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      Behind closed doors at The Scarlet Hotel, anything can happen... even finding love a world away.

      Alpha Gabriel Barclay should be happy. He should also be relaxed and carefree, but he is none of those things. He is literally paid to take vacations, traveling the world to review hotels and resorts, but for someone like him—some would call him uptight, but he prefers the word meticulous—everything seems to cause him stress. Delayed flights, lost luggage, scratchy sheets, soggy food—how hard it is for people to get it right?! When an unexpected storm leaves him stranded at an island resort, he finds himself thrown off his axis, butting heads with the spirited owner who is himself a whirlwind to be weathered. But maybe there is peace to be found in the calm after the storm…

      Omega Toby Bradbury is love and light and all things bright. I mean, he set up his resort in the most beautiful place on earth, so obviously he’s happy. He certainly isn’t hiding from the world or past heartbreak. When a storm hits their tiny island paradise harder than expected, he finds a surprising ally in the hard-edged Gabriel. The two men are complete opposites, but the longer they’re stuck together, the more middle ground they seem to find.

      Room 810 is the ninth 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 810 features an alpha with an abundance of hangups, an omega who is overcompensating to hide a broken heart, and an unexpected pregnancy that will bring them closer together. Take a holiday in the sun and sand in this opposites-attract romance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          The Staff

        

      

    

    
      Roland was uneasy. There was a certain vibration to the air around The Scarlet Hotel’s check-in desk—or maybe it was everywhere, but Roland wouldn’t know because he hadn’t left his post in hours—and if he had to put a name to that vibration, it would be… anticipation. Like the shifting breeze before a storm, threatening clouds on the horizon. Something was coming.

      Maybe it had something to do with the plumbing issues they’d had last night on the ninth floor… A guest’s child had attempted to flush his toy down the toilet, and when it had gotten lodged in the pipe, he had continued to flush in an attempt to clear it. Needless to say, it was a very wet disaster, especially for room 810 directly beneath them. The staff had apologized profusely, offered to dry clean his clothes, comped his room and food, but there was simply nothing that could undo that kind of damage. Roland hoped the man didn’t have many friends, because he would surely tell all of them about his experience, and bad news traveled fast.

      There had also been various complaints about last night’s dinner served in the restaurant (no surprise, since their four-star chef had stormed out, ranting about the shitty work conditions, and the kitchen had been forced to run short-staffed), and paired with their recent elevator mishap, their reservations were already down. That, in turn, left the hotel running short on revenue. Less money meant less staff. It was a whole cycle, and all Roland could do was stand by and watch the slow-motion disaster. They were like a family here, and it was painful for everyone to have to say goodbye.

      Roland’s boss, Monsieur Holland, had been locked in his office for hours. He should’ve gone home ages ago, but maybe he felt the same impending change too. A held breath, everyone scared to move in case they tipped the balance. But maybe movement was good, because it had become more and more clear lately that things couldn’t possibly stay the same. The hotel was floundering, and something needed to be done. 

      Roland preferred the night shifts for how quiet it was, but he’d been working overtime to help cover shifts for his boss. That meant he was especially exhausted, his entire body too heavy, and he was practically using the desk in front of him to keep himself upright. He was working solo this particular morning, and he was counting down the minutes until he could go home and crash face first into bed. First, though, there was the rush of last-minute checkouts just before 11 to contend with, and then his co-worker Emily would take over the checking in of new guests this afternoon. 

      The whole morning felt a bit surreal. Roland was talking with a man in a business suit one minute, then he blinked—perhaps longer than he’d intended—and when he opened his eyes, there was a young blond woman trying to pass him her credit card. 

      “Uh, yes, of course, Miss…”

      “Abagnale,” she offered, probably for the second time. Her smile looked a bit forced.

      “Yes, certainly. My apologies.” He wasn’t sure what he was apologizing for, but it was always safest to say sorry. 

      At long last, Roland found the lobby blissfully empty. He glanced at the clock on the wall and saw it was 10:42. Just 18 minutes to go.

      “Ahhh,” he blew out a sigh. However, before he could even finish emptying his lungs, the doorman, Gerald, pulled open the front doors yet again, this time admitting a tall, lean man in a charcoal suit, with vibrant blue eyes.

      The man approached the desk at a clip and gave Roland a harried smile. “I’m so sorry, I’m late for my meeting with Mr. Holland. Please tell me he hasn’t left yet.”

      “No, he’s here. Just one moment, please. I’ll let him know you’re here to see him.” Roland didn't bother to ask the man’s name as he moved out from behind the desk. If he was late for a meeting, it was most likely Monsieur Holland was waiting for him. Besides, it wasn’t his business if his boss was meeting with a young, attractive man…

      He swallowed thickly, pushing away the image conjured involuntarily to his mind. Instead, he focused on the shut door in front of him. Emerson Holland doesn’t belong to me, he reminded himself brusquely. He is my boss and nothing more. But that never stopped him from dreaming. 

      Roland could’ve called Mr. Holland from the desk phone, but he would always take any excuse to knock on his office door instead, breathing in his scent, perhaps taking a risk to brush against his tightly muscled body—by accident, of course. 

      When the door opened, however, he found his boss looking worried, and it set Roland’s heart beating. “Is he here?” Mr. Holland panted out. 

      “Uh, yes, sir. I’m sorry, but is—is everything all right?” he asked softly, pitching his voice low so no one would overhear. The acoustics of the lobby were hard to control, but he’d had years of practice of gossiping with colleagues. 

      Emerson’s eyes softened. “Yes, Roland. Of course. Just fine. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      Roland knew he was lying, and he’d been lying a lot lately. Whether it could be blamed on his alpha nature, or maybe it was simply a character trait, but Emerson had a tendency to act tough. He kept a cool facade, rarely revealing even a ripple of emotion in his smooth expression. Roland had been watching him for years, though, and he knew better than to believe the lie. He recognized the slight tightness at the corners of his eyes, the twitch of his jaw. He would let it go for now, though. It wasn’t his place to pry. It would never be his place…

      So, instead, Roland waved the visitor over from the desk. “Mr. Holland will see you now,” he said, using his clerk persona to keep himself distant. He tried his best to ignore the feeling of jealousy creeping up on him as he watched the guest enter Emerson‘s office, the door closing behind him and securing them inside. Alone. 

      It’s just a meeting. It’s not like Mr. Holland is going to bend him over the desk or anything… But once the thought had implanted itself in his mind, there was no shaking it. It was like some kind of torture, and Roland was desperate for some guests to interrupt the toxic spiral he was headed down—so, of course, the lobby was silent as the grave. He tried to keep his eyes trained ahead, but they kept darting back to that damn closed door, and his tie seemed to tighten around his throat like a noose. Even now, Emerson might already be buried inside that man, claiming him in the way Roland himself longed to be claimed. 

      Roland’s skin heated, sweat dampening his palms as he gripped the edge of the counter, his world swaying as his overactive imagination painted too-vivid snapshots. 

      He blew out a hard breath, his hands shaking as he forced himself to release his grip. “Fuck it. I need to know,” he muttered, taking a step toward the office. 

      He was just making up an excuse for interrupting them, when the door swung open quickly with a bang against the wall behind it. Mr. Holland came storming out, his face a mask of panic, the likes of which Roland had never seen. 

      “The reservation book, quick!” Emerson cried, his voice pitched too high, cracking.

      Roland rushed over and grabbed the heavy leather-bound book, dragging it up in one motion, the deep boom of it as he dropped it on the polished counter too loud in the open lobby. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Mr. Holland ignored him as he pulled the book over and flipped the top page back, running a slender finger down the list of names. Then he paused, his face paling. “Yesterday,” he groaned. “He arrived yesterday, we’re too late.”

      The stranger from the meeting had drifted over behind Emerson. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. You always treat your guests with care. He’ll no doubt have had a wonderful stay, and once he writes his glowing review, you will see the return on the investment in no time.”

      Emerson must’ve caught the way Roland’s eyes flicked between them, because he quickly introduced them, gesturing over his shoulder vaguely. “Roland, this is Sawyer Sheen. He’s our new PR rep. I hired him to help boost our image, and he arranged a famous travel blogger to come stay, except…” He swallowed thickly. “The reviewer he invited apparently arrived a day early.”

      “But it’ll be fine, like I said,” Sawyer repeated.

      “Roland… this man here. Do you remember him?” Emerson tapped the guestbook.

      Roland glanced down at the name: Gabriel Barclay. He strained his memory back over the past 24 hours, the blur of strangers through a veil of sleep-deprivation, but a vague image began to rise to the surface of his memory, of a man with slicked-back hair, glasses, and a pinched expression. When he saw the room number beside the guest’s name, however, his chest tightened. Room 810. Fuck. “Um… sir…” Roland licked his dry lips, debating how to tell his boss that this man’s room was the one that was flooded.

      Before he could get the words out, there was a ding of the elevator, and it drew his gaze. “That’s him, sir,” he gasped, gulping.

      If Roland had thought the man looked uptight last night, he looked downright seething now. Behind his glasses, his eyes had deep, sagging creases beneath them, as if he hadn’t slept a wink. For someone whose job it was to take holidays for a living, he looked awfully stressed out. His impeccable suit was now creased, and if anyone was wondering why, his suitcase left a trail of drips across the floor as he marched toward the desk, and it made a wet squishing sound when he dropped it on the floor. “Checking out,” he grumbled, depositing his key on the desk in front of Roland.

      Mr. Holland made a whimpering sound, putting two and two together. “Oh, Mr. Barclay, I—I mean, how was your—I hope your stay was…” He trailed off, unable to finish his sentence, because it was clear that his stay had not been pleasant.

      Instead of simpering his apologies, though, Emerson squared off his shoulders, tilted his chin up, and said, “Perhaps we could try this again.”

      If possible, the corners of the man’s stern mouth pulled further down. “No, that simply isn’t possible. I don’t stay anywhere twice.” His eyes shifted to Sawyer. “Just ask Mr. Sheen.” The PR rep did indeed look grim as he nodded.

      Roland watched his boss’s cool façade crack. “B-but… it wasn’t our fault. It was an accident. I promise we don’t regularly flood our suites. It’s hardly fair to judge us on this. You could stay one more night, surely.” When Mr. Barclay didn’t reply, scowling, Emerson asked, “Well, what are you going to say in the review?” His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat, and there was a drop of sweat forming at his hairline. Roland hated seeing him like this, helpless to do anything to take away his stress. His fingers itched to reach for him, and he clenched his fists at his sides, gritting his teeth.

      Mr. Barclay narrowed his eyes on Emerson. “I only ever write the truth, of course.” He bent down to pick up his squishy suitcase. “You can read the review when it is published on my blog, A Nomad’s Travel Guide.”

      They all watched helplessly as Gabriel Barclay stormed through the lobby, the doorman rushing to pull the door open in time for the travel blogger to stomp through. None of them said a word until he had passed out of view though the plate-glass windows.

      Sawyer cleared his throat and headed out. “Well, I guess I’ll go earn my pay. I’ll be on damage control.” He reached a hand across the counter to shake Mr. Holland’s hand. “Don’t worry, just leave it to me. I’ll fix this.”

      It was more than obvious that Mr. Holland didn’t believe his claim. This wasn’t something that could be fixed so easily with charm and sweet talking, especially when the blogger seemed so high-strung.

      The two of them, boss and employee, stood side by side, the air tense. Roland could feel Emerson beside him, close enough to touch, and he found himself reaching his hand out in the gap between them. He hesitated, struggling between propriety and the urge to comfort the man he had loved for years. His breath caught as he realized the risk he was taking, but as he withdrew his hand, hoping his boss hadn’t noticed, Emerson shifted, reaching out and clasping his fingertips. 

      “I’m so sorry, sir,” Roland whispered, glancing across at Emerson, squeezing his hand.

      He shook his head just once. “Nothing to be sorry for. If The Scarlet Hotel is meant to survive, it will.” He stepped away, their hands drifting apart with reluctance.
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      Nothing feels right. I hate this.

      I tucked a finger into the collar of my shirt and tugged it away from my throat, focusing on taking a slow, even inhale. There was a tight knot in my chest, making it hard to breathe. My eyes felt itchy from lack of sleep, my skin crawling from being trapped in this suit, the fabric stiff after being air-dried instead of the usual dry cleaning. The hotel had offered their cleaning services, but who could trust them after that fiasco?! And the shower I took this morning was completely wasted when I had to climb back into my damp suit. My entire morning routine was ruined!

      I shifted, trying to get comfortable in the back seat of the cab, but I clenched my hands in my lap, glaring at the tear in the upholstery of the driver’s headrest. The inside of the car smelled like over-perfumed air freshener—the scent probably deceptively labeled something like Cherry Blossom Sunrise—searing the insides of my nostrils, and it made me wonder what unsavory odors the driver was trying to cover up. Sweat, cigarette smoke, the greasy takeout food long forgotten under the seat.

      I really, really hate this.

      At least we were almost at the airport. Once I got on the plane, I could get back on track and close the file on this whole disaster.

      I had told the hotel manager the truth; my reviews were always honest, and it was just his bad luck that my stay had been a wreck from minute one. Sure, the flood might have been an accident, but what was their excuse for the subpar dining experience? I would certainly highlight the gorgeous architecture and the polite staff, but that was not enough to earn them a good review. The only question now was whether I would give them one star or a more-than-generous two…

      I’ve stayed in worse, I reminded myself, shuddering. Like the hotel with the suspicious stains on the carpet. Or the time where I heard gunshots down the hall, clutching my sheet to my chest and wondering if I would be next; then I laid awake all night listening to the wailing of sirens. Then I recalled the bed bug infestation at a so-called “luxury resort” last year. Two stars for The Scarlet Hotel then, because at least I hadn’t woken up covered in bites this time.

      The cab pulled up at the departure terminal, and I forced my fists to unclench. “Thank you,” I told the driver, because manners were always required, even though I was fairly certain he had gone out of his way to hit every pothole. He hopped out to grab my luggage from the trunk, but I waved him away. I would rather do it myself.

      I had timed everything perfectly to allow enough time to check my bag and get through security but to minimize the amount of time I would have to wait for boarding. It was a precise calculation, but I’d had years to perfect it. This was why I was good at my job, my careful attention to details. My readers trusted my travel tips and recommendations.

      Airports were kind of like Petri dishes, with too many people sharing the same air, touching every surface, spreading their germs. I made sure to touch nothing and to take shallow breaths. It would be better on the plane with their HEPA filters.

      After only waiting ten minutes at my gate, a voice came over the PA: “Attention passengers, we are now boarding Aegis Airlines flight 682 to Miami.” They called up passengers requiring assistance with boarding, and then it was my turn, seated in business class.

      I was greeted by the flight attendants’ wide smiles and crisp uniforms, and I felt the tension in my body loosen. This was better. I sank into my seat and released a sigh. Better.

      This particular plane was nice, but I knew to enjoy it while it lasted, as my connecting flight would be significantly less glamorous. My next destination was a tiny island in the Caribbean, and that meant a tiny plane to get there, but I was looking forward to the change of pace. I’d spent far too long among big cities lately. I could do with a little sunshine.

      I had intended to start writing up my review for The Scarlet Hotel while on the three-hour flight, but I hadn’t slept well last night, and by the time the plane was fully boarded and ready for departure, my eyes had started to close.

      “Would you like something to eat or drink?” a bright-eyed flight attendant asked in a bubbly tone. I blinked at her, shocked to find we were halfway through our trip. Had I fallen asleep?

      I accepted a diet soda and pulled out my laptop. I stared at the blinking cursor, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. “The Scarlet Hotel was… wet. No, that’s no good.” My thoughts stuttered. Was it fair to blame them for the plumbing mishap? No, but what else was I supposed to do? I was only telling the truth. My rule was never to stay somewhere twice, but for the first time, I’d been tempted. The building was beautiful, the room classic—before the flooding, of course. Would it kill me to stay a second night, to give them another chance?

      The thought of breaking my rules made my stomach twist. No, I would not risk changing my schedule, or soon enough, I would be living completely without structure, and the mere thought made me queasy. I would’ve had to rebook my flight, my next job being delayed, and like a row of dominoes, the next three months would’ve come falling down around my ears.

      I closed my tired eyes in a long blink. While I really preferred to finish a review before starting the next job, like a palate cleanser, getting it all down on the website and out of my mind so I could start fresh, I couldn’t seem to force the words out this morning. Besides, the plane’s wi-fi wasn’t working, and there was some turbulence which always made work difficult. It could wait. With a huff, I closed my laptop and shoved it back in its bag. Tomorrow… I would write the review tomorrow.

      Once in Miami, I made my way to my next gate, which was tucked down in a back corner of the terminal. Planes this size didn’t get a gangway. Heck, they barely earned a row of seats for waiting passengers. I glared at the screen above the desk. The word DELAYED stared back at me.

      “Of course it’s delayed,” I grumbled to myself. I longed to get to the island, aching for a shower and a proper meal. I despised when all my perfect calculations were thrown off, and my irritation began to spread through my body, making me fidgety.

      I could hear the staff chatting behind the desk. “Gods, I hope we take off soon. Did you see there’s a hurricane brewing? I don’t want to get stranded out there.”

      “I heard it was just a tropical storm. Did they upgrade it?” her co-worker asked.

      “No, not yet, but you know how these things go.”

      The man chuckled. “Well, I hope we do get stranded. I could use a holiday.”

      They continued gabbing and giggling, and I gritted my teeth. It was so unprofessional of them to be standing around talking. What did their holidays have to do with getting my plane ready? Didn’t they have some actual work to do?

      At long last, they called my flight, and I was first out of my chair and in line, through the door and stomping across the tarmac to the awaiting prop plane. There was no business class this time. In fact, all the seats looked exactly the same. The ceiling was so low I had to duck, and I crammed myself into my narrow seat, the upholstery squeaking under my butt. My knees came up against the seat back in front of me, and I had to stifle my growl. I couldn’t even think straight anymore. I breathed heavily through my nose as I whipped out an antibacterial wipe and began meticulously cleaning my armrests and the tray table. When that didn’t settle me, I cleaned my glasses, wiping the lenses with my microfiber cloth. Then I cleaned them again.

      “Two hours,” I whispered to myself. “Just two hours and I’ll be there.” I had a whole weekend booked at the resort, to give me a chance to experience all the activities they offered, and I was looking forward to a good night’s sleep.

      The small plane was tossed around in the wind gusts, to the point that even someone like me, a professional traveler, felt my stomach clench in warning. By the time we’d come to a bouncing landing on the narrow strip, my legs were quivering so badly I wasn’t sure if they would hold my weight. The handful of passengers filed off the plane down the small set of stairs, onto the runway. The airport itself wasn’t much more than a flat-roofed bungalow, but I was grateful for the solid ground beneath my feet.

      I took a deep, shaky breath, the air thick with humidity, the sun beating down and warming my skin. Peeling off my jacket, I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and turned off airplane mode to check my notifications, but the screen remained blank. It was then I noticed there was no signal. I held my phone up, angling it back and forth, but no bars appeared. “Huh,” I muttered, frowning. This resort was a little further off-grid than I had originally thought.

      Behind me, someone was unloading the baggage from the plane’s compartment, and I watched with growing horror when bag after bag was drawn out, and mine had yet to appear. “No,” I whispered. “Don’t do this to me. Not today.”

      And then the man reached up and closed the compartment with a click.

      “Fuck.” I stared down at my rumpled suit, knowing this was now all I had to wear. Just when I thought this day couldn’t get any worse.

      “Welcome to Creston Cay,” a man shouted, drawing my attention. His shirt was just as loud as he was, a short-sleeved button-up with a large floral pattern in neon pink and orange, over baggy green board shorts. “Are you Gabriel?” I nodded. “Perfect! I’m Miguel, and I drive the shuttle for Paradise Isle Resort and Spa. Can I carry your bag for you?”

      My lips jerked down in a frown, and he paused, looking around for my bag and connecting the dots. “Ah. Well. That’s unfortunate. How about I take you to your cabin first, and then I’ll track down your bag for you. I’m sure we’ll get it here on the next plane.”

      I forced myself to calm. It was a nice offer, and I really did appreciate it, but my nerves were still strung tighter than I liked. “Thank you,” I said through gritted teeth. “And maybe you could tell me where I could buy some clothes in the meanwhile.” I needed out of this damn suit.

      Miguel’s smile slipped a little. “I’m afraid there isn’t much in the way of amenities here on the island, but I’m sure we can find something for you in the gift shop.”

      Gift shop? Like, t-shirts with cheesy slogans like “Life’s a Beach”? I repressed my shudder. I was desperate, and that meant I couldn’t be picky. “Great. Thanks,” I forced myself to say.

      Something told me this weekend wasn’t going to be the relaxing getaway I had hoped it would be.
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