it.

      “Ahh, you are a lifesaver,” I gushed, taking the mug and sipping off the top. The first sip was always the best. Then I gave him a look. “Except now you’ve stolen my excuse for leaving the office. I guess that means I have to go back to work now?”

      “Oh…” He looked from me to the muffin and back again. “Oops,” he said, tipping the plate. The muffin rolled off and onto the floor. “Sorry about that, boss. You want me to get you a fresh—?”

      “Nope, I got it, thanks.” I laughed and patted his shoulder on the way by. “Oh, and make sure to take that muffin home to your Lulabelle. I’d hate for it to get wasted.” His dog was an old floppy-eared basset hound, and she often got a portion of the scraps.

      I walked through the kitchen, greeting the staff by name and asking after their families. At some point while I’d been holed up in my windowless cave, the shift-change had happened, and these were whole new people from this morning.

      When I’d delayed myself as long as I could, I stepped through into the front of the café. Debra was on the register, taking orders, while Steve stood at the cappuccino maker, steaming some milk. “Hey, boss,” he said with a nod of his chin, still focused on his task. I smiled and nodded, but at this point, I was beyond words. I had more pressing issues at hand.

      I panned my eyes over the seating area, mostly empty at this time of day. I made a show of stepping to the side under the pretense of getting out of Debra’s way, when in truth, I just wanted to peek past the display case blocking my view.

      And there he was.

      My whole body locked up, my heart picking up its pace, hammering inside my chest.

      This was what I lived for. The mystery man with the golden hair and the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. It seemed an insignificant thing, a mere glimpse of a man, but it was more than that. It was a dream…

      I’d first had the dream a few months ago, and now it was an almost nightly occurrence. Ever since the first time I saw him…

      I had been watching the counter while Jared went on break. It was a quiet Sunday, nothing much going on, but this vision of a man had walked in the door, and my entire world was spun off its axis. He was radiant! When I asked him what he would like, he’d laughed and said, “Surprise me.” I didn’t get the joke, but I’d laughed right along with him, because I couldn’t help myself. That first day I’d made him a gingerbread latte. The first sip left a foam mustache, and when I dreamed of him that night, it was of me licking the foam from his lips. Charlie. That was the name he gave me to write on his cup.

      And I hadn’t stopped dreaming of him since.

      He came almost every day at around the same time. I wasn’t sure what his job was, but he would sit at a table against the wall and open up his laptop. He would usually stay for an hour or two, and it was nearly physically impossible for me to stay cooped up in my office when I knew he was here.

      I probably would’ve asked him out by now, but I knew he couldn’t be single. There was no way a man that attractive wasn’t in a relationship. The good ones were always snatched up so quickly. Plus, I used to see him talking on his cell phone, his voice pitched low and throaty, and I just knew he was having a dirty conversation.

      The mere thought of being on the receiving end of his dirty talk was enough to make my dick twitch.

      He hadn’t been taking those phone calls lately, though, not in weeks. I’d actually thought he’d maybe moved away, because he suddenly stopped coming in. He was gone for a full week before finally coming back. And now, when he worked, he mostly just stared at the screen. He wasn’t his usual radiant self anymore.

      I made a show of grabbing a cloth and spray bottle to wipe down the counter, but the whole time my eyes were on him. His shoulders were hunched as though a huge weight was pressing down on him. His skin was pale, a waxy sheen on his unshaven cheeks. He looked unwell.

      “I think he’s sick,” Debra whispered, and I startled.

      “What?” I pulled my eyes away from him, pretending to be thoroughly engrossed in my wiping.

      She wasn’t buying it, though. She rolled her eyes then gestured with her chin toward Charlie. “He got dry toast today. That’s it.”

      “He did?” My voice was gentle, breathy. I could too easily imagine brushing his hair back from his feverish brow, rubbing his back and making him soup. “Did he say what kind of sick? Did it sound like his throat hurt, or maybe his nose is stuffy? Was he sneezing or coughing?”
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