
  
    [image: Room 908]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Trisha Linde

	    

      
	    
          
	      Once Upon an M/M Romance

          
        
          
	          Chasing Ever After

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Scarlet Hotel

          
        
          
	          Room 404

          
        
          
	          Room 1016

          
        
          
	          Room 709

          
        
          
	          Room 215

          
        
          
	          Room 307

          
        
          
	          Room 1212

          
        
          
	          Room 519

          
        
          
	          Room 1003

          
        
          
	          Room 810

          
        
          
	          Room 908

          
        
          
	          VIP

          
        
          
	          Staff Only

          
        
          
	          Room 405

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Vale Valley

          
        
          
	          The Back-up Date

          
        
          
	          An Omega's Wish

          
        
          
	          The Omega Mix-up

          
        
          
	          Hoarding His Omega

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Make Me Love You

          
        
      

      
    
    


  
    
      Room 908

      The Scarlet Hotel

    

    
      
        Trisha Linde

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of a copyrighted work is illegal. Please purchase only the authorized editions, and do not participate in, or encourage, the piracy of copyrighted material. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Characters, places, and events are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual places, events, or people, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Room 908 © 2023 Trisha Linde

        Cover design by Fantasia Frog Designs

        Editing by Contagious Edits

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Behind closed doors at The Scarlet Hotel, anything can happen… maybe even a second chance at love.

      Omega Jasper never intended to be a teenage dad. He had big plans to become a surgeon. But then, he foolishly fell for the school’s star quarterback. And he would’ve told him about the baby if the alpha hadn’t turned out to be such a no-good, selfish, back-stabbing… jock! Grr! So even though Jasper hadn’t planned for his son, he worked hard to be the best damn father ever. And everything is great until he runs into the alpha at their ten-year high school reunion.

      Alpha Eric has been looking forward to this reunion for the past ten years. Every game he’s played over the past decade, he’s wondered if—hoped—that Jasper was watching. He was the tutor who helped Eric graduate, but he’s always been more than that. He’s the one who got away. Except, as it turns out, it wasn’t just the omega who got away, but his son. Is it too late to fix past mistakes? Or will it take another ten years to earn Jasper’s forgiveness?

      Room 908 is the tenth 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 908 features an omega who wishes he could turn back time, an alpha looking for a way to make amends, a child caught in the middle but who might just bind them together, and a second chance at love ten years in the making.
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      The kitchen echoed with chaos. Clattering dishes, meat sizzling on the grill, popping oil in the fryer, bursts of steam, the air filled with an array of scents and flavors, not to mention the chef barking orders. “Get your lazy ass in gear, Benny! Those drinks won’t serve themselves.”

      Diya sighed in complete contentedness as she plated a massive tray full of appetizers. She loved the hullabaloo of a bustling kitchen. Things had been far too quiet lately, and for it to be crazy busy like this, that meant only one thing—business was booming.

      This wasn’t just dinner service in the restaurant, plus snacks in the lounge, though that was part of it. The hotel had also managed to snag a high school reunion, which was huge, considering a lot of these guests were in from out of town, so most of the rooms were booked up too. It was a pretty sweet score, and it was all thanks to a glowing review on a travel blog.

      To stay on top of things, the manager, Monsieur Holland, had given Cherie the go-ahead to hire a bunch of new staff. Cherie, herself, was new in the role of chef. She’d been sous chef for ages, but she’d received an unexpected promotion after the three-star chef, Raoul, threw a toddler-sized tantrum and stormed out, bitching about he was above all of this.

      “Uh, Devon—David?” Diya called, pointing to one of the new servers. There were too many names to learn all at once, and she couldn’t keep any of them straight. They all looked kinda the same, with their wide-eyed, fresh-faced fear.

      “Peter?” he offered timidly, so that it almost sounded like he was questioning his own name.

      “Peter? Really? Okay, whatever. Here, take this.” She indicated the full tray, then she moved on to the next one. It was like a conveyor belt in here, with a constant stream of food going out, dirty dishes coming back.

      “Coral, I need another tray,” Diya shouted above the din to get the dishwasher’s attention.

      The pink-haired matron waved a tattooed arm to indicate she’d heard her.

      “Freshy, what the fuck!” Cherie yelled as the tray came crashing down on the floor.

      Diya turned and saw Peter staring down at his feet, his skin blushed up like a blotchy strawberry. “Sorry, Chef.”

      When he didn’t move fast enough, she growled. “Don’t just stand there, rookie. Pick it up!”

      As he scurried to pick up the scraps of food, Cherie huffed and stomped over to where Diya was flipping the meat on the grill. “I hate newbies,” she groused, loud enough for all the newbies to hear her.

      “Better than the alternative. I’m tired of being short-staffed,” Diya said, not at all put off by Cherie’s attitude. The tiny woman was actually a total softie, but when it came to running a kitchen, she had balls of steel and swore like a sailor, and it tended to make people cry. “Oh, and the newbie’s name is Peter.”

      “So? What does it matter? My money is that he’ll quit by the end of the night. I’ll only bother to learn their names if they make it a week.” It was true, working in a kitchen like this was not for the faint of heart.

      “Wanna bet on it?” Diya asked.

      “Ooh, you know it. Fifty bucks?”

      “You’re on,” Diya agreed.

      They couldn’t shake hands without having to wash up all over again, so Cherie gave Diya a little wink and a hip bump, then headed to the fryer station to boss somebody else around.

      Diya saw one of the servers, Delia, trying to give Peter a bit of a pep talk while he picked up the last of his mess. “It’s all about animal behavior,” she was saying while she filled an oversized bowl with ice cubes. “Intimidation is a strong motivator to instill obedience. You see it in a lot of larger predators, like an alpha lion or a silverback gorilla, but paired with the dominance comes fierce loyalty. And Cherie, just like those animals, will guard and protect us. I would seriously entrust her with my life. There’s a benefit to being a part of the pack, you know.”

      Peter was nodding, his jaw a little slack as he listened, enthralled by her. She was studying animal psychology at the local university, and she wasn’t just smart, but also beautiful. Yep, with the way he was giving her those puppy-dog eyes, it was safe to say there was no way he was quitting now.

      Easy money, Diya thought to herself, smirking as she tried to wipe the sweat from her brow on the shoulder of her kitchen whites.

      When Delia tried to pick up the bowl of ice, she swayed to the side. She claimed she’d been working out, but it obviously wasn’t enough. Peter reached to catch the bowl in time, but they’d already seen what his coordination was like once tonight. Diya, however, was in the right place at the right time. She jogged forward and caught the rim of the bowl before it could tip over.

      “Isn’t there an easier way to do this?” she asked Delia.

      She chuckled, a little flustered. “Probably. Too late now, though, right? Wanna help me get this to the table?”

      Diya shrugged. Why not? So long as their boss didn’t see her walking around where the guests could see her in her grease-spattered outfit. The kitchen tended to get a little sweltering, standing in front of the grill for hours at a time. The banquet hall, however, was an air-conditioned 70 degrees. With the bowl balanced between them, Delia pushed backward through the swinging door and led the way across into the banquet hall. A few guests had already arrived and were mingling in groups of twos and threes, but the night was young.

      “Where do you want it?” Diya asked.

      Delia jerked her head toward a long table set up along the wall where Benny was setting up a lame excuse for a bar. “Lemme guess,” Diya said, eyeing the cheap beer cans. “They didn’t want to splurge on champagne.”

      She giggled. “That would be my guess. You know how these reunions are. A bunch of adults trying to relive their glory days.”

      Diya snorted a laugh as they slid the bowl onto the table. “I didn’t go to my ten-year or my twenty-year reunion. I hated high school.” She’d stayed in touch with everyone she’d deemed worthy of friendship.

      “Thanks, guys,” Benny said, sticking the beer cans into the ice. He sighed. “How do you make beer cans look classy?” He tried to move them around into a pattern, then gave up and turned around to pluck a flower from the large vase behind him. He placed the blossom on the edge of the bowl and nodded. “There.”

      Diya hid her grimace. The types of guests who were going to drink that beer didn’t care about being classy, but he seemed so proud of himself, so she left it alone.

      “You know, I kinda miss high school,” Benny admitted. “Life was so much easier when I was living with my parents, no bills, just coasting through classes doing the bare minimum.”

      Delia sighed. “Tell me about it. Student loans are the absolute worst.”

      It had been decades since Diya had lived with her parents, and even back then, she’d been helping pay the bills right from her very first paycheck at 15. School hadn’t been easy, and neither had living with her parents. She would take being an independent adult over reliving high school any day.

      A group of four guys spied the beer and sauntered over. Diya could already tell the type—jocks. They’d probably been on the football team or something. They were all tall with broad shoulders, though a couple of them had clearly given up being athletes in exchange for a more reliable paycheck and now sported a few extra pounds around their waists. They were all wearing button-up shirts and sports jackets in various shades of blue and gray.

      One, however, seemed to be the de facto ringleader. He still had the tightly packed muscles of an athlete. His buddies seemed to orbit around him, their eyes flicking over to watch him every few seconds. If he laughed, they would laugh, even if no one had told a joke. “Hey, is that beer for us?” he asked, already reaching for a can.

      “Yeah, have at it,” Benny said, but his eyes widened. “Hey, you’re Eric Van Leer!”

      The jock gave a practiced smile, half cocky, half shy, entirely charming. A dimple popped out on his cheek. “That’s me. Are you a fan?”

      Benny bit his lip and averted his eyes. “Uh, yeah, sure. Totally. I love sports.” He was such an awful liar, which somehow made him even more endearing.

      A jock. I so called that, Diya thought with a smirk.

      Instead of being offended by Benny’s lack of enthusiasm, Eric laughed easily. “It’s all good, man. Football isn’t for everybody. Let me guess, you think it’s too violent?”

      Benny made a face. “Nah, it’s the thirty seconds of action followed by five minutes of standing around that I can’t be bothered with. But I don’t mind the tight pants.” Now the whole group of guys was laughing, lewd grins on their faces. Delia was watching them with interest, likely comparing them to a bunch of hyenas or something.

      They all grabbed a beer from the bowl of ice, popping the tops. “Cheers!” Eric said, holding up his can. “Here’s to another ten years of friendship.”

      “No way! Here’s to the Comets for finally making the right trade. You’re gonna take the team all the way to the Super Bowl this year, I know it.”

      Diya wasn’t a psychology student like her coworker, but she could’ve sworn there was a sad tilt to Eric’s eyes as the three other guys tapped their cans to his. He was a little slower to bring his drink to his lips.

      There was movement from the door into the banquet hall, and Eric turned to check who was coming in, but he seemed disappointed. He looked like he was waiting for someone. With the crowd slowly beginning to trickle in, the DJ took his cue to put on some music, probably a playlist of all the top tunes from ten years ago. A few people cheered the opening bars of the tune.

      As the former jocks headed off to mingle, Eric turned back once to say to Benny, “Hey, thanks. And I like the flower. It’s a nice touch.” He gave Benny a wink before sauntering away with his friends.

      “Thanks!”

      Diya reluctantly returned to her station and got back to work. For the rest of her shift, even through the kitchen chaos, she could feel the vibration of the music in her chest, and for a little while, she reminisced about the good times she’d had in high school. There might’ve been a few after all…
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      “I love your eyes,” Eric said, sliding my glasses off and setting them aside on the bed. “They’re so impossibly blue. Like depthless-ocean blue. Like sapphires…” He leaned in to kiss me, and I evaded, but just barely. It was getting harder to resist his charms—no matter how cliché his lines were. The way he complimented me like he meant every word, it made it hard to forget why I was saying no.

      “Nice try, Eric,” I said, aiming for casual, like my heart wasn’t throbbing a pulse of need through my veins. I ignored my traitorous body and shoved the textbook across the bed in front of him. “But if you don’t pass these exams, you won’t graduate. And if you don’t graduate—”

      He groaned, rolling onto his back on my bed. “I know, I know. No scholarship, no college, no football, no future.”

      “I don’t know about that last one. Feels a bit dramatic to me,” I said, shoving my glasses back on.

      “Does it?”

      “Yeah. Football isn’t everything, you know.”

      “What if I told you there was a future for you where you weren’t a surgeon.” He was already smirking; he knew he’d stumped me with that one.

      “W-well, I mean… I could live without becoming a doctor, theoretically, but that’s not going to happen. Failing your exams, however… a very real possibility.” I tapped my pencil’s eraser on the textbook again. “Now, focus.”

      “How about, if I get this question right, you give me a kiss.”

      I bit down on my lip, and Eric’s eyes lingered on my mouth. This was dangerous territory. “Let’s say, if you get every question on the page right…”

      “Deal.” He grinned and sat up. “You’d better pucker up, because I am going to ace the hell out of this shit.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Daaaaaad!” Cameron yelled from across the house, and even though I heard him loud and clear, I ignored him. He knew better than to expect me to yell back. If he wanted to talk to me, he could march over here and do it in a normal volume.

      I heard his footsteps as he ran down the hall, and when he peeked around the corner at me, with those moss-green eyes, my heart gave a little skip. He was starting to look more and more like his alpha father every day, and a part of me wanted to curl up in a ball and cry sometimes.

      “Didn’t you hear me calling?” he asked, and I raised an eyebrow and shot a look at him.

      “What do you think I’m going to say.”

      He rolled those gorgeous eyes of his in classic pre-teen fashion. “Yeah, yeah. No yelling in the house,” he drawled.

      I didn’t have the energy to address the sass right now, so I decided to roll with it. I drew in a deep breath and yelled, “YES, CAM? WHAT CAN I HELP YOU WITH?”

      His giggle made me smile. “I just wanted to know what time you’re coming home after this reunion thing.”

      “Uh… I dunno. Probably not too late. Why?”

      “Can I stay up and wait for you?” he asked, staring down at his toes. He was up to something.

      I narrowed my eyes on him. “Maybe… if you tell me why.”

      He huffed. “Nana said we could make popcorn and watch scary movies—but only if you said it was okay.”

      “Who am I to deny Nana?” I said, ruffling his hair. “In fact, that sounds so fun, maybe I’ll just stay here with you guys tonight.”

      “You can’t do that. You bought a new suit and everything.” This was true. I hadn’t bought myself any new clothes for the past two years, but I couldn’t very well show up at this stupid reunion looking like a hobo. I was voted most likely to take over the world. How was I supposed to tell everyone that I hadn’t even left town?

      I could feel Cam watching me. He was far too astute for his almost-ten years. I busied myself fishing a noodle out of the pot and blowing it on it, before holding it out to my son. “Tell me if it’s done.”

      He made an exaggerated chomping sound as he gobbled it up. “Mm-hm,” he mumbled, nodding, and I turned off the stove and brought the pot over to the colander in the sink to drain.

      “Okay, then can you grate some cheese while I get changed? Nana will be here any minute, and I’m already going to be fashionably late.” Which was kind of my goal. I wanted to spend as little time at this thing as possible.

      While Cameron got to work on the cheese—since he believed all sauce was the devil, but cheese was alllll good—I headed down the hall to my bedroom to get into my brand-new navy suit. My phone rang in my pocket, and I pulled it out and saw it was one of my coworkers.

      I answered it on speaker and tossed my phone onto my bed. “Hey, Brent. What’s up? Please tell me I didn’t forget to close one of the cages.” I pulled my t-shirt over my head and tossed it into the hamper.

      “Yes. You forgot to close all the cages, and the clinic has now been taken over by the animals, with Pookie the Pomeranian as their rightful king. They’re demanding squeaky toys and bacon.”

      I laughed, adding my sweatpants to the laundry pile, which was beginning to get out of hand. I really needed to do laundry, but I just hadn’t found the time. “So really, what’s up?”

      He paused, and I could almost hear the face he was making, the one where his lips pinched because he was about to say something I didn’t want to hear. “I was just wondering if you’d reconsidered my offer.”

      “Which offer is that?” I asked, though I knew perfectly well what offer he was talking about, but I was hoping he’d forgotten.

      “I can come with you tonight. You don’t need to go alone. It doesn’t have to mean anything you don’t want it to, but you shouldn’t have to face him alone.”

      My throat tightened, and I gave a hard swallow as I threaded my arms through the sleeves of the white button-down shirt. “Thank you for the offer, but like I said earlier, he probably won’t even be there.”

      “Right,” Brent scoffed, sounding even more bitter than I felt, even though it was me it had happened to. “Bigshot football star, can’t be seen lowering himself to rub shoulders with the peasants.”

      “Brent…” I warned in a low tone. He knew none of this was his business. The only reason he knew anything about it at all was because he’d overheard me talking to my friend at work.

      He sighed. “Right. Sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry at all. He sounded miffed that he wasn’t getting his way. “You’re not gonna tell him about Cam, are you?” Also not his business.

      I gritted my teeth in an effort not to snap at him, because that would only lead to an uncomfortable work environment. “I don’t know, Brent,” I huffed, my tension leaching out into my tone of voice. “I haven’t told him for the past ten years, but you never know. Maybe he’ll come up to me and say, ‘hey, remember that time we had sex and then I ditched you? Did you happen to have a kid, by any chance?’ I mean, if he asks, I’m not gonna lie.” I sat on the edge of the bed heavily and squeezed my eyes shut, frustrated tears sneaking out. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you,” I said with a sigh. “I’m just—”

      “No! Don’t apologize, I get it. I didn’t mean to pry.” I could hear him breathing over the line. “Just… call me if you need me, okay? Even if it’s late. If you need a knight in shining armor or even just a ride home, I can be there in ten minutes.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Brent,” I said softly, and I meant it.

      He was a nice guy, and he’d made it more than obvious that he was interested in starting something with me. He was good with Cameron, he’d make a good dad, but… there were no sparks, no fireworks. Just like there hadn’t been chemistry with any of the guys I’d dated. Maybe I was being too picky. There was no doubt that my life would be easier with a partner. I gave the overflowing laundry hamper the side-eye.

      Yes, I’m looking at you, laundry. And you, sink full of dishes. And dusty shelves and dirty floors and…

      The list of chores went on forever, but the landlord had raised the rent, so I’d been picking up all the extra shifts I could get in order to make ends meet. And that meant less time for picking up around the house. And there was no way I was going to give up quality time with my son in favor of chores.

      “Daaaaaaad! Nana’s here!” Cam shouted.

      “Sorry, Brent, I’ve gotta go.”

      “Yeah, I heard.” He laughed.

      “Thanks again for the offer,” I told him genuinely. “It means a lot.”

      I knew even without seeing him that he was smiling. “Anything for you.” And that was what worried me. I didn’t want to lead him on.

      Disconnecting the call, I quickly tucked in my shirt and threw on the blazer, before heading for the door. It’ll be fine, I told myself. I would have a drink, catch up with old friends, all while dodging questions about why I wasn’t a surgeon like I’d planned.
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      Cheesy music, bad dance moves, and cheap drinks. I didn’t know what I was expecting when I’d told my assistant, Talia, to accept the invitation to this reunion, but this wasn’t it.

      No, that wasn’t true. I knew exactly what I was expecting. I was going to walk into this ballroom, and the music would swell, a spotlight shining on the man I came here to see. Jasper. The one who got away. We would lock eyes from across the room, and everyone else would disappear into the background. We would walk toward each other in slow motion, and he would say something like, “I can’t believe I was such an idiot. My life has been meaningless without you.” And then I would draw him into my arms and kiss him, show him what he’d been missing. And then we would pick up where we left off ten years ago, riding off into the sunset in my Porsche to begin our epic romance.

      It was like a scene out of some cheesy rom-com, and yes, I realized how ridiculous it sounded, but you couldn’t blame a guy for dreaming. I’d even rented a room upstairs in the hopes that we might need it in our desperation to get each other’s clothes off. Except, this wasn’t a movie. It was real life. And real life kinda sucked in comparison to the fantasy. I was still the pro football player, and I did drive a Porsche. But Jasper’s absence hit me like a 300-pound defensive end to the chest.

      My sulking was interrupted when my buddy John nudged my arm. “I saw that picture of you online, with that model, Remy something, at the Honors Awards. Reminded me a lot of my ex. Maaan, he had an ass that just wouldn’t quit.”

      “Oh yeah?” I didn’t care about his ex or his ass, and I didn’t want to talk about Remy, but John was blinking at me with this expectant look on his face. Shit, he was like a dog waiting for praise after learning a new trick, like I was supposed to applaud having a hot ex. “How come you guys didn’t work out?” I asked instead, trying to steer the conversation toward something more important, but it was immediately clear that wasn’t what he wanted.

      John’s face fell, his eyes skittering away. “Uh, you know… we just drifted apart.”

      Except Dan let out a loud guffaw. “John got caught banging the neighbor, that’s what happened.”

      My entire body deflated; what a predictable answer. So far, the night’s discussions with these guys had revolved around all the tail they were getting, instead of meaningful relationships they’d built or life goals achieved, and it was like nothing had changed over the past decade. They were still horny teenagers. Gods, was I this bad back then? Yeah, I totally was. I wanted to believe I had grown past all this immature bullshit, but seeing these guys who used to be my friends made me a little embarrassed.

      It was no wonder Jasper wouldn’t return my calls all those years ago. I used to be an asshole. But a part of me had thought he’d seen past that image I displayed for everyone else, the star quarterback, bringing the trophy home for our team. When I was with him, I felt seen. We’d never had meaningless conversations like this. We talked about real things, with substance and emotion. When I was with him, I felt like more than just a jock. I felt like a man—like I could be his man.

      I set my beer down on a table. I’d barely taken a sip; it tasted like watery piss, and now that I’d been holding it for an hour, it was just warm, watery piss. Maybe I would slip over to the lounge and order some high-end whiskey.

      Or maybe I should just go back to my room. It was time to let go of my unrealistic fantasy and any smidgen of hope I’d had. Jasper obviously wasn’t going to show tonight. He probably had something better to do. Because of course he did. He was probably in the middle of surgery at this very moment, his hands in someone’s chest, saving their life. Why did I think this throwback to the past would be important to him? It wasn’t even important to me, except for tracking Jasper down.

      I’d tried looking him up over the years, whenever I woke up from a dream about him, my skin flushed with need, cock aching. But I never found him. Maybe his number was unlisted, but you would think if he’d become a surgeon, he would be on staff somewhere, at a hospital or clinic. It was weird, because he’d been so certain of his future. And he was smart enough to do it, too. I couldn’t imagine anything standing in his way. Heck, maybe he was still in medical school. I’d heard it took ages, depending on your field of study.

      “Hey, man, remember that time we had the bonfire down at the creek, and Dan set up that bike ramp?” John said, his cheeks pink from the six beers he’d had so far. He’d been lining the cans up on the table to form a pyramid. “He thought he was going to be able to jump clear across to the other side.”

      I laughed involuntarily. It had been funny, the way he’d pedaled as hard as he could, letting out this drunken battle cry. Then as soon as his front wheel was over the lip of the ramp, the bike just tipped forward, and he ended up face first in the shallow, muddy creek. “Coach was pissed,” I reminded them. “He said, ‘If you’re gonna break your neck, at least wait until after we win the championship.’”

      The guys all laughed, slapping Dan on the back. “Good times,” Dan said with chagrin, rubbing his cheek as if the sting of injury had lingered all this time.

      Together, the guys and I had made a pretty great team. We certainly won more games than we lost. I knew Dan had caught a football scholarship to college, like I had, but he’d never gone pro. Now he was an accountant, John was a manager at a bank, and Andy sold used cars. We weren’t the same people we used to be.

      I’d have liked to think I’d grown…

      I scanned the room again, looking for Jasper. He wouldn’t look the same, so I was trying to paint his eyes on an older face. Would he have contacts instead of glasses? Maybe he’d grown his hair out, but I doubted it, because he’d always hated how it curled around his ears and the nape of his neck. Maybe a beard or a goatee? As painful as it was, I forced myself to examine the couples. I wasn’t an idiot. I knew the chances of Jasper being married were high. He was a total catch, even back then. I was such a moron not to claim him when I had the chance. And now I was probably too late. That was probably why I hadn’t found a Dr. Jasper Mayle online. He’d probably changed his name. At least married was a better option than the alternative—that he was dead.

      Nope. I wasn’t going there. He was alive somewhere on this earth. I just hadn’t found him yet.

      But even if he wasn’t harboring the same deep longing I was, I at least had a few things I needed to tell him. Thank you, for starters. If it hadn’t been for Jasper, I would’ve failed my final exams for sure. His sweet kisses had been the perfect motivation to keep focused. I wouldn’t be where I was without him.

      But I also wanted to apologize.

      Jasper… well, he was a nerd. He got straight A’s, was on the debate team and the chess club. He spent the lunch hour with his friends playing Dungeons and Dragons. He hid his bluer-than-blue eyes behind thick glasses, and once he got braces, it was rare to see him smile in the hallways at school. He smiled for me, though… but only in private.

      I was ashamed to admit that I’d kept him a secret from my friends. I was too worried about what they would think if I told them I had a crush on the brainiac. I had a certain reputation to maintain, after all. It would’ve been social suicide.

      Fuck, what a total moron I was.

      “Hey, Van Leer, you want another drink?” Andy held out a fresh can of beer.

      I really, really didn’t want it, but if I passed, I wouldn’t have an excuse to stay. I’d end up going upstairs to my room and crashing before midnight. And maybe Jasper’s surgery would’ve ended in time for him to catch the last hour or two of the reunion. Or maybe he was flying in from where he lived in California or something, and his flight was delayed. “Yeah, thanks,” I said, forcing myself to reach out and take the can. At least this one was cold.

      “Speaking of a fine piece of ass…” John said with a lascivious groan, “would you check that omega out?”

      We weren’t speaking of ass—finally. I had to bite down on my frustrated sigh. Just when I thought we were making some progress with conversation, he brought it right back around to objectifying omegas.

      “Holy shit, dude. I’d tap that,” Dan agreed. If the man was as hot as they claimed, none of these guys had a chance with him.

      And then Andy added his two cents. “I’d love to strip that suit off him and lay him out on the table and make a meal out of him.”

      I shook my head, sick of this scene. I put my unopened beer on the table next to my last abandoned drink. “Hey, guys, I think I’m gonna call it a night.”

      They were barely able to peel their attention off the omega in question long enough to say goodbye to me. Seriously, how hot can this guy be? I wondered. And so, against my better judgment, I turned and looked.

      My whole world spun on its axis, the ground unsteady under my feet. “Jasper?” I gasped out, my voice barely more than a breathy whisper as the wind was knocked straight out of me, my chest too tight.

      “You know him?” John asked. “Did we go to school with him?”

      Because of course they didn’t recognize him. They’d only bullied him for four years. I would know him anywhere, though. How could I have been worried that he would’ve changed? I knew those lips in intimate detail, those hands and how they felt tangled in my hair. I knew he had a birthmark on his left hip, and I knew the sounds he made when he came. Just as I knew by the crease between his brows that he was unhappy.

      I was moving without conscious thought, walking toward him in slow motion. I vaguely heard my old friends calling out to me, but they didn’t matter right now. Only Jasper mattered.
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