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      Behind closed doors at The Scarlet Hotel, anything can happen… maybe even repairing a broken heart.

      Omega Shane loves his job as a cartoonist; it allows him to work from home, which is especially important since the death of his husband two years ago, as he wants to be there for their six-year-old son. Shane has been trying his best to keep the memory of him alive for their child, even if that means purchasing their dream house without him. Even if that dream house has seen better days… or centuries… Oh boy, this renovation is going to take all the help he can get.

      Alpha Ben is a bear—almost literally—but he prefers to see himself as a gentle giant. His size is deceptive, considering his job as an electrician usually requires a delicate touch. Just as he’s wrapping up a job repairing a hotel elevator, he comes across the all-too familiar scent of burnt wires and follows it to its source. He finds himself staring at a man and his son, clearly in need of a hand, and nothing could stop Ben from offering whatever they might need. He meant for it to be a job, a paycheck like any other. Soon, though, he finds he’s willing to take a different kind of payment for services rendered—he’ll gladly take Shane’s heart.

      Room 1003 is the eighth 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 1003 revolves around an omega struggling to make ends meet, an alpha willing to help bridge the gap, a single parent, a stand-up stepdad, a precocious child, an adorable baby, and proof that family can come in all shapes and sizes.
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      What am I even doing here? It was a rhetorical question, of course, because where else would Emerson Holland be? The Scarlet Hotel was his family’s legacy, after all, and one day, it would be his to run as he saw fit. For now, though, he was subject to his father’s rule. And in this case, that meant cutting corners, to everyone’s detriment.

      The hotel had once been a landmark in the city, known for luxury, lavish accommodations and high-class dining. They had rented the VIP suite to celebrities, business moguls, and even royalty! In recent years, though, their high standard had begun to slip.

      This never would’ve happened if I was allowed some control over the budget.

      Emerson was itching to punch something, to yell and rant, but he was the leader here, and that meant putting on a cool façade, all while swearing up a storm inside his head. The elevator was broken. No, to say that would imply that it wasn’t working, but it was so much worse than that. The damn thing had nearly plummeted ten stories, with two guests inside it. Never mind the PR nightmare that would’ve been, but the guilt hadn’t stopped chewing at Emerson’s insides since it happened. He could taste the stomach acid crawling up the back of his throat.

      “Sir?” Roland peeked into Emerson’s office, knocking softly on the jamb. “The electrician’s here.”

      “Finally!” he burst out, shoving back from his desk and hurrying to meet him. A fifteen-story hotel without an elevator was bankruptcy waiting to happen. As it was, they would be offering room discounts, and it was a cost they couldn’t afford.

      He came to a screeching halt when he laid eyes on the electrician in question, leaning with one elbow against the reception desk. “Gods,” he breathed, but it must’ve been out loud because Roland replied, “Right?”

      The man was a bear. He was probably nearing seven feet tall, with gargantuan shoulders and a barrel chest. Chest hair peeked out from the top of his button-up shirt, which he wouldn’t even be able to button to the top, thanks to his thick neck. His forearms, where he’d rolled up his shirt sleeves, were also covered in a layer of dark hair, and he sported a heavy beard, neatly trimmed. Overall, he quite literally resembled a bear.

      “Uh… hello, Mister…” Emerson began, holding out a hand to shake.

      He smiled, and it made his brown eyes shine, softening his whole face. “Just call me Ben.” His voice, too, was kinder than Emerson had been expecting. He might’ve been prepared for a roar, instead of this gentle, deep purr.

      “Well, Ben, thank you so much for coming on such short notice. I’m afraid it’s a bit urgent, as we have a woman in a wheelchair currently stuck on the fourteenth floor. I was really hoping we wouldn’t have to carry her down all those stairs.”

      “Of course, it’s not a problem. I hope for everyone’s sake that it’s an easy fix.”

      Ben’s presence was starting to gather some attention, as a man his size had a tendency to do, and a small crowd of staff was beginning to collect. Everyone was craning their necks to look up at him, their eyes wide with wonder. Emerson was short-staffed as it was, he couldn’t afford them all standing around, so he decided to move things along. “If you’ll follow me?”

      “Sure, lead the way.” Ben picked up his huge metal toolbox as if it weighed no more than an exhaled breath.

      One short flight of stairs brought them to the basement, which housed the control room. The door was marked with a red lightning bolt and bold block letters that read:

      
        
        Authorized Personnel Only

        Risk of Electrocution

      

      

      As soon as the door opened, they were met with a hot, burning smell. “Oh gods.” Emerson clapped a hand over his mouth in shock. He should’ve checked for fire, but it hadn’t even crossed his mind. His first step had been to call an electrician, and this man had come highly recommended.

      “Don’t worry about the smell,” Ben told him, apparently reading his reaction perfectly well. “If there’d been a fire, the alarm would’ve gone off. This is just your standard stench of shorted wires.”

      “Right…” His concern wasn’t entirely assuaged. This was his nightmare, right here. The hotel meant more to him than he would ever admit. It wasn’t just a collection of walls and doors; it was a piece of this city’s history, and ever since he’d started working here as a young man, it was more his home than his own apartment was. He saw his staff as a family, of sorts, like children he needed to protect. All except Roland, of course… There was nothing familial about the way he saw him.

      Speaking of Roland, he appeared at Emerson’s side, peeking over his shoulder through the narrow doorway as Ben crouched down in front of the elevator’s engine, unscrewing the housing to take a look inside. “Huh.”

      “What?” Emerson asked, turning his head to the side and breathing in the clerk’s scent.

      “Oh, well…” He blushed but didn’t pull away. “I guess I just assumed he’d show some crack when he bent over.”

      Emerson went to answer, but before he could, a second voice piped up. “No, you’re thinking plumbers.” It was Emily, the reception supervisor, and she was hedging Emerson in on the other side. There was barely room for the three of them in the narrow space, and they kept bumping together as they jostled for a better view.

      Both of them had their eyes secured firmly on Ben’s behind. Emerson frowned. “Shouldn’t you both be working?”

      “I’m on break,” Roland said on his right.

      “My shift hasn’t started yet,” Emily said on his left.

      Then they both went right back to their gawking.

      “This in terribly inappropriate,” he scolded, but as Ben shifted his weight and pivoted to open up a control panel, Emerson felt his own gaze drifting. The man truly was a specimen, and those jeans were tight enough to be doing him all kinds of favors, hugging his tree-trunk thighs every time he bent down.

      Ben hummed then said, “Here’s your problem.” He tossed a boxy piece of metal onto the ground. “The relays protect your motor from fluctuations in current.”

      “Tell me more,” Emily said, practically moaning.

      “Uh-huh,” Roland said, nodding like he was listening as Ben described the inner workings of the elevator, but his eyes were glued firmly to Ben’s ass as he bent down to pull a new part from his toolbox.

      A flare of jealousy had Emerson’s mouth pulling down in a frown. He’d never been anything less than professional toward Roland, but he couldn’t tamp down his curiosity before the question wormed its way past his lips. “Is… Is that the kind of man you’re into?” he asked quietly, clearing his throat.

      “What?” Roland turned his head so quickly that their noses nearly brushed, and Emerson could almost taste the mint from the gum he was chewing. “Oh. No. My type is more… or rather, less…” His jaw worked, trying to put words together.

      “His type,” Emily supplied, “is lean, not too tall, with wavy blond hair, ice-blue eyes, and an adorable cleft in his chin. You know, exactly what you see every time you look in the mirror. Sir,” she added at the end.

      Roland’s eyes widened a fraction, but he didn’t break Emerson’s gaze. “Yeah. That,” he said, his voice breathy.

      Emerson’s eyes flitted down to Roland’s mouth, watching with rapt attention as his tongue darted out, tracing a wet path across his plump lower lip. Emerson found himself leaning in, craving a taste…

      Then there was a loud bang, and they jumped apart with a gasp. Guilt flooded Emerson’s body, heating his cheeks. This was his staff member, and he was expected to show him the utmost respect. Emily chuckled. “Get a room already,” she muttered.

      Ben approached, wiping his hands on a cloth. “I’m all finished here. Your elevator should be in working order for now, but I’d like to come back for a full tune-up when I have more time. On an elevator this old, regular maintenance is important to keep it in working order.”

      “Yes. Of course. Do you have a card? I’ll give you a call and we can arrange an appointment.”

      Ben reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card, passing it over.

      “Thank you so much, Mr. Stalma… Salta—match…”

      The electrician laughed, shaking his head. “It’s a mouthful, I know. Like I said, just Ben is fine.”

      “Well, thank you, Ben, for being so quick and efficient. You really helped us out of a jam.” Emerson reached out a hand to shake, but Ben shook his head and held his palms up, which were covered in grease.

      “I don’t want to mess up your nice, clean uniform, but I appreciate the gesture.” He packed up his toolbox, and Emily let out a wistful sigh. “I’ll send the invoice as soon as I get back to the office. Is e-transfer okay?”

      “Yes, it will be fine,” he said, meanwhile debating about how he could wring the money to pay for it out of his father, as it was very much a necessary expense. Likely, Emerson would have to pay for the repair out of his own pocket.

      The electrician left, and their day continued on like normal. Roland’s break ended, and he headed back to the reception desk, and Emily followed behind him, ready to clock in for her shift, and she threw one last sly look over her shoulder at her boss, giving him a little wink. Her words had left Emerson reeling as he lingered over her description of Roland’s type, and he spent the rest of the day dreaming what-if.

      What if this hotel, and Roland, were mine…
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      I was hovering somewhere between being exhausted enough I could fall asleep where I stood, and so stressed that I was at risk of running down the street screaming into the night.

      This is not what I had in mind when I bought this house.

      “How about now?” I called upstairs. “Anything?”

      “Nothing yet,” Dad yelled back.

      I drew in a deep cleansing breath then flipped another breaker switch. “Now?”

      “Nope.”

      The fuse box looked like it had been added to a few times, with a combination of old screw-in fuses and more modern breakers, which only made sense when a house was over a hundred years old, updates were bound to happen. But none of the labels were accurate. When I flipped the one marked “kitchen,” the basement lights went off. The one marked “living room” was linked with a bedroom on the second floor. There were a few without labels at all and one where the writing was so illegible that it could’ve read “banana,” but I chose to believe it was meant to be “bathroom”—not that it was linked to the bathroom, of course.

      The cold concrete floor was chilling my toes right through my socks, and there was a whole host of spiderwebs that I chose not to look at too closely. I had expected our first official night in the house to involve a little more sleeping. All I had wanted was a cup of tea before bed, but when the kitchen lights hadn’t come on, this journey began. I had assumed it would be an easy fix, but I was starting to dread that nothing about this house was going to be easy.

      “One more,” I grumbled. “This one for sure.” I was quite certain I’d flicked them all at least once, and there were only so many possibilities.

      The final switch was stubborn, and I had to use both hands. Fingers straining, knuckles turning white, I heaved. With an almighty clank, I got the switch flipped. “Did that do it?” I called up.

      There was no sound from upstairs.

      “Dad?”

      Still nothing.

      I strained my ears to listen, thinking maybe Kit had gotten out of bed and Dad had gone to tuck him back in, but then, I heard his feet walking over the creaking floor above, and his voice came down the basement stairs. “Uh, Son? You’d better turn everything off.”

      “What? Everything?”

      “Everything!” he shouted, a hint of panic in his voice.

      My father didn’t stress about anything, so to hear him anything other than totally calm got me into action. I flicked all the switches off, throwing me into pitch blackness. I pulled out my phone and turned on the flashlight, running back upstairs. Halfway up, I caught the first whiff of smoke.

      Shit.

      “Dad! Where are you?” The flashlight beam lit up the curls of smoke swirling near the kitchen ceiling. I couldn’t see any sign of fire, but if it was electrical, it could very easily be somewhere in the walls. My heart was hammering in my chest. One. Day. Just one day in the house, and I was going to burn it to the ground.

      “Here!” my dad called, and with a thunder of footsteps, he came jogging down the stairs from the second floor, Kit in his arms.

      My son lifted his head off his grandpa’s shoulder. “Papa? What’s going on? What’s that smell? Is that smoke? Is there a fire?”

      “It’s okay, buddy,” I told him, taking his sleep-rumpled body from my dad’s arms. “We’re just going to have a little adventure. That sounds like fun, right?”

      “Uh-huh,” he agreed, rubbing a fist into his eyes.

      We needed to find the source for the smoke, but first, better safe than sorry. We headed out onto the front lawn, not even stopping for shoes. I made my way quickly across the grass. The whole block was still and quiet, most windows dark. I really hoped we weren’t about to change that with a bunch of sirens and flashing lights. Not exactly the best first impression to make on our new neighbors.

      I stopped next to the For Sale sign at the sidewalk, boasting that the house had been SOLD! I dropped to my knees, soaking my pants in the dewy grass, and put Kit down on his feet. He giggled and squealed at the feeling on his bare feet. His corkscrew curls bounced.

      “Kit, I need you to stay here with Gramps for a minute, okay? I’ll be right back.”

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      I chuckled nervously. “Look,” I said, pointing down at our feet. “We forgot our shoes. We can’t go on an adventure without shoes. What if we cross the desert? We’ll get sand between our toes. Or if we swim across the ocean, fish might decide to take a nibble.”

      He tilted his head back and laughed, and in the glow from the streetlight, I could see the gap from his missing tooth. “You’re so silly, Papa!”

      I shared a look with my dad, and he nodded his reassurance. Then I ran back into the house to see what I could find. The smoke didn’t seem to be getting any thicker, so I took that as a good sign. I ran around and opened all the windows to clear it out, checking for signs of fire. The smoke had been thickest in the kitchen, so I started there. I found a black sooty mark around an outlet, and I tested the wall around it carefully, checking for heat, but it was cold to the touch. I glared up at the silent smoke alarm and made a mental note to change the batteries.

      On the way back out, I grabbed our shoes, plus my keys and wallet. I wasn’t about to risk anyone’s life sleeping in here tonight. Besides, I wouldn’t get a single wink of sleep, for worrying. I would call someone tomorrow to come and take a look at the electrical work. “All right, everybody in the car,” I said, passing out footwear.

      “Where are we going?” Kit asked, eyes wide.

      “To a magical place called a hotel.” I tried to infuse my words with as much awe and wonder as I could.

      “Wow,” Kit said, looking suitably excited.

      I got him buckled into his booster seat, then closed the car door, straightening up and leaning on the side of the car for a second, taking a breath to myself. I let my eyes drift shut and felt the usual weariness tugging me down.

      “You okay?” Dad whispered, too quiet for Kit to hear.

      “Yeah,” I answered. “Just… tired.” He knew what I meant when I said that. It wasn’t just the kind of tired you felt at the end of a long day. This was a soul-weary exhaustion of never-ending grief. “I thought buying the house would help. Like it would feel like he was here with us.”

      “He is here,” my dad said gently. “Here, where it counts.” He tapped his finger over my heart.

      “I know.” I reached inside and tried to feel him in there, but the truth was, he was fading. It had been two years since my husband passed away, and I was desperate not to lose him completely.

      Dad turned to glance up at the house, wary. “Will the house still be here when we get back?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think we’ll be turning the lights on anytime soon.” I shook my head, chuckling.

      “It’s not too late to change your mind, you know,” he said. “Just because it was Embry’s dream house, that doesn’t mean it has to be yours.”

      “I know, but I want this for Kit. A place to call home. There’s a great school down the street, lots of kids in the neighborhood. And you have to admit, the price was right.”

      Now it was his turn to laugh. “Yeah, a real steal, and I think we now know why.”

      I bit back my groan. He was right. On first glance, the old Gothic-revival house looked grand, its brick given a facelift with a fresh coat of paint, but now I wondered if it wasn’t concealing all its faults beneath. I should’ve taken the time to get an inspection done, but this was Embry’s house! He’d had his eye on it for years before he died, so when it hit the market, nothing would’ve dissuaded me from buying it, not even some much-needed repairs.

      “Come on,” I said, heading around to the driver’s side. “Our adventure awaits.”
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      By the time I finished with the elevator repairs, it was pretty late. I stuck around long enough to make sure everything was running smoothly, then I called it a night. While the lobby was still bright as day, the chandelier overhead sending out refracted light to all four corners of the room, the windows showed that it was full dark outside. I glanced at my watch. Past midnight.

      Being an electrician was typically a nine-to-five kind of job, but I had the freedom to set my own hours, and it was emergency calls like this one that made the real money. It was worth missing out on a little sleep. I was able to charge a premium rate for my time, making a full paycheck in just one night. It wasn’t like I had anyone waiting at home for me. Just my cat, Dmitri, but he slept most of the time anyway. He wouldn’t even notice me missing until his food bowl was empty.

      “Thank you again,” the manager gushed. He’d been thanking me nearly non-stop since I got here.

      “Really, it’s no trouble,” I assured him. “Yours is not the first elevator that’s broken. These things happen.”

      He nodded, his hands clasped at his waist, wringing his fingers together. “Yes, of course, but I suppose I worry that, with a building this age, there will come a time when something cannot be fixed.”

      “Nah, they don’t build hotels like this baby anymore.” I patted the counter, solid beneath my palm. “Her structure is sound. She just needs a little TLC, and I can tell you love her.”

      The stress that had been pinching his face relaxed into a genuine smile. “I really do.” When he smiled like that, I could understand what the clerk saw in him. It changed his whole face. The poor guy just needed to relax, laugh a little. Life wasn’t meant to be so serious. “Well then… I should let you get home.”

      I could see if I didn’t leave now, he would launch into another round of effusive thanks, so I quickly said good night and headed for the exit. As I crossed the lobby, however, I caught a familiar scent in the air. My steps slowed, until I was simply standing still in the middle of the room, spinning in place. This was not a smell that belonged here, among the city’s perfumed elite. Hot, smoky, burning wires.

      At first I was worried I had missed something, that the elevator was shorting out again, but I was nowhere near the elevator, which was clear on the other side of the reception desk. I glanced nervously up at the chandelier, but it looked stable, not a single flicker in the warm glow. Then, just as a couple of people were walking past me, the stench flared up, ebbing as they passed.

      I turned, my eyes following them. It was an older man with salt-and-pepper hair and a second younger man around my age, with a child in dinosaur pajamas limp in his arms, the boy’s face squished against his shoulder. They were dressed in plaid flannel pants and ratty t-shirts, like they’d just rolled out of bed. It was a look I’d sported myself once or twice, but it was out of place in the fancy hotel.

      Something about the threesome tugged at me. It was none of my business what they’d been through tonight. I didn’t know them, they didn’t know me, and I should just mind my own business. Except, it seemed that at least a small part of myself didn’t get the memo, and it was that part of my brain that was currently behind the wheel.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I called, “Excuse me,” taking a step in their direction. What the hell was wrong with me? They didn’t want me butting into their lives, especially if it was something traumatic that had happened. For all I knew, they’d survived a horrific fire tonight, or even worse, maybe not everyone had survived.

      That thought made my stomach plummet. I forced myself to stop following them, telling myself that I would just leave. They probably hadn’t even heard me anyway. Except, the younger man turned to look back, and that was the moment when I knew there would be no walking away.

      “Yes?” he asked, tilting his chin to look up at me. His eyes were a warm amber, but he looked beyond tired. His hair stuck out in all directions, like he’d completely given up trying to tame it. I wondered if that was before or after whatever happened this evening.

      “Um, yes, sorry. I just—I smelled you on the way in.” His eyebrows jumped and his jaw dropped. I backpedaled quickly, holding my hands up in defense. “Wow, no. That sounded creepy. Not what I meant. I just meant that I recognize that smell, the smoke and burning wires, and I think I can help you.”

      The little boy on his shoulder stirred and lifted his head to check me out. “You’re big,” he said, in that way children had of saying exactly what came to mind without any concern for societal rules.

      The man who must’ve been his father winced. “Kit, some people don’t like to have attention brought to their bodies,” the omega said gently. “It might hurt their feelings.”

      “Oh,” the kid said, his little face scrunching up as he thought that over. “I’m sorry I hurt your feelings,” he told me.

      “That’s okay, I don’t mind. It’s true, I am big,” I told him, giving him a wink.

      The older man joined us and asked, “You said you can help? What is it you do?”

      “I’m an electrician,” I said, reaching into my pocket and pulling out a business card. As the omega had his hands full with the child, the older man reached out and took the card, reading it. He had those same eyes, and I suspected this was three generations of the same family—grandfather, father, and son. The man’s lips moved silently, and I knew from experience that he was debating how to pronounce my last name, so I beat him to the punch. “Just Ben is fine.”

      His lips twitched. “Nice to meet you, Ben. What a coincidence to run into you tonight. My name’s Zack Smith, and this is my son Shane and my grandson Kit,” he said, offering introductions. “We just bought a house, and I’m afraid we might be in over our heads. We may have started a little fire.” He held his fingers up, just a fraction of space between them.

      Shane shook his head. “But probably not. I mean, it might’ve been a tiny fire. Like, a baby fire, but it put itself out. Hardly worth mentioning.”

      Kit cranked around in his arms and piped in, “You shoulda seen all the smoke!” He wasn’t at all afraid of the potential fire, more excited than anything.

      “Well, then I really hope you guys give me a call. I’m even available first thing tomorrow morning if you need me out there to make sure everything is safe.”

      The two men exchanged a look, a whole conversation I couldn’t decipher passing between them. I had to admit, I was a little jealous of that kind of wordless communication with someone. It was a far closer relationship than I’d ever had with anyone.

      “No pressure,” I told them quickly. “It’s late, and your son is probably exhausted.”

      “No, I’m not!” he said, wiggling to get out of his dad’s arms. “We’re on an adventure. I could stay awake for days! Not Gramps, though. He falls asleep on the couch every night after we eat supper. He snores so loud.”

      Shane blinked, long and slow, sighing. He was on his last legs.

      I cleared my throat and decided I needed to extricate myself from this conversation right now, before I found myself offering to carry Kit upstairs for them. “Call me. Or don’t,” I said, backing away. Shane’s eyes didn’t leave mine. “Either way, I hope your problem gets resolved.”

      “Thank you,” Shane said, his voice barely louder than a whisper, but I heard him all the same.

      I thought about him while walking all the way to where I parked my truck down the block. His eyes haunted me the entire drive home, and as I unlocked my front door and stepped into the foyer of my small one-bedroom bachelor’s bungalow, I found myself wondering what his real scent was, when it wasn’t masked by smoke.

      I kicked off my shoes at the door and turned the living room light on. Dmitri blinked his yellow-green eyes open, gave a muffled mew and a stretch, then buried back down into his blankets.

      “Come on, buddy. I need a cuddle tonight.” I scooped him up off the couch, and he muttered a little half-hearted complaint, but when he found my arms a warm spot to be, he settled back down against my chest.

      He was a stray that showed up in the neighborhood one day, and while I’d always had every intention of bringing him to the shelter, I guess I never found the time. He wormed his way into my heart, and at this point, it was safe to say he was here to stay.

      I plopped Dmitri on the bed, then kicked off my clothes and crawled under the covers. My cat nuzzled closer, kneading my arm until he was satisfied, then he tucked his paws under and began to purr. It was a small bit of comfort to have him here. It wasn’t nearly the same thing as having an omega to call my own, but for now, it was enough.

      “You’re my family, aren’t you, buddy?” I asked, giving him a scratch behind the ears.
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