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  About the Book


Behind closed doors at The Scarlet Hotel, anything can happen... even a change of heart. 
All Liam has ever wanted is to open the café and bakery of his dreams. If only it hadn't taken the inheritance after his grandfather died to give him the money to finally be able to afford it. Uprooting his whole life, he moves to the city to jump in with both feet. He assumes he'll be taken seriously—as a man, an omega, and a business owner. But when he finds himself butting heads with an employee from the café down the street, he's not afraid of a little friendly competition—or to play dirty, if that's what it takes.
Alpha Jared has been working at Crave for years, ever since his boss took him under his wing. He gave him a place to belong, a family, and when he sees the café moving in down the block, he worries that it might put his boss's business at risk. He tells himself it is with the best of intentions that he finds himself locked in a battle of underhanded pranks—and it certainly doesn't have anything to do with the fact that he can't seem to stay away from the bakery's sexy owner.
The Scarlet Hotel returns with Room 405, 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 405 revolves around an omega who is excited for his future, even if it isn't quite what he planned, an alpha who doesn't know a good thing when a prank explodes in his face, a rivals-turned-lovers romance, an adorable baby, and an inevitable happily ever after.






  
  Prologue

The Staff


The Scarlet Hotel had been around for a long time. Almost a hundred years, in fact, dating back to when Friedrich Holland had first built the place in the late 1920s. And in that time, it had seen the world remade ten times over. War and peace, economical boom and bust, changes in politics and fashion and technology. Yet, here it still stood, an icon of a bygone era. 
Conner Rose had always been halfway in awe of the place, even before he’d been hired to work the front desk. He had memories from his childhood of standing in front of the austere building, admiring its classic architecture and glamorous guests. Now, even though he wore the same uniform as every other staff member—same crimson coat and black pants, white button-up and black tie—he couldn’t force himself to believe that he truly fit in, and not just because he was the youngest by far. 
At 20 years old, he was still afflicted with that post-teen awkwardness, all gangly limbs and a clumsy gait that came with a late growth spurt that he’d never really gotten used to. His beard—if the strict dress code had permitted him to grow one, that is—grew in rust-colored patches in contrast to his blond hair, and every time he was left to watch the front desk alone, he broke out in a cold sweat. His boss, Monsieur Holland, had told him that confidence would come with time and experience, and Conner could only hope that was true.
It was during one of these terrifying moments of alone time, his supervisor Emily having stepped away from the desk, that a young omega came in through the front door. It was a good thing Sandy had opened the door for him, because his arms were laden with a stack of sage-green boxes tall enough to block his view. He had a large black duffle bag over one shoulder and walked carefully, unable to see where he was going.
As the man approached the desk, Conner started to worry. “Uh, hey, sir? You’d better slow down… Hey, whoa!” he ended up shouting when the man was just two feet from the counter and showing no signs of stopping. Conner had instinctively reached, arms outstretched, as if to catch him, but luckily, his shout had gotten the man’s attention as it echoed loudly off the marble foyer, drawing attention from a couple on the lounge over by the window.
A head, topped with a mop of curly brown hair, peeked around the boxes. “Oh! Hey, thanks. That could’ve been bad.” Whatever was in the boxes didn’t seem to be heavy at least as he lifted them up and plonked them on the counter to the side. He was dressed casually, with what appeared to be a dusting of flour down the front of his shirt, and he looked to be at least in his mid-20s. “Checking in for Liam Turner.”
“Yes, sir. Of course.” Conner’s hands were sweating. It wasn’t like he didn’t know what he was doing. He’d checked people in hundreds of times over the past six months, but he didn’t like working without a safety net. When he had a coworker on the desk with him, he could always ask for help if he needed it. Not that he ever needed it anymore, and he supposed it was nice that they had confidence in his abilities, but… in his mind, it didn’t matter than he knew the whole process inside and out; he was convinced he was going to screw up. 
He reached beneath the counter and pulled out the heavy, leather-bound book where they kept a copy of the hotel’s reservations. Obviously, they had electronic backups, a whole website and online booking system, because they weren’t entirely in the dark ages, but Monsieur Holland insisted that people loved the charm of the relics, like their check-in book and old brass keys. 
“Have you lived here long?” the man asked casually, propping his elbow on the desk as Conner ran his finger down the page, scanning names.
“Huh? Oh, um, yeah, my whole life actually.”
“And how do you like it?”
Conner blinked a few times, getting distracted from what he was doing. “It’s okay, I guess. I don’t really have anything to compare it to, though.” What did the guy say his name was again? Leif Tanner? No, that’s not right.
“Cause I just moved here,” the man went on—Liam Turner, Conner reminded himself, going back to the top of the page and starting over. “Or rather, I guess I haven’t moved yet, since I’ll be staying in the hotel for a bit. You see, it’s always been my dream to open a little café and bakery, and I finally saved up enough money. I’m leasing a space just down the street. Maybe you’ve seen the sign? It’s called Grounded.”
“Mm-hm,” Conner murmured, only half listening as he turned to grab the key from the hook on the wall behind him.
“I’m originally from North Salter. You know where that is? Anyway, I had to drive into the city because I took ownership on the first of the month, and the ovens were just installed this morning and I wanted to make sure they were working, but there was a delay on the apartment, and a friend of mine from back home used to work here, so… here I am.” Liam splayed his hands, like ta-da! before his smile turned sheepish, an adorable blush pinking up his cheeks. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to give you my life story. I’m just so… excited, you know?” The young man did indeed appear to be almost vibrating.
“Nah, it’s okay. I don’t mind,” Conner said with a smile, handing over the key. He appreciated the light banter. It helped ease the stress of working solo a little. “You’re in room 405.”
Liam stood there smiling, so Conner smiled back… and the silence stretched. Why wasn’t he leaving to go to his room? “Um, have a good evening?” Conner said eventually.
“Don’t you need a signature or a credit card or something?”
“Oh! Right. Yes.” Well, shit. It was a good thing Emily wasn’t here, or she would’ve scolded the hell out of him. 
Once all the payments were sorted, Liam bent to pick up his duffle bag, slung it over his shoulder, and headed for the elevator. “Sir, your boxes?” Conner called after him.
Liam turned and waved his hand. “Those are for the staff. Since I needed to try out the ovens and fryers to make sure they were working, I ran a few batches of pastries and donuts through. You can help yourselves, and if you enjoy them, maybe you’ll consider stopping by on opening day. I left a flier on top.”
Conner beamed, his mouth already watering. “Hey, thanks!”
The elevator doors had barely closed before Conner was reaching for the top box. Sure enough, there was a flier taped to the box, advertising the grand opening of Grounded Café & Bakery in two weeks’ time. He folded back the top of the box and couldn’t bite back the groan that snuck out at the incredible aroma. You couldn’t get much fresher than this. There were blueberry muffins with what smelled like cinnamon and nutmeg sprinkled on top, and strawberry custard tarts, but it was the powdered jelly donut that was calling Conner’s name.
Glancing over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching, he reached in and brought the donut to his mouth. Biting down, the slightly sour jelly mixed with the sugar, and it was so damn amazing that he might have gotten a tiny bit of a chubby in his pants.
He might’ve blacked out for a minute, in some kind of dessert stupor, because the next thing he knew, the entire donut had somehow made its way into his mouth, and there was the tap-tap-tap of his supervisor’s toe on the floor behind him. Emily’s arms were crossed over her chest, her eyebrow taking on a dangerous arch. He paused mid-chew, debating his next move.
“Sow’y,” he mumbled in apology with his mouth full, powdered sugar flying. He tried to explain that the goodies were a gift for the staff, but it was all messy, powdery gibberish around the donut, so he pointed at the flier, regretfully chewing too quick to savor it. He’d have to have a second one to make up for it.
Emily read over the flier, before she made an inhuman growl and crumpled the paper in her fist. Then she turned that murderous gaze on him, and he nearly choked. She reached under the desk and came up with a garbage can. “Spit that out this very second,” she snapped.
In reflex, he swallowed. “No! Don’t swallow!” she yelped, and for a second, he worried she was going to pry open his mouth and go after it.
“What? Why not?” Was it poisoned? That seemed highly unlikely. Liam was so nice.
“Because he’s the competition!” she hissed, leaning in close and trying her best to keep things quiet. The Scarlet Hotel was not the kind of place for yelling. “We buy our coffee and donuts from Crave.”
“But… can’t we go to both?” She was already shaking her head, her face a mask of disappointment, and his shoulders sank. “It was a really good donut,” he said weakly, though he felt almost guilty for thinking it.
“I know you’re fairly new to The Scarlet Hotel, but we are a fiercely loyal bunch around here, and the owner of Crave, Hugh, is like family. How would you like to see your brother’s business go under, all because you supported the competition? You wouldn’t, so you will. Not. Eat. The tainted pastries. Understood?” 
Conner’s head bobbed frantically. He was a little afraid of Emily on a good day, and he realized he probably should’ve been terrified by her current fierce state, her flashing eyes and flushed cheeks, but in all honesty, he felt a tad jealous. He’d never had anyone this protective of him in his life.
“Now, you just leave these pastries with me. I’ll dispose of them.” She nodded once firmly then loaded up her arms with donuts, and with a heavy heart, Conner watched as the dozens of delicious treats were carted away. 
Conner couldn’t decide which was a worse offense—if she threw them out or if she ate the whole lot of them herself. He sighed, licking the last of the sugar off his fingers. “It was a really good donut…”






  
  1
Jared


The sun was shining as I tipped my head back toward the narrow strip of clear sky visible between the tall buildings lining the street. I threw caution into the wind and allowed my eyes to drift closed for a moment, breathing deep, as I wove my way along the crowded sidewalk, trusting that people would step out of my way. It was a beautiful summer day, and not even the honk coming from the yellow cab at the corner could dampen my mood. The driver leaned out his window and shouted a few filthy curses at the guy who cut him off, before tearing down the street with the squeal of burning rubber, in a hurry to get somewhere. 
None of the toxic traits of big-city life could touch me because I was on my way to work, and I just so happened to love my job. My hum turned into a whistle, because yeah, I was the type of guy who whistled on his way to work, so sue me. But as I came even with Crave Coffee, the jaunty tune died off as my lips flattened into a hard line, and my legs stalled. My eyes had caught on the new sign being installed down the block. It was across four lanes of traffic, but in large, bold print, it was easy to read the white lettering on a dark green background: GROUNDED. 
Even as dread churned in my belly, I let myself hope. Maybe it’s a yoga ashram, or a florist, or maybe a daycare run by a disciplinarian…
An unfamiliar frown settled firmly in place as I wrenched open the glass door to Crave, setting the little bell above the door tinkling. Hugh was behind the counter as usual this time of day, and he looked over his shoulder when he heard the bell. “Hey, morning, Jared. You know you’re not supposed to start for half an hour, right?”
“Yeah, I had nothing better to do, so I came in early.” I stopped in front of the counter and hiked a thumb over my shoulder in the vague direction of the new shop. “Hey, boss, did you see—” 
He cut me off with a roll of his eyes. “The café going in down the street? Yes. Everyone and their dog has been telling me about it today.” Dammit, there went any hope I had that it was some harmless business. He went back to cleaning the cappuccino machine like this was no big deal. 
I rounded the counter and stood, hands on hips, until he looked back up at me. “What?” he asked.
“Why aren’t you upset?” I asked, incredulous.
He straightened up, wiping his hands on a cloth, looking confused. “Why would I be upset?”
While I’d always prided myself on being laidback, Hugh’s lack of anxiety was making me agitated. “Um, hello. Because he’ll be in direct competition with us?”
Hugh arched a brow, far too skeptical. “Do you have any idea how many people in this city drink coffee? I’m sure we’ll be fine.”
A timer went off in the kitchen, and he headed for the back, leaving me scrambling after him, begging him to see reason. “But what if their coffee is better? What if all our customers decide they would rather spend their money at Grounded instead, and we slowly lose income, day by day, until you no longer make enough to pay the bills?!” My voice had been getting higher and tighter as I went. “You’d have to lock your doors for good. You could lose your apartment, leaving you and your family destitute!” 
Crave was my home away from home. Hugh had taken me in when I was in desperate need of a job, giving me my first paycheck in advance so I could afford rent that month, even though he didn’t know a thing about me. I’d been here for years now, and he treated me like family, often inviting me over for dinner at his place with his husband Charlie. I babysat his kids! It would break my heart if something happened to his business.
Hugh just shook his head, chuckling. “You have an overactive imagination, Jared. It’s a tiny little café, not a Starbucks. There’s enough coffee for the both of us. You’ve never said a peep about the Q Cup on the corner.”
I shot him a crooked look, because we both knew that black tarry sludge the Q Cup served couldn’t be classified as coffee.
He shuddered at the thought then waved a hand. “Never mind, forget I said anything.” He turned off the timer and pulled open the oven, a billow of dark smoke wafting out. “Oh…”
Choking on the fumes, I came to peek over his shoulder at the muffin-shaped briquettes. “Please don’t serve those.”
Hugh snorted. “What kind of man do you take me for?”
“The kind of man who sets the oven too high, apparently.” Reaching past him, I turned down the oven temperature to where it should’ve been.
We were interrupted by the tinkling of the bell from the front, signaling a new customer. “Go, I’ll take care of this,” I offered, jerking my head toward the front.
“Thanks, Jared.” He gave my shoulder a squeeze on the way by, and I grabbed one of the aprons hanging on the wall, looping it over my head and wrapping the straps around to tie in a messy bow at the back.
The happy murmur of voices carried through to the kitchen and soothed my frayed nerves. I set the tray of burnt muffins aside and propped the back door open to help clear the air, before I got lost in the familiar rhythm of making a fresh batch. These were bumbleberry, my favorite, and I used a piping bag to inject a dollop of jam straight into the middle. Topped with a toasted oatmeal crumble and I was a happy man.
Debra came in at noon, and together, the three of us rocked the lunch rush. We’d all worked together for so long that it was like we’d developed ESP or something. All it took was a tilt of my head and Hugh knew to toss me a cloth, or Debra would say, “Hey, could you—” and I would pass her the oat milk. This… This right here was what I was scared to lose. It broke my heart to think of anything getting in the way of the business.
Because without Crave, I had nothing.
Even though I always insisted that Hugh not pay me when I came in to work early or stayed late just because I was bored, he found ways to show his appreciation. Today it was a paper bag of food that he passed to me on the way out at the end of my shift. “Just some day-olds and a few goodies for Lulabelle,” he told me before I could argue.
“I would tell you not to waste food on her, but I can smell through the bag that they’re the burnt muffins.” 
He laughed. “I know Lulabelle has a refined palate.” 
“That she does.” Lulabelle was my senior basset hound. As sensitive as Lula’s sense of smell was, burnt was her favorite flavor. Her second favorite was floor food—anything I wasn’t fast enough to pick up.
My ex and I had adopted Lula from a rescue a few years ago, back when we thought we were each other’s forever. Needless to say, we were wrong, but our love for our floppy-eared baby was unconditional. We now shared custody of Lulabelle, which worked well for both our work schedules. Ridley worked as a real estate agent, so he was lucky to have flexible hours.
“Hey, Ridley,” I called, walking in without knocking. I heard the heavy thump of Lula hopping off the couch and the click-clack of her nails on the hardwood as she sauntered down the hall to greet me. “There’s my squishy-faced girl,” I cooed, crouching down to smoosh all her loose skin up while she tried to lick my face.
Ridley emerged from his office. “Hey, Jared. You’re looking… um, how are you?” He winced, scrubbing a hand over the back of his neck. We were still working on this whole friends thing. It had been three months since we broke up, and my insides still squirmed as I avoided making eye contact. 
“Um, I’m good. You?”
“Yeah. Good.”
We settled into an awkward silence full of fidgeting that neither of us knew how to break. If this was what it was like to co-parent a pet, I didn’t envy parents with an actual biological child. Luckily, Lulabelle had scented her favorite snack, and the tension was broken when she began snuffling at the bag tucked under my arm. 
“Oh, here. I saved you one of the not-burned ones,” I said, holding out a muffin to Ridley. 
He took the muffin, smiling as he cradled it in his palm. “Thanks. Do you…” He sighed, bracing himself. “Do you want to stay for dinner? It’s no big deal, I’m just making some chicken nuggets and tater tots… you know, if you want.”
He knew I loved nuggets and tots, and that somehow made it worse. “No, I’d better… Thanks, though.” 
We stuttered our way through a goodbye, and he promised to come pick up Lula from my place on Friday. Back outside, I blew out a long sigh of relief, a not-insignificant weight lifting off my shoulders. Sometimes it was hard to remember why we didn’t work out as a couple, since we looked good on paper, but we’d just reached that point of our relationship where it was either get married or break up. And we just… couldn’t do it. Sure, we’d loved each other, but sometimes, love just wasn’t enough. We were missing the spark, that je ne sais quoi. 
Lula puttered along beside me, her short legs working double time and ears swaying, her head on swivel as she took in all the scents riding the breeze. And since it was the perfect day for a walk, we did a lap of the park before heading home. I lived in an outdated apartment complex, in a tiny bachelor pad barely larger than a closet, but it was cheap, clean, within walking distance of work, and they allowed pets, so I couldn’t complain.
As soon as we walked in, Lula wandered over and sat in front of her food dish, looking up at me with those big brown eyes, showing off how patient she could be. “Yeah, yeah, but only one for now,” I muttered, grinning as I peeled off the paper wrapper and broke the muffin into a few pieces and dropped them in her dish. “We both know it’ll give you gas, so I hope you appreciate the sacrifice my nose is willing to take.” Three seconds, that was all it took, and then she turned her face back up to me, as if waiting for more. 
I shook my head. “I told you just one. Not my fault you didn’t make it last. You should learn the art of the savor.” I knew people food wasn’t good for her, but I told myself it was in moderation, and I knew there were no preservatives or artificial flavors or colors. Lulabelle groaned in complaint and padded over to her bed for a post-snack nap.
When her back was turned, I grabbed a muffin for myself and ate it quick before she saw. Then me and my best girl settled in for a long, lonely night of reality TV. I told myself this was better than settling for a relationship that would never be quite enough. 
I lifted Lula up onto the couch and stroked her velvety ears while complaining about how unrealistic the show’s contestants were. “This has to be scripted. There’s no way people are this naïve.” 
As silly as I found it, though, it was a nice distraction from all the unease I felt when I thought of that café going in down the street. I just had a hard time seeing it as anything but a bad thing.
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