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  About the Book


Behind closed doors at The Scarlet Hotel, anything can happen... even love behind the scenes. 
Week after week, millions tune in to watch the reality show, Lonely Alpha, where one eligible bachelor is selected to live in a house full of catty omegas competing to win his heart. Sounds dramatic? You have no idea. This season’s alpha is a handsome rich Hollywood actor—what more could a man ask for?
Except when Ziggy gets selected as a contestant, finding love is the last thing on his mind. He’s always been the goofy sidekick, the comedic relief, never the romantic lead. For some reason, though, he continues to survive each round of house evictions. Could he actually win this thing? With the finale looming, though, complete with marriage proposal, it’s not the movie star heartthrob working his way into his heart. Ziggy is beginning to realize the real prize might just be behind the camera, sitting in the director’s chair… and winning the show might mean losing the love of his life.
As the director of Lonely Alpha, Elijah Campbell knows he has a goldmine on his hands, even after last season’s catastrophic finale. When people tune in, they expect to watch the drama unfold, and he knows just which strings to pull to get a reaction. Out of all the contestants, Eli knows for sure that Ziggy is everything the fans love—good-looking, funny, outgoing, and up for anything—so he’s the obvious choice to keep pushing to win. But as Eli is forced to watch from the sidelines as Ziggy gets cozy with the alpha lead, he finds himself less than thrilled with the outcome. Is it too late to cancel the show? Because Ziggy isn’t just a fan favorite—he’s Eli’s favorite too.
The Scarlet Hotel continues with Room 710, a standalone romance in the popular m/m mpreg romance series from bestselling author Trisha Linde. Each book features a new couple and begins and ends in a different room at The Scarlet Hotel. Room 710 is a mix of reality and drama from both sides of the camera, revolving around a sassy omega looking for Mr. Right in all the wrong places, an alpha literally setting himself up for failure, a pregnancy the fans never saw coming, and a happily ever after that was never in the script.






  
  Prologue

The Staff


Benny had started working at The Scarlet Hotel years ago, fresh out of high school, and even though he hadn’t had much experience with jobs in general, he had quickly decided that Monsieur Holland was a good boss. He paid better than other similar jobs, was generally fair when you needed a day off, and he never yelled at his employees no matter how badly they screwed up—although he sure had that ice-cold stare down pat (Benny had been on the receiving end of it more than once, always well-deserved). And it was because of his status as a good boss that whenever Monsieur Holland asked Benny if he could help out with something extra, Benny always said yes. 
Sometimes it was serving drinks in the bar when the late-night crowd got loud and rowdy, sometimes covering a shift at the front desk when someone called in sick. He did his best to keep his hair tidy and his uniform clean so he could work all the special events in the ballrooms, which paid out well in tips. Today, though, it wasn’t anything quite so exciting, and there would be no tips today.
“I’d better get some free lunch when we’re done here,” he grumbled, wrestling to unfold the stubborn table legs and get them locked into place. 
“What was that, Benedict?” Monsieur Holland asked.
Benny whipped around, the back of his neck prickling with heat. He hadn’t seen him there, and he hadn’t meant to sass his boss. “What? Oh, I was just… I mean, nothing.”
Monsieur Holland’s stony expression cracked just enough to let a corner of his mouth tip up in a ghost of a smile. “Do you need help flipping the table?”
“No, I got it. Uh, thank you, sir,” he tacked on at the end.
Monsieur Holland nodded and turned to leave, but paused and said over his shoulder, “Oh, and Benedict, when you’re finished setting up the tables, Cherie has some lunch waiting in the kitchen for you.” His smirk widened. “I appreciate your help.” Then he disappeared into the hall, off on hotel business.
Benny’s blush deepened, but he found himself moving with a little more gusto, knowing there would be food when he was done. So much better than the bologna sandwich he’d brought from home.
The Scarlet Hotel had a series of large rooms on the main floor that they rented out for various functions. Wedding receptions, charity galas—whatever people were willing to pay for. Chandeliers sent cut-crystal light refracting around the lavish rooms, graced with intricate crown moldings and polished parquet floors, giving any event a classy air.
Today, though, it was just the smaller multi-purpose room, which was far less glamorous, the floor covered in deep red carpet. It had more “underfunded community center” vibes than ballroom. Benny and Timothy were currently setting up a long row of display tables and draping them with white tablecloths, though he’d been told there would be no need for place settings because there would be no food.
Not a meal then… but there was a lot of activity, a certain buzz in the air that stirred his blood. Benny glanced around to make sure Monsieur Holland was truly gone this time, before he sidled over to where Timothy was smoothing out a tablecloth.
“Hey, so what’s all this for, anyway? Another book signing?” Last year, bestselling author Jordan Kepler had done a signing here, and things got a little… intense. Romance readers were insane! He’d had nightmares of being trampled beneath pointy heels for a month.
Timothy shrugged. “Nah, I heard it’s a TV audition or something.”
Benny wasn’t exactly the TV type, but he couldn’t deny the tickle of curiosity. “What, like a singing competition? Or you mean a casting call for a soap opera.” To say it was for TV left too many possibilities.
Before Timothy could answer, though, the double doors swung open and in came a crew carrying camera equipment. They were chatting loudly, and Benny got back to work, hoping to overhear something important. The crew set up in the back corner, unrolling some kind of backdrop behind a chair, then set the cameras to record from various angles.
Next, a burly man in a suit came in with three eager lackeys tailing him. He stood in the middle of the room and surveyed the set-up. “We don’t have anything to keep the line organized, so I need a line taped out on the floor for people to follow. That should be fine.”
“How many people should we expect?” one of the lackeys asked, scrambling to pull a roll of green painter’s tape out of his cross-body bag.
The suited man frowned, seemingly disturbed by the question. “Honestly? I have no clue. In previous years, we’ve had as many as 3000, but after last season’s clusterfuck, I doubt we’ll get half that. Just… roll with it and hope for the best.” 
Thousands of people? Whatever it was sounded big. Benny had his doubts about a taped line being enough to keep that many people in order, though. He thought back to those insane book fans with a traumatized shudder. Their high-pitched squeals and flailing arms. But maybe TV fans were tamer. 
Once the tables were set up, one of the TV crew passed Benny a sandwich board. “Hey, bud, mind setting this up out in the hall? We’re just about ready to open the doors.”
“Yeah, sure, no problem.” Benny hoisted the unwieldy sign under one arm and hauled it into the hallway. Once he had it set up, he stepped back to read it: Lonely Alpha Open Auditions. Benny couldn’t help the snort of laughter. Seriously? Reality TV wasn’t real.
“What, not a fan, I take it?” a man asked, and Benny turned around to come face to face with the large suited man from inside.
Shit! For the second time today, Benny had been caught with his foot in his mouth. He hoped this guy wouldn’t tell his boss. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”
“No, no! It’s okay,” he said, slipping his hands into his pockets, rolling his shoulders forward. “I promise, I’m no stranger to criticism. You’ve gotta have thick skin when you do what I do. I’m Elijah, the director. Do you mind if I ask what you don’t like about it?”
Benny shuffled his feet awkwardly. “It seems a bit… dramatic?”
Elijah laughed. “Well, yeah, that’s kinda the point, don’t you think?”
“Yeah, but I mean, overly dramatic. Nobody acts that way in real life.” Benny bit the inside of his cheek, debating how honest to be. Elijah seemed pretty laidback for an alpha his size, so he decided to just lay it all out. “You pick all the whiniest, most annoying people, then shove them into a house together and record the fireworks. You’ll cherry pick like three good contestants, but the rest are just there to set off the occasional bomb. They’re drama fodder.”
Elijah shrugged, unapologetic. “Look, I can’t help it if that’s what sells—sex, money, and a good old-fashioned cat fight. Viewers live for that drama. Nobody actually expects all the contestants to have a chance at winning, but everyone will have their favorite. And who doesn’t want a happy ending? But even in real life, there are going to be some bumps in the road to any romance. Right? So, we just happen to broadcast those bumps for public consumption and ad revenue. The alpha still gets his omega in the end, the fans get entertained, and we all get a paycheck. It’s win-win-win.”
Benny nodded slowly, rocking back on his heels. “Sure, I get what you’re saying, but you can’t expect someone to go from first date to happily ever after in the span of three months. That’s not realistic.”
“Ah, but this isn’t reality. It’s television.” He grinned like Benny had made his point for him.
“So how does this audition work, then?” Benny asked, gesturing to the room behind him. “You’ll just open the doors and hope some people wander in off the street?”
“Sure, that might happen, but people send us their audition tapes all year. This is just the open call. We advertised it on our website. I doubt we’ll find anyone worth having on the show today, but you never know.” He eyed Benny with speculation. “Hmm, have you ever considered being on TV? You’ve got a nice floppy-puppy look that viewers would eat right up.”
Benny shook his head, chuckling. “Hell no.” Even as he said it, though, he couldn’t stop the errant thought from flitting through his mind… What would it be like, having fans? As far-fetched as the show’s version of insta love was, he couldn’t ignore the appeal of cutting through all the bullshit. To skip the doubt and second-guessing about how to approach someone, not knowing if they were interested or not. Wondering whether you should call or wait for them to call you. The wardrobe malfunctions, bad lighting, and no way to edit out your mistakes. But would so-called love under the show’s phony conditions be a lasting kind of love?
Scoffing, Benny shook his head. Nah, that wasn’t for him. He would find love the old-fashioned way—on an app.






  
  1
Ziggy


My knuckles had barely brushed against the door before it swung open, and my bestest bestie Levi grabbed the front of my shirt and dragged me inside. “What took you so long? I called you like yesterday.” 
“Try 20 minutes, you drama queen,” I sassed, allowing myself to be pulled down the hallway. My shoes made a clicking sound on the black polished tiles, but Levi’s feet were bare, making a slap-slap-slap as he nearly skipped into the inner sanctum. “What’s the hurry, anyway?”
“I only get so much quiet time, and I need to make every minute count.”
Their new house had bachelor-pad-meets-Bruce-Wayne’s-manor vibes, with buttery leather furniture and expensive modern art I didn’t “get”—until we got to the living room, where the gray/black décor was interrupted by flashes of neon pink, green, and orange of children’s toys scattered across the floor. 
Levi plopped down on the couch, cheeks flushed and smile a mile wide. “I’m so glad you’re here. We haven’t hung out in ages.” I remembered a time when he hadn’t been nearly this happy, but ever since he met his husband, he was a changed man. 
“Where’s my favorite nephew?” I asked, getting down on my knees to look under the couch. Don’t look at me like that. Babies crawled; it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.
“Gray took Asher for a walk in the stroller to try to get a nap out of him. He’s been teething again, which means he’s not sleeping, and a tired toddler means an angry toddler. You wouldn’t know it to look at him, but that kid can scream.”
“Tell me about it,” I said in total agreement, even though I had no clue what I was agreeing with. I had zero experience with toddlers, beyond having been one myself once upon a time. 
Levi grabbed my hand and pulled me down onto the couch beside him. “Please don’t make me talk about my son. My life has been all diapers and baby food and creepy songs about the sounds animals make. Pleeeeease, tell me you have something adult to talk about. How’s your mom? How’s work? Any sexcapades to regale me with?”
I snorted. “Sex? What’s that? It sounds vaguely familiar… Hmm, I think I’ve had it once, and I seem to recall I liked it.” 
Levi laughed, but I wasn’t entirely kidding. “Aw, come on, it can’t be that bad.”
Kicking off my shoes, I flopped sideways on the couch and put my legs across Levi’s lap. “It’s worse. You’re lucky not to be a part of the dating scene anymore. It’s like something out of a horror movie. Night of the Living Losers. Normally I wouldn’t mind getting this many unsolicited dick pics, but they’re not even pretty. At least do some manscaping before sending your resume.”
Me and Levi, we’d been inseparable since kindergarten, never one without the other. Until he’d moved out of his parents’ place, I used to crawl through his bedroom window whenever I got the urge. But lately, we didn’t get to see nearly as much of each other as we used to. Levi would always be my ride-or-die. It just so happened that he had someone new to ride with now. 
Hanging out with Levi like this, it was just like old times, except instead of living with his parents, he was now in this swanky house with Gray. I, however, was still living with my mom.
“I’m only on social media to post pictures of Asher. Can’t say I miss the drama.” Levi lifted my feet up and scooted them behind his back on the couch so he could grab a laundry basket. He plucked an adorable onesie off the top and folded it. 
I rolled over and picked up one of Asher’s little socks, and my heart melted. I perched the mini sock on my toes so it stuck up in the air, marveling at the size difference. “You’re so lucky,” I sighed. I was happy for Levi, of course I was, he deserved to be happy, but… it was impossible to deny the little stab of jealousy. He’d really hit the jackpot. “I want a daddy like yours. Where can I find one of my own?” 
“Sorry, my dads aren’t looking to adopt. Besides, you know how they feel about you.” He smirked because he knew exactly what I was talking about, and it wasn’t his parents.
“Oh, puh-lease. Alan and Dale love me. They wish I was their son.” They so didn’t. “Besides, you know I’m talking about your sugar daddy.” I lay back and stuck my foot up at his face, flapping the loose baby sock on his cheek. 
He pushed my foot away. “He’s been upgraded to husband, you know.”
“Even better! I want one too. Unless you’re willing to share?”
“Hell no.” He scoffed, and I couldn’t very well blame him. If I had a sexy stud like Gray, I wouldn’t share him either. “If you really want a man, you could start by moving out of your mom’s place,” he teased.
“Why would I do that? The rent is cheap, and she does my laundry.”
He sighed, rolling his eyes. “Because you’re an adult, loser.” 
“Hey, who are you calling an adult? I resent that.” I picked up a decorative pillow and threw it at him, but he swatted it away. 
He’d met his sugar-daddy husband when he was just 18, and Gray was 34. Who knew they’d actually turn it into something permanent? Not just permanent, but romance level 100. They were #lifegoals. And now they were married, had a house and a son, and I was being left behind.
While I wasn’t shy to admit I wanted a daddy like Grayson, it would be better if I could find one without all the drama it took for them to get to their HEA. I saw all the grief Levi went through when he thought his baby daddy didn’t want anything to do with them. That was a whole level of heartbreak I was hoping to avoid. It almost made me second-guess alphas altogether. Almost…
“Does Gray have any friends he could introduce me to?” I asked, a solid plan forming in my head. If I wanted a guy like Gray, why not find one Gray-adjacent?
“Hm, you know, he does have that one staff member…” I perked up, propping myself up on my elbow. “Yeah, Mr. Weaver is like, 52, and I’m pretty sure most of that hair is his.”
“How’s his stamina?” I asked with a straight face, only for Levi to grab the pillow off the floor and throw it back in my face.
“Wrong question!” he said, laughing. “You’re supposed to start by asking if he’s single.”
“Oh, good point.” Romance wasn’t love if there was someone else in the spotlight. I didn’t want to be the understudy… or the stunt double. After a long pause as Levi folded some mini blue-striped pants and a t-shirt with a cartoon parrot on it, I said, “Well? Is he single?”
Levi groaned. “No! Ziggy, what am I going to do with you? You can’t really be so desperate as to date a married man, right?”
“Of course not.” Not yet, anyway, but the pickings were slim.
As much as I longed to fall in love, I was already exhausted by the dating scene. The last guy I’d gotten serious about had been a year ago, and right when I’d been about to drop the L word, he dumped me out of the blue. It turned out, he’d never been serious about me at all. He was using me to make his ex jealous, and the second he’d taken him back, I got kicked to the curb.
There’d been a couple non-starters since then. A guy who couldn’t stop talking about sports (yawn), one who peeled off his socks at the dinner table so he could pick at his toenails (ew), a hippy who lived out of his van and loved to berate me for my carbon footprint at every opportunity. I was all for living clean or whatever, but you would have to peel my nylon shirts from my cold, dead body. Bamboo and hemp clothing, in this economy? Not likely. Besides, I looked hot when I went to the clubs in my tight tees. 
Levi looked at me for a moment, and he gave me that probing best-friend look, the one that said he saw straight through me. You couldn’t know someone as long as we’d been friends and not be able to get right to the truth. At last, he took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “Don’t worry. You’ll find the perfect guy when you least expect it.”
“But I’m not expecting it now!” I wailed, flopping dramatically. And yet, no perfect guy had magically appeared.
Levi paused and turned to look at me, serious as a heart attack. When he didn’t say anything right away, dread started to simmer in my gut. Was something wrong? He drew in a deep, slow breath, as though bracing himself to deliver bad news. “Is now a good time to tell you I’m pregnant?” he asked casually, laughing as I shrieked and pounced on him.

      [image: ]I’d always known that Levi wanted lots of kids, but I’d sort of assumed we would be doing it at the same time. I pushed my envy aside and spent the next half-hour letting him regale me about all the joys of early pregnancy, like barfing, sore nipples, and exhaustion. Okay, so I was over the envy now. 
We were interrupted by the front door opening. Gray had returned with Asher asleep in the stroller, and his whole body was taut with big-daddy energy, chest heaving as if he’d sprinted the last block. “Oh, Ziggy… you’re still here.” 
I might not have been the best at picking up social cues, but the way he and Levi were eye-fucking each other, I quickly got the hint that he was hoping for a quickie while the overtired toddler finally gave them a moment’s peace, so I said I had to wash my hair and got the heck outta there. I had to work in a couple hours anyway, so I hopped on a bus and headed downtown.
Levi was so damn lucky. I knew I was still technically young, and I had plenty of time before I was too old to have kids. I probably should’ve been out hitting the clubs, installing a revolving door in my bedroom, but I wanted what he had. Not the gaudy, expensive house—I was more a log-cabin, roaring fireplace, cozying up in a quilt kind of guy. And not someone like Gray specifically either, though I couldn’t deny the sex-appeal of an older man. But whoever I loved one day, their age didn’t matter, or their appearance even. It was just the way Gray cared for Levi that made me swoon. The tenderness, devotion, blind adoration. 
Too bad every guy I’d ever dated had come up waaaay short. Maybe I was asking too much. Maybe I should’ve settled for the toe-picker or the righteous hippie. “Universe, send me a sign!” I shouted, lifting my arms to the heavens, which happened to look an awful lot like the bus’s ceiling. The sign directly above me said “Avoid the Itch,” and while it was for hemorrhoid cream, I decided it was decent dating advice too. “Yes, oh wise universe. I will avoid the itch.”
Heads turned as people gave me some serious side-eye, and the man sitting on the bus bench next to me decided to move seats.
Getting off at my stop, I headed toward Lorenzo’s, this little family-run Italian restaurant that sold unlimited soup, salad, and breadsticks. I’d been working there for forever, but ever since Levi quit to be a stay-at-home dad, it just hadn’t been the same. 
Halfway there, as I was walking down the sidewalk in front of The Scarlet Hotel, a sign caught my eye. 
LONELY ALPHA
OPEN CASTING CALL FOR CONTESTANTS
My footsteps slowed to a stop, and I stared at the sign. Lonely Alpha… like the reality dating show? 
“Pfft, that’s so stupid. Who needs a dating show to find love?” I asked the doorman as I turned and walked through the door being held open for me. 
“Who cares that I’m in a dry spell that can very much be classified as a drought? Hell, I’m in the middle of the Sahara by now. You know?” I said, addressing the man in a red uniform polishing the marble floor. 
“There’s no way I’m that desperate. I’m only 21. I’ve got my whole life left to find love, right?” I said to the man in front of me in line as I queued for the audition. The guy looked down his nose at me and arched his perfectly sculpted brow, before he sniffed derisively and gave me his back, taking a step forward along the line of green tape stuck to the red carpet.
I sighed, this time talking to myself, since there was no one left to listen to me. “I mean, it doesn’t hurt to just try out, I guess. It would be stupid of me to ignore the literal sign. When the universe speaks, I listen.”






  
  2
Elijah


I shrugged off my suit jacket then yanked off my tie and tossed them both aside, before dropping down on the edge of the hotel bed with a weary sigh. Right from the beginning, I knew this was going to be bad, but I simply hadn’t been prepared for just how much of a disaster I would be facing. I tipped back on the mattress with a groan and rubbed my palms over my face, the day’s stubble like fine sandpaper. 
I should’ve been working. I had at least an hour of audition footage to go through, but I couldn’t bring myself to dig into it just yet. The bed was too comfortable and my limbs too heavy. It was simply easier to lie here than not. I’d withstood the meager crowd for as long as I could, smile painted on my face, all charm, but at some point, I’d started to wonder… why bother? Lonely Alpha was a sinking ship, and I had no interest in going down with it.
We’d had a good run. Better than most reality shows these days. This season would be our tenth, but it would likely be our last. Especially after last season’s total dumpster fire…
To be fair, when we’d selected Leo Schuster as the alpha, we hadn’t known what an absolute douche he was. He played pro football for the Comets, and he had that whole cocky athlete vibe going for him. I thought it would make a good angle. Boy, was I wrong. He antagonized the contestants, manipulating them all, and we ended up having to cut a lot of the footage. That didn’t stop it from being leaked by one of the evicted contestants, though, and now I was the one paying the price. How was that fair?
Under normal circumstances, drama was a good thing, but who could’ve guessed there was a limit to what viewers wanted to see? I wasn’t sure where the line was, but season nine had certainly crossed way over. By the finale, when Schuster should’ve picked one of the remaining omegas to propose to, the two finalists had decided they would both reject him, instead proposing to each other. I tried to spin it as the ultimate romance, rivals turned lovers, but it was too late. The damage had been done.
Viewers had decided to boycott the show, shouting on social media and fan forums about how alpha-centric society was, how omegas deserved better than to compete for some poor excuse for love. 
And the worst part? They weren’t wrong. If anything, it should be alphas vying for a chance at an omega’s favor. I was a firm believer that an omega should be cherished and respected—in theory, anyway. It wasn’t like I’d found the right one to lavish attention on yet, and now in my mid-thirties, the chances of finding that One were narrowing fast.
Allowing myself one final sigh, I pushed myself up off the bed and headed toward the narrow desk set beneath the window. Originally, I’d booked this room at The Scarlet Hotel because I’d hoped the open casting call would be so busy that I’d be working late. Wishful thinking. It was barely 4pm, and I’d bailed early on the auditions because it was just too pitiful to watch. We’d had thousands of people show up in previous years, but we probably didn’t even have 500 omegas to choose from this season.
I pulled out my laptop, and after bracing myself for the worst, I opened the cloud folder where all the audition footage had been stored. Bethany, the sound engineer, and Marc, casting director and my right-hand man, were still downstairs in case any stragglers showed up, but I could easily get through all this footage by dinner time. I would go down to the lounge and treat myself to a scotch.
Just ten minutes and three audition videos later, though, and I was second-guessing Lonely Alpha being renewed for another season.
Better make that scotch a double.

      [image: ]It was official. I was underwhelmed. Worse than that, I was bored.
My eyes burned from staring at the screen for so long, and more than once, I might’ve dozed off for a second. I had 11 contestants chosen so far, but I really needed a full dozen. Enough for three months of shows, with weekly eliminations, until we ended up with our final two at the end. Back in those first seasons, I’d tried to keep things fresh by introducing wild card contestants halfway through, or allowing fans to vote on which eliminated contestant to bring back. Sometimes we would have a week where no one was sent home, only to send two home the next week. It kept things exciting, like anything was possible. I’d even brought back favorites from previous seasons, if the fan forums were rabid enough.
Not this year, though. I was already taking a big enough risk on our alpha…
Devon Blake, Hollywood movie star and all-around heartthrob. Rich, gorgeous, abs for days. He was exactly the right type of alpha for the show, except for one very huge difference—he had only recently come out as bi. He’d acted with male love interests before, but in public, he’d always dated women, so this was his first foray into dating men—publicly, anyway. I had no way of knowing if our viewers would be into it, but I figured why the hell not. Our ratings couldn’t get much lower.
“I like animals and romantic walks on the beach,” the omega on my screen said in a dreamy monotone. 
I frowned. Haven’t I already watched this one? Hard to tell for sure when they all said the same damn thing. “Next!” I barked dramatically into the hotel room to wake myself up, clicking on
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