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      Behind closed doors at The Scarlet Hotel, anything can happen… even a most convenient match.

      

      Omega Arlo would do anything for his gran who raised him. He’s indebted to her, so when the bills for her new nursing home start to pile up, it only makes sense for Arlo to find a better-paying job. And if that job just happens to be waiting tables at a strip club, then so be it. His boss is nice, he loves his coworkers, and the tips are great. The clientele, however, are unexpected…

      To alpha Max Shepherd, appearances are everything. Thanks to being typecast as a clean-cut heartthrob, his career as an actor can only be successful as long as his fans see him as the “good guy.” Except deep down, he prefers to be bad. When the paparazzi finds Max in a compromising position with a server from a strip club, he does the only thing he can think of—he lies. Soon, though, the role of fiancé might be more than an act.

      

      VIP is the eleventh 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. VIP revolves around an alpha in over his head, an omega willing to make any sacrifice, and a marriage of convenience that might just turn out to be a match made in heaven.
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      The iconic Scarlet Hotel dated back to the roaring 20s when Friedrich Holland came to the US and invested in the business with his silent partners, with the intention of providing luxury to their high-paying guests. And while the décor had remained steadfastly classic through the decades, an homage to a long-gone era, the world around it had moved on. No more flappers and bootleggers. Jazz, swing, and big band music had shifted over to make room for punk, pop, rock, and rap.

      Nope. The world was not what it used to be, but one thing had remained the same… wealth.

      Celebrities, in particular, were what Gerald lived for. He sighed, rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet, trying to keep the circulation going. While he stood still at his post at the door, waiting for approaching guests, his mind was busy dreaming wistfully of his lost youth. He wasn’t as old as the hotel, but he was no spring chicken either. He probably should’ve retired by now, but honestly, what the hell else was he supposed to do with his time? His sister kept inviting him to Bingo nights at her retirement center, but that wasn’t his scene. Instead, he much preferred to rub shoulders with the rich and famous.

      He snorted. He wasn’t allowed to rub their shoulders—or any other part of them for that matter, as the hotel had a reputation to maintain—but that was besides the point. Gerald got to breathe the same air as them for a brief moment of time, and to him, that was more than worth it.

      Gerald saw the most incredible things in this job. Nobody ever paid attention to the doorman. Even wearing his vibrant red coat, he could stand at his station by the front door, arms behind his back, and it was like he simply blended into the surroundings. He might as well be in the forest wearing camo. He overheard private conversations, saw intimate touches. He'd even witnessed a carjacking once, right out in front of the hotel. That was exciting.

      The air began to cool as the sun dipped behind the high-rises. This was Gerald's favorite time of day, when night descended, the neon lights turned on, and the riffraff came out to play. He could feel the anticipation building. He never knew what to expect, but that was half the fun.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw movement inside the hotel lobby, and he hurried to open the door as quickly as his arthritic joints would allow.

      Gerald was practiced at keeping his expression neutral, no matter who he saw. He’d opened the door for billionaires, for famous athletes, even royalty. He’d even met the bestselling author Jordan Kepler on several occasions, when he needed some privacy to finish a book before a deadline.

      Regardless of how professional Gerald prided himself to be, however, he couldn't stop his jaw from dropping when he saw who walked through the door. “Max Shepherd!” he gasped, his skin breaking out in goosebumps. Why hadn't someone told him the movie star had checked in? The man looked even more handsome than he did on the big screen, with his hazel eyes and wavy brown hair. “I’ve seen all your movies!” Gerald gushed before he could stop himself.

      Luckily, Max didn’t seem to mind the attention. He was probably used to it. He chuckled and offered his hand, the door closing behind him. “Always glad to meet a fan,” he said amicably.

      “Not just a fan. A superfan,” Gerald corrected. His heart was beating so fast that he had to double-check he wasn't having a heart attack. He was certain his palms were sweaty, but he hoped his gloves would contain the worst of it while he shook Max’s hand. He didn’t want to miss his opportunity to ask his question. “Tell me something, I’ve always wanted to know… that on-screen chemistry you had with Peter McNaughton in When Stars Fall… did it extend off the set as well?” He held his breath, waiting for the answer.

      Max’s smile was polite but also a little sly. “Now, now, I’m not one to kiss and tell… but I won't deny it.” Then he gave a little wink and chuckled, and Gerald laughed along, like they now had their own inside joke. They were practically best friends.

      Max, still smiling softly, seemed to pause. “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Gerald,” the doorman said proudly, reaching to shake Max’s hand a second time. This was the highlight of his life, by far. Gods, he couldn’t wait to tell everyone who he’d been hanging out with.

      “Gerald,” Max repeated, all charm. “Can I call you Gerry?" A nickname! "I was hoping that you could help me.”

      “Absolutely! Anything, it’s yours.”

      Max Shepherd glanced over his shoulder up and down the sidewalk, then he leaned in, as if he were sharing a secret, and nudged Gerald with his elbow, and the doorman glowed. “See, I’ve never had the chance to spend much time in town before, and I’m only here filming for a couple months, but since I don’t know anyone here yet, I was hoping you could direct me to a little evening entertainment.”

      “Oh, yes! Absolutely. You’re in luck. The symphony has an evening performance in the park. Their theme is Midsummer Night’s Dream…” Max seemed to think it over briefly before shaking his head. “Or if that’s not your cup of tea, there’s a movie theater a couple blocks over, and their VIP section serves dinner and drinks to you right in your seat.”

      Max nodded slowly, his brow furrowed. “That does sound nice, but I spend quite a lot of my time in the production side, so I’m looking to take a break from screens. Maybe… I was thinking… more along the lines of…” He paused, glancing around before lowering his voice. “I was wondering more about adult entertainment. You know?"

      “Adult?" Gerald asked, his eyebrows dipping. “As in…”

      Max waved his hand as if it were no big deal. "Oh, you know, I'm not picky. Maybe a bar or a strip club, maybe something a little… more.”

      “I'm sure I wouldn't know…” Gerald said slowly, though of course he knew. He knew everything there was to know about this town. He waited until a woman walking her dog passed before he leaned even closer, catching a whiff of Max's cologne. "There is a club down by the river. It's hard to find, tucked in at the back of an industrial complex. It's called The Bar Cherry, but I would caution you to be careful. Their clientele have been known to get a bit rowdy. A few football players trashed the place last year after too many drinks."

      Max's eyes twinkled with mischief. “Sounds delightful.”

      Against his better judgment, Gerald gave him directions on how to find the club. Max could probably hold his own, but it was such a very different image than what he portrayed on screen and social media. Gerald didn't want to lead him astray, so he issued one last warning. "Are you sure?" he asked. "If you need an escort, I get off work at midnight. I could always…" He gestured, pointing from himself to Max, implying he could go along.

      Max patted him on the shoulder firmly. "I'll be all right, but I appreciate the offer. Maybe next time."

      He had Gerald hail a cab for him, and a yellow car glided up in front of the hotel. As the doorman opened the back door for him, Max paused, his hand resting on the door. "I'm sure I can trust you to keep this between us. Can I, Gerry?"

      "Oh yes, absolutely. My lips are sealed." Gerald made a motion of zipping up his lips and throwing away the key. "Mum's the word." He was debating about telling his friends to call him Gerry from now on. Maybe he could have his name legally changed.

      Max slapped him on the shoulder then slipped a couple bills into the doorman's front pocket. "Very much appreciated." He straightened out his jacket and smoothed his hair back. "How do I look?"

      Gerald grinned and nodded, using the excuse to brush imaginary lint from Max's shoulder just so he could feel his firm muscles. "Very good, sir. Like a man about town."

      "Great!" Max gave a little wink. "Don't wait up," he said, before sliding into the cab, on his way to the club.

      The doorman watched until the cab had disappeared around the corner, before he returned to his station at the door. He lasted a full three minutes more, basking in the glow of his brush with fame… before he giggled and ducked in through the door into the lobby.

      I can't wait to tell the staff about this.
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      The shorts were… short. In fact, I wasn't certain they could be classified as clothing. The almost translucent sparkly fabric clung to every nook and cranny, and half my ass hung out the bottom. There wasn't even room for underwear! I twisted around to try to take a look at my back half in the mirror. My usual uniform didn't cover much more, but this… was something else. "I don't know, Cass," I said, in a voice that sounded suspiciously like a whine. "Are you sure these will get me more tips?"

      My best friend Cass reached over from his seat at his makeup station and slapped my ass. The fact that it made such a satisfying sound, without fabric to muffle the impact, told me that far too much skin was showing. "Are you kidding? The degenerates are gonna be lining up to shove cash down your panties."

      I groaned and inspected my ass for a red handprint. Would that make me more or less desirable? I wasn't sure. I picked up my shirt, which wasn't much better, a gossamer-soft mesh that covered absolutely nothing. "At least I'm not dressed like a sexy cowboy." I smirked at Cass who was currently decked out in some assless chaps and a leather vest.

      "You're just jealous," he said, picking up his black cowboy hat and plopping it on his head. He set it at a roguish angle and winked at me in the mirror's reflection. "I make this look goooood." He wasn't wrong.

      "You know what I’m jealous of? Your paycheck," I snarked back.

      Someone cleared their throat, and we turned to find our boss, Chance Steel, propped in the doorframe. His features were dark—wavy hair, short on the sides and longer on top, black eyes, somehow even deeper than his black suit—but it was the aura he exuded that was truly dark. Not in a threatening way… well, not toward me anyway, but he was precisely the kind of person you would expect to own a kink club like The Bar Cherry. "You know, there's an easy solution for your money troubles," he said, his voice gravelly.

      I nodded, smiling softly. "I know. I told you I'll think about it, okay?"

      My boss nodded, not pushing the matter. I appreciated that he knew when to back off, since a lot of alphas didn't know how to take no for an answer.

      Chance had been offering me a chance on stage since I started working here three months ago. He told me I had "talent," which I took to mean a tight ass. I mean, it wasn't like I had any real dance training, right? So what else could it be? Did the horny crowd even care how we spun on a pole, or was it just the tease before we took our clothes off?

      Stripping was the next step up from serving tables and bartending, and I hadn't ruled it out as a possibility just yet. It would mean a serious raise, which was tempting. I had a stack of bills at home that wasn't getting any smaller. Honestly, I wasn't just jealous of the dancers' paychecks. They had so much confidence, while I… did not. Serving drinks in a dark room while the patrons were distracted was one thing; being the main event was another entirely. With the spotlights directed on your body, alphas hollering, sometimes reaching onto stage to try and touch? Ugh. The mere thought of it made me feel cornered and kind of panicky.

      If I got desperate enough, though, I would dance. And if that wasn't enough… there was always the back rooms…

      "Hey, boss, can you give me a hand?" Cass asked. "The elastic keeps slipping."

      Chance stepped into the room, moving like water he was so smooth, regardless of his muscular bulk. It was no wonder so many of the staff lusted after him, but he wasn't my type. He had this whole restrained predator vibe about him, and I didn't like to feel like prey in the bedroom.

      Through the walls, I could hear the opening bars of Valentino's music. That meant Cass was up next, but my friend showed no sign of being nervous. He was calm and cool. He passed a glue stick to our boss then bent over the desk while Chance crouched down to stick the offending fabric, the sequined G-string hem, to the apex of Cass's ass. The image should've been erotic, Chance's nose just inches from my friend's hole, but the whole thing was done with such clinical efficiency. This was a job, not sexy times in a bedroom.

      If someone had asked me last year what my future looked like, it wouldn't have been working at a fetish club, that was for sure. I was happy enough answering the phone at Jose’s Car Repair, a small local mechanic. I didn't need much, and the paycheck paid for my share of the apartment I shared with Cass. But then my grandma suffered a stroke. She lived, thank gods, and she was recovering better than expected, but the medical bills alone nearly cleaned out her savings. The worst part, though, was that it was pretty clear she couldn't live alone any longer. She couldn't afford to have a live-in nurse, and I couldn't give her the kind of care she needed, so we made the decision to move her into a retirement home, Golden Years. It was partially subsidized, but that still left me paying both my rent and her residential fee. And with my parents gone and no other family to share the cost, that left the financial burden squarely on my shoulders.

      And the weight was starting to crush me.

      I sighed and glanced at myself in the mirror one last time. My shift started in five minutes, but I was having a hard time psyching myself up to face a room full of drunk, handsy alphas. I blew out a long, slow breath, letting the thumping beat settle into my body. "I can do this. I'm fierce, I'm sexy, and people want to give me huuuuge tips."

      Cass came up behind me and reached around to tweak my nipples through the mesh. "Hey!" I complained, laughing as I slapped his hands away.

      He shrugged. "Get that money, honey," he teased. "The freaks and geeks love to see how horny you are, even if it's just for show." Then he peeked down at my crotch, the shorts doing very little to disguise my package, which was just barely tucked inside. "Do you need a fluff? A boner could make you a grand, easy."

      I choked on a laugh. "Are you offering?"

      He gave me a wink. "Don't think I wouldn't, but that might make looking you in the eye tomorrow difficult. Maybe Chance could…" he started, glancing around for our boss, but I shushed him.

      "Don't you dare! It's fine. If I wanted to walk around with an erection, I would." I could always take a Viagra or wear a cock ring, but I didn't want the extra attention. If I wanted guys to touch my dick, I would at least get paid the big bucks for it in the back—but not yet.

      "Well, pardner," Cass said with a classic Western twang as he tipped his cowboy hat at me, "I've gotta mosey on out there, but you be safe out there tonight, ya hear?" Then he gave me a wink and sashayed his way out the door, the fake spurs on his boots giving a little metallic tinkle with each step. The image was only slightly marred (though some would say improved) by his bare ass cheeks peeking out of the tearaway chaps, his skin giving off a faint sheen from the lotion he'd rubbed on.

      Sure, yeah, I could have fun like that. I found myself setting my shoulders back, lifting my chin. I could be just as confident as my friend. Yep, just watch me go. The slight dread I felt each night was still there, but fake it till you make it, right? It had already been three months of weekend shifts, and so far, it wasn't getting any easier.

      But my gran was worth it.

      And as the music shifted into "Save a Horse" by Big & Rich, Cass's theme song for the night, I left the safety of the well-lit changeroom. With the door closed behind me, the darkness of the bar wrapped itself around me, the air thicker somehow, almost tangible. As I crossed the room toward the bar, veering around the tables, my eyes were drawn to where the spotlight was angled as my friend emerged onto the stage. Cass strutted out like he owned the place, and the crowd responded, hooting and whistling as they lapped it up. Cass somehow managed to find me in the darkness and gave a wink, then he turned and bent over, shaking his ass just for me. Against my will, I found my lips tipping up into a smile. Cass really loved his job, and his joy was infectious. This was what made him such a high-paid stripper, but it also made him a great friend.

      "Are we gonna have a good night?" the bartender, Danny, asked me, slipping me a shot of amber-colored tequila as I joined him behind the bar. The shot had become my tradition before every shift, a little liquid courage to help loosen me up.

      I tipped the glass to my lips, the potent alcohol burning all the way down and warming me to my core. I blew out a hiss and set my glass down on the bar. "No, Danny. We're going to have a great night," I told him, and even though I said it every night, for the first time, I actually believed it.

      Something was different tonight, and my entire body tingled with anticipation.
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      The Bar Cherry was easy enough to find with the doorman’s directions, but if I hadn’t known this club was here, I certainly wouldn’t have stumbled on it by accident. It was a nondescript gray building, in a tucked-away corner of an unmarked dead-end street in a rough-looking neighborhood. This wasn’t somewhere you went for a casual evening stroll. It seemed an odd thing, for a club to be hidden away like this, without any signage pointing the way. The only indication that I was in the right place was the beefy bouncer stationed at the front door and the pulsing throb of bass coming from within.

      Maybe it was going through some renovations. Or maybe they don’t want to be found, I wondered, thinking back to Gerry’s warning about the clientele.

      The cab’s tires kicked up gravel as it left me at the curb, seemingly eager to get back to the nice side of town. “Evening,” I said, addressing the bouncer. He had biceps as thick as my thighs, and his muscles flexed, stretching his t-shirt, as he uncrossed his arms.

      “ID,” he said simply, extending his hand.

      I passed it over, though he couldn’t possibly be checking that I was of legal drinking age. I might’ve had a baby face, but I didn’t look that young. I saw the moment he registered who I was, his eyes flicking up to me briefly, the smallest amount of surprise lighting up his stony expression, but he didn’t say a word about it—no fawning or asking for my autograph. He just handed my card back, and I knew instinctively that he wouldn’t be telling the tabloids I was here. Clubs like this understood discretion.

      “First time?” he asked, and I nodded. “The rules are simple. Keep your hands to yourself and don’t start any shit. We have a zero-tolerance policy, and we won’t hesitate to ban you for life. Talk to the bartender to start a tab. And if you’re here for anything extra,” he paused, letting that word sink in, “you can let him know. He’ll hook you up.” The corner of the bouncer’s lips tipped up just slightly, his eyes flashing, and I had to stop myself from asking what he meant by extra. Gerry hadn’t mentioned anything but the stripping. “Welcome to The Bar Cherry,” he said, opening the door for me.

      My heartrate sped up to match the music’s beat as it spilled through the doorway. I loved this feeling, like I was standing on the edge of a cliff, about to jump, and I had no idea if I had a parachute strapped to my back. This was what I lived for, the unknown factor. So much of my life was scripted and planned, so this element of surprise was the only thing that seemed to break through my exterior. It made me feel alive.

      As I stepped through the door into the club, I came to a new conclusion about their lack of signage. They had no need to advertise. This club was exclusive, and they relied on word of mouth—and by how packed the place was, there was no doubt in my mind that people were talking.

      The air felt electric, the hair on the back of my neck rising. The floor was polished concrete, the walls covered in a textured black tile, but that was about the most that I could see in the dim lighting. The main focal point was obviously the stage, which was currently empty, but I suspected it wouldn’t be for long. All of what was called “sniffer’s row,” the line of chairs shoved right up to the edge of the stage, was packed with alphas waiting for the next performer. There were two other smaller stages farther toward the back of the large space, so patrons could choose their preferred entertainment.

      I passed three more security guards on my way to the bar in the back corner. They weren’t even trying to be discreet; they wanted to be seen, their intimidating presence part of the deterrent. There would always be that one patron who would have too much to drink, who would forget the rules and need to be reminded—forcefully. Well, it wouldn’t be me.

      “I’ll have a scotch,” I told the bartender as I slid my credit card across the counter to him. “And maybe you can tell me what else you have to offer?” I raised an eyebrow, conveying that I wasn’t talking about a side of fries.

      The bartender scrutinized me for a moment, not blinking as he made judgments about the kind of man I was. Finally, he said, “We have private room in the back for our guests, depending on your tastes… and price range.” He didn’t elaborate, and I didn’t ask him to. There was nothing wrong with my imagination, and the possibilities were endless. I fully intended to end my evening exploring what they had to offer.

      He passed me my drink, along with my credit card. “I’ve started your tab. Have a seat, and your server will top you up as needed.”

      I thanked him, then found myself an empty table along the wall. Just in time, too, as the lights dimmed further, and the opening bars of a Nine Inch Nails song sliced through the sudden silence. I swore everyone was holding their breath as the spotlight clicked on, spearing all attention on the woman who appeared on stage wearing leather straps and silver buckles that covered only thin sections of her body.

      She was attractive in a dominatrix kind of way, and as she spun around on the pole, showing off her flexibility and acrobatic skills, the crowd was seemingly held in her thrall. I sipped at my drink as I watched the performance, appreciating her talent, but my body remained frustratingly dormant. She wasn’t my type.

      It wasn’t until I set my empty glass aside, three performances later, that something stirred inside me. A scent… delicate and floral, out of place in the club. Where was it coming from?

      A hand appeared from my left, collecting my empty glass and replacing it with a fresh drink. My gaze locked onto the slender fingers, the narrow wrist, and followed it up to the man it was attached to. He froze when we made eye contact. His hair was on the long side, tied back at the nape of his neck, but a single chestnut lock had escaped and was curling around his ear. The shade of his eyes was impossible to guess, the way they reflected the spotlight like twinkling stars. His kissable lips parted, his throat bobbing like he’d said something, but I couldn’t hear anything over the music.

      “Sorry, what was that?” I asked, raising my voice, using it as an excuse to lean closer. There was that scent again, and it made my mouth water.

      “I said hi,” he said, his breath fluttering past my cheek, then he moved back and pinched his lips shut, blushing lightly, and he averted his eyes. “Uh, I got you another scotch, but if you’d like something else, I can… get it.”

      I was vaguely aware of the wolf whistles coming from the crowd, but my full attention was needed here—to order a drink. Yes, that was what I was doing. “Do you have any drink specials?” I asked, not because I wanted one but because I needed an excuse to keep him talking.

      He blushed even harder, his fair skin turning the most delectable shade of pink, and I knew exactly why when he cleared his throat and told me, “Our special tonight is a Dirty Whore’s Bath Water.”

      My laugh snuck out before I could stop it, and his smile widened, his eyes flicking down to my mouth. Oh yeah, this attraction I felt was mutual, all right. “I don’t know what it is, but I’ll try anything once.” And I didn’t just mean drinks.

      “Okay, I’ll be right back.” The way he said it made it sound like a solemn promise. As he turned to leave, I realized I hadn’t even noticed what he was wearing, and I had a sudden urge to call him back so I could see the front. Gods. My throat constricted, making it hard to breathe. Half his ass was hanging out of his shorts, and I wanted to get down on my knees behind him and take a bite.

      I didn’t take my eyes off him as he walked behind the bar and began making my drink. The bartender was busy pouring a line of shots, probably destined for the rowdy booth beside me. It looked to be a bachelor party, and as I watched, the guest of honor was led by the hand toward an unmarked door, which I assumed led to the mystery back rooms.

      Did my sexy server work in the back? I should be so lucky.

      As he returned from the bar, I let my eyes roam over his tight body, and I cursed the poor lighting. I could tell well enough, though, that his shorts adhered to every inch of his crotch, and things were looking mighty tight in there. He made his way back toward me carrying a tall glass filled with a neon-green drink, garnished with a cherry.

      “Dear gods,” I sputtered as he set it down in front of me. “I hate to think what that’ll do to my insides.”

      “Vodka, apple schnapps, and green lemonade. And a cherry, of course,” he added, with a smile. He was clearly enjoying this.
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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