
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Emily Black is not looking for love, and neither is Gabriel Hunter-Law, but after a chance encounter it becomes clear nothing is as it first appears and life will never be the same again.

	 

	 

	Emily Black put her life on hold to look after her difficult elderly mother. On the southwest coast of England, one of the highlights of Emily’s week is when she goes to buy coffee, where she quietly flirts with a shamelessly sexy and attractive barista. After an unexpected encounter during a night out, Emily discovers her nameless barista is the enigmatic Gabriel Hunter-Law. Gabriel, from an infamous wealthy family, has a reputation of being a heartless playboy millionaire and notorious bachelor.

	On impulse, Gabriel offers Emily a place to stay for the week to avoid her brother’s imminent visit, because he would like to get to know her better. Although initially shocked by the suggestion, Emily accepts. They quickly end up in a passionate, physical relationship. As events in both their worlds collide, Emily discovers the dark secrets Gabriel hides, which ultimately may be the reason they cannot be together. Is their bond strong enough to fight for a happy ending, or will the ghosts from the past, which Gabriel obsessively tries to conceal, succeed in tearing them apart?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Late. Horribly, inexcusably late. I move in a half-run, clutching my mother’s shopping. The heavens open, and it starts to rain. Heavy rain. Hard penetrating rain, which soaks me quickly. My feet slip in my sandals, slowing my pace. I watch everyone around me dart towards the nearest shelter or retrieve umbrellas and hurriedly put on rain macs. The most I can do is pull my arms around me over my blouse, as if this will somehow shield me from the relentless water. I drag my hair back into a loose ponytail so it is not dripping around my face like seaweed.

	My mother will be furious, but there is no way around it. I stop outside the coffee shop for the last items on the list, pulling the push door as I always do and stumbling inside.

	It’s empty. There is none of the usual background chatter, just the low whirring of a fan on the counter. The bleached wood benches are tidy and scrubbed clean, the lunchtime rush long since ended. No one stands at the counter as I squelch towards it, my sandals slapping inelegantly against the stone floor. He appears from the kitchen, the man I have been quietly flirting with and secretly crushing on for the last few months, since I came home to look after my mother. I exchange snippets of conversation with him about the weather, the flower market, world news, and my mother’s health. Every time, I dream of a deeper conversation, but I am under no illusion it will happen. I know virtually nothing about him. He always turns the conversation back to me. It makes me feel special and less invisible than I usually do.

	Good customer service, I guess. I do not even know his name, but he always smiles. His smile lights up his entire face as his warm brown eyes twinkle mischievously. He is tall, broad, and tanned with high cheekbones and light stubble. His dark brown hair is sun-kissed and outgrown from a shorter traditional style, long and floppy on top but brushed back from his face. He looks like he has just stepped out of a magazine or off a surfboard.

	I do not kid myself there is anything in this. He is undeniably gorgeous. I see the way other women swoon and hang on his every word while buying deli treats and sandwiches, women far more alluring and attractive than me. Still, he brightens my day, even for the briefest of moments. Except for today. Today I resemble a drowned rat. I inwardly curse that he is in. He is not always. I assume he is part time, studying maybe or something. I have no idea how old he is, but I guess maybe late twenties. He seems far too confident and self-assured to be younger.

	He smiles when he sees me. Then frowns, looking slightly amused. “No coat?” His voice is husky and deep, lips full and inviting to be kissed.

	I flush and hesitate to answer, feeling the colour rush to my cheeks. “N-no, I-I didn’t see the weather forecast.” Not very imaginative, but true. I rarely get time to catch up on such things, and my mother is permanently glued to the cookery channels.

	He smiles again. “Storm Olivia from the Caribbean or somewhere.”

	The fan turns towards me. The breeze hits me, and I shiver as the air moves through my wet blouse. I squirm awkwardly under the intensity of his gaze while trying to locate a coherent thought.

	He strokes his fingers along the counter in front of me, frowning once more. “Wait there.”

	He disappears into the back of the shop. The fitted black t-shirt he is wearing and tight black jeans cling to his frame and accentuate his muscles. He comes back and places a fawn coloured jumper on the counter with an expensive looking man’s umbrella. I stand motionless, not understanding.

	“You’re cold, and it’s tipping down,” he explains plainly.

	I realise he means to lend them to me. I feel shy and stupid. “Oh, no. I couldn’t.”

	He raises an eyebrow. “I trust you to give them back. Anyway, your shirt’s gone see-through, it’s so wet. Much as I am enjoying the view, I don’t suppose it was the look you were going for when you left your house this morning.”

	His voice is unusually commanding as he runs his eyes down to my chest. I follow his eyes with mine, horrified. He is right. My blouse is clinging to me and completely transparent. You can see my breasts fighting to escape my bra. Worse still, my nipples are hard as bullets from the cold and pushing through the lace. My only saving thought is he at least cannot see my bra has gone slightly grey from over washing. I chastise myself instantly for thinking he would be remotely interested in my bra. I know without looking my cheeks are bright red. I stand there utterly mortified. Defeated, I reach for the jumper. There is a pause. A moment of silence cackles between us with an unexplained intensity.

	He smiles kindly and breaks it with his sympathy. “The usual?”

	I nod feebly, feeling even more awkward. The jumper is soft. Cashmere, I think. The tag reads Hugo Boss, which surprises me for someone who works sporadically in a coffee shop. I do not know why it bothers me. Maybe it was a gift. I watch him froth the milk as I pull the jumper over my head. It is too big for me, but it is warm and comforting. It smells fresh and vaguely of sandalwood. I breathe deeply, and the scent fills my senses. I imagine it is how he smells. He places the hot chocolate with marshmallows and a sticky bun on the counter in front of me. Salted caramel muffin on this occasion. I hand him the money, and he grazes his fingers across my palm as he gives me my change. A shot of electricity sears through me at the contact. Did he mean to do that? Why would he? I am such an idiot, and I know I am blushing after the merest touch like a schoolgirl again. Feeling exposed once more, I thank him hurriedly while darting out of the shop. I can still feel his eyes trained on me, as I step back into the pouring rain.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	I turn the key in the lock with trepidation. I know what is coming.

	We have arranged for a hospital bed to be put in the lounge, which is where my mother lives pretty much now. Her voice rasps and clips from the lounge. “Emily? Emily is that you?”

	“Yes, Mum. It’s me.”

	I look in on her from around the door. In leopard print leggings and a chestnut coloured brown top, she is propped up in bed on the many cushions. The food network channel is murmuring in the background. I hurriedly take off my sandals, still wet from the rain, walking barefoot into the lounge to face the inevitable.

	“You’re late. I’m wasting away.”

	She is cross, which I had expected. The empty lunch dishes from her lunchtime home care visit are on the table beside her. She narrows her eyes to scrutinise me. “That’s not your jumper.”

	I shrug self-consciously, not wanting this conversation. Instead, I put her shopping on the sofa, ignoring her statement. “I brought your favourite.” I remove the dishes and move the table back over to her. Then I place the sticky bun and hot chocolate well within her reach.

	She says nothing as she reaches for a knife to cut the bun into quarters, which she devours greedily. The cream surrounds her mouth and merges with her lipstick before she daps it away with a serviette.

	She focuses her eyes on me once more. “I need you to dye my hair this evening. My roots are showing.”

	I cannot in all honesty see a single root or hair out of place, but my mother is uncompromising in her appearance. “I can’t, Mum, not tonight. It’s Lucy’s hen party, and I’m the designated driver.”

	She frowns and huffs. “Leaving me to fend for myself,” she snaps.

	“No, of course not. Cynthia is coming over.”

	“Cynthia?”

	“From the church. Your friend.”

	She huffs again. “No friend of mine. Geriatric busy bodying do-gooder. Fine, go out, but try to make some effort with your appearance. It’s not as if anyone is likely to show any interest in you looking like that. When I was your age, I was fighting them off with a stick.”

	I pick up the dishes. There is little point in retaliating. “I’m going to wash the dishes and get things ready for Cynthia this evening.”

	She does not reply. As I leave the room, I hear the TV volume go up once more. I feel guilty, which I know is silly, but I feel guilty anyway. She is terminally ill and not much past sixty. This is the second time I have gone out since I came back nine months ago to care for her. I gave up everything I had started to create as my own life after graduating. My apartment. My temping job at the British archives whilst I studied for a master’s in literature and art history. My freedom. Even my cat, who my boss had generously adopted.

	It was not a choice. I knew I had to do it, in an overwhelming sense of duty and responsibility I do not feel bitter about. I do, though, admit to moments of regret and frustration for everything I have left behind. Without live-in care, she would be in a home or a hospice, something she has always stated adamantly will never happen. I do not even expect her to be grateful, but she takes great delight in constantly criticising and venting her frustrations on me. I used to argue back and challenge it, which only serves to make her more venomous. It is easier to just ignore it. She resents being ill, and she resents me for not being ill. If nothing else, as the cancer consumes her slowly, she resents me for not living in the way she would choose. Our relationship is no less strained or chastising than it has always been and intensified in her eyes. It’s ironic. Her whole life she has always wanted to be the centre of the party and the attention. Now that she finally is, she cannot bear it.

	We have carers who come in four times a day, but the rest is up to me. The nights are the worst. She chooses to sleep more in the day, which increases her needs through the twilight hours. She knows how to play me. She knows the guilt will eat me up if I do not bend to her constant demands and instructions. I know this is not forever, but increasingly, I wonder how much of me will be left at the end, which makes me feel even worse. I never wanted her to feel like she is a burden to me, even though she is.

	I help at Lucy’s floristry shop twice a week, which is my escape and gives me a small allowance. Lucy is my best friend from school and my rock. She gets married next month to Rob, the boy we went to school with, who lived next door. I am happy for them. Really happy for them, though it highlights everything lacking in my own life. They make such a perfect couple and family with their three-year-old son, Noah. True soulmates who know each other inside out.

	We’re having an early hen do because Rob is going away for his stag to Dublin and Lucy has several weekend floristry jobs before the big day. Lucy has also joked it will give everyone time to recover. She anticipates a boozy affair. Not for me, though. I have volunteered to be the designated driver. Clubbing is not really my thing.

	I finish counting my mother’s various tablets into an eggcup and hear her ringing her bell. By seven, I have managed to have a quick shower. I look at myself in the mirror. It is not a nightclubbing dress. It is too long and too flowery, but it gives me the illusion of having curves in the right places and flashes a reasonable amount of cleavage. Hopefully I might at least manage to blend in and not look like I am dressed for traffic court.

	I am wearing my hair down in an attempt to look like I have made more of an effort. Unfortunately, the more I brush it, the more my hair seems determined to curl and kink in all the wrong directions. I apply some makeup without any real precision and a red lipstick which makes me look like a cheap painted doll. When I attempt to wipe it from my lips with a tissue, the colour seems remarkably resilient.

	The doorbell rings. It is Cynthia. She is wearing a wool suit in the same iron grey colour as her hair with a bulbous necklace of turquoise plastic. She shuffles in and hangs up her coat while I hold her knitting bag.

	“You look nice, dear,” she mutters without looking at me.

	“Thank you for sitting with Mum tonight.” I am genuinely grateful and try to convey how much in my voice.

	She bustles past me into the lounge. “No problem. You should be getting out at your age. You don’t want to get left on the shelf.”

	My mother has heard everything, despite claiming to not hear well. She looks me up and down with her critical, beady eyes. “She’s not going to find anyone looking like that. You’re not going to a church fete, are you?”

	Cynthia looks at me with sympathy. “It’s a pretty dress, Grace.”

	My mother snorts. “If she was middle aged and not making much effort after having children.”

	As I look down at my dress, the heat rises in my cheeks. Admittedly, it is not the most exciting dress or particularly suited for a nightclub, but it is not completely awful. With no time to change and nothing more suitable to change into, I head for the door.

	 

	As I approach Lucy’s front door, which is festooned with pink balloons and a large blow up penis, I feel even more unsuitably dressed. I take a deep breath and let myself in. There are eight of us in total. I do not really know the others more than to say hello. Lucy’s mother is the other designated driver, but she is not staying. She’s meeting a friend for a late supper. We are going to a new nightclub in Plymouth, down by the harbour, called Incubus. A reportedly exclusive and expensive affair which also features a restaurant, private members club, and spa. I am not sure we are going to get there in reality. Everyone is already a little more than tipsy on tequila shots, but by nine-thirty, we are on the road.

	Lucy loops her arm in mine as we walk along the promenade. Her hands are cold, and she towers over me in her stiletto sandals.

	“You look pretty tonight.” Her voice is slightly slurring.

	I raise an eyebrow in response.

	It seems to amuse her as she giggles. “Okay, so it’s not really a clubbing dress, but you do look pretty.”

	I meet her eyes with mine. I do not argue. I can tell she means it despite my reservations.

	She squeezes my arm. “Thanks again for driving. I wish I’d said no when you offered. You could have let your hair down and had some fun.”

	“It’s fine. It will be fun anyway,” I lie unconvincingly, and we do not talk any further.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Incubus is a huge building with long black windows and a dark façade. The entrance is flanked by many bouncers with headsets and stern expressions. The inside is equally dark and intimidating, but with soft lighting which provides pools of light in the darkness. Huge floor to ceiling fish tanks line the entrance corridor filled with black and silver fish. We walk down a few stairs into a large open space to numerous booths off to the sides with black padded seating and slick, shiny tables. The music is floaty and ambient, accompanied by a low, murmuring beat. A huge bar crosses the entire back wall. Bottles of multi-coloured liquids fill the shelves and reflect the lights like a kaleidoscope.

	I want to hate it, but I don’t. I do, though, feel increasingly out of place. It’s busy, but the room gives the illusion of space. A space filled with lots of beautiful people. Leggy blondes in tight fitting dresses, talking to model-standard men in fitted shirts and designer jeans.

	Our party quickly settle into a booth and start sampling the cocktails Incubus has already gained quite a reputation for with a price tag to match. After a brief episode of dancing, where I manage to stay mainly hidden in the shadows, I become designated drink and bag watcher. I watch the other girls come and go. Two are busy chatting to guys they have met on the dancefloor. The others continually refill Lucy’s glass, which empties at an alarming rate, although she appears to be holding her own.

	I play with the straw in my lemonade, stabbing the lime slice, and fleetingly wonder if I should have brought a book to read. That is when I feel it, an unexplainable feeling of being watched. I look up and see a man at the bar. He locks his gaze onto mine. Eyes which are penetrating and unforgiving. His lips are set in a grim line. He looks strangely familiar, but I have no idea where I could have met him. He is strikingly gorgeous, with chiselled features and olive skin, light stubble, and intimidating in the way he holds himself. His expression is cold and imposing. A true alpha male, even at this distance. He looks expensive, dressed in a black shirt and jacket with dark jeans. His hair looks dark brown or black in the dim light, casually brushed back from his face.

	A very attractive and tall blonde girl is draped around him like a scarf, laughing into her phone. He cannot be looking at me. I look around, but there is no one else there as he continues to hold me in place with the intensity of his stare. Then he smiles that smile, the one which lights up his entire face. I know then this is the boy from the coffee shop, looking nothing like a boy and like I have never seen him before. He shrugs, which causes his companion to slink away. She is obviously disgruntled as he walks in my direction, ignoring whatever she is saying to him as he leaves. I shuffle uncomfortably in my seat as he stands by the table.

	“Hey, nice surprise. I wouldn’t have expected to see you here. Didn’t think this was your sort of thing?”

	I look up and our eyes meet. His voice is far more assertive than I remember it. I feel myself blush. Of course, I must stick out like a sore thumb. “It’s my best friend’s hen party. I’m the designated driver,” I squeak.

	He smiles at me once more, sensing my unease, I think.

	“Oh, that makes sense. I meant not your thing in a good way.” He continues to stare at me, which does not help. “What do you think of the place?”

	I relax slightly. “It’s very tasteful and not as crowded as I expected. Expensive, though.”

	He grins slightly. “You think it’s expensive?”

	“Yes, hideously so. Don’t you?”

	“You should tell the owner. He would welcome the feedback.” His grin widens, as he avoids the question.

	I roll my eyes. “I doubt it. I imagine he’s probably some bimbo-obsessed semi-gangster wannabe. Are you here with friends?” I glance over at the blonde, who is still glaring at us. Well, glaring at me, specifically.

	He does not look around, still grinning, but biting his bottom lip now as if he is trying not to laugh. “Is that not a little stereotyped? No, not with friends. I’m working. Well, supposedly.”

	This catches me off guard. I feel myself tense again, instantly regretting my earlier comments. “Oh, so what do you do here?” Maybe this explains why he is not always at the shop.

	“I own the place, like the coffee shop. I’ve been there more than I would normally be for the last few months since we opened. It’s a new set up and team. I’ve been helping them all settle in. I like going back to the floor, so to speak.” He pauses, watching me flounder in my own embarrassment, continuing to scrutinise me with his eyes. “You look surprised.”

	“I just didn’t expect it.” My words choke out. Surprised would be an understatement.

	He smiles, but his expression is unreadable and distant. “People are generally not what they seem, in my experience.” Without warning, he outstretches his hand. “Come on. I’ll give you a tour of the building.”

	He continues to hold out his hand, observing me curiously. I feel the colour increase in my cheeks again. My anxiety rises. I feel ridiculous for allowing him to have this impact on me.

	“I can’t,” I blurt. “I have to stay here to watch the bags and drinks.”

	He looks amused once more and gestures to a huge bouncer at the side of the room, who immediately joins us. Tall, and muscle bound, he is dressed all in black with a shaven head, which makes him look even more severe. He looks ex-military as he stands awaiting instructions, almost as if he is standing to attention.

	“Felix, will you watch these ladies’ things until we get back.” His tone is commanding and low. There is no hint of the soft huskiness I have grown accustomed to whilst buying coffee.

	Felix nods quickly. “Yes, of course, sir.”

	He outstretches his hand once more, and I have nowhere left to hide. I take it, like Alice falling down the rabbit hole. His skin is smooth and warm. The cold metal of the ring on his thumb brushes against my palm. I shudder as a pulse of electricity moves through me. I meet his gaze with my own, and he smiles in response. I wonder if he feels it, too.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	The Incubus building is truly impressive. He explains it is not completely finished yet, as we take the lift between the floors. The second and third floors are an extension of the club. They are unified and connected by a series of transparent staircases which look as though they are floating in the air. The fourth floor is a private members club, elegant and almost baroque in style with leather armchairs and pretty hostesses in short, fitted black dresses. The fifth floor is a restaurant which specialises in local seafood and steak. He explains he is trying to recreate the quality of steak you can get in New York and has been working with a local farmer and butcher on different cuts and cattle breeds. It all smells divine and is buzzing with what looks to be mainly prominent figures and personalities from the area, who I recognise from pictures in the local papers. The sixth floor is a spa which is closed, so we do not stay long. I am struck by a huge painting of the ocean in reception. The artist’s initials are GH which means nothing to me. It is a stunning piece of work, stormy and atmospheric.

	He talks with excitement about the building, obviously proud of what he has created. Everywhere people stare at us, from the staff to the customers. It makes me increasingly anxious, and I feel like one of the fish in the many tanks. If he notices, he does not comment. We reach the seventh floor and step into an empty foyer. It is softly lit with light wooden flooring and panoramic windows which reach from the floor to the ceiling. I can see the lights in the harbour below. The view stretches across the entire sound.

	“So, this is my floor. It’s not finished, but I have an office up here and the makings of a spare apartment,” he explains.

	I walk over to the window, wondering briefly what a spare apartment would be used for. “The view is incredible.”

	I can feel him behind me, very close behind me.

	“Yes, it is,” he replies.

	I turn and see just how close he is. Our bodies are almost touching. Reaching his hand to my face and into my hair, he pushes his lips to mine, hard and urgent. I readily respond. He loops his hands around my waist and explores my mouth with a veracity and hunger. I flatten my back against the cold glass of the window. He tastes of brandy and smells of the sandalwood mixed with lime from his jumper. I feel out of my depth, like I am in some sort of surreal dream. Bringing my arms up around his shoulders, I find the soft hair at the nape of his neck with my fingers. Penetrating my mouth with his tongue, he pulls me closer into him. He moves his hands down my back until both rest on my bottom.

	Our bodies feel like they are moulding into one as we press into each other. My heart races. He lifts one of my legs up and wraps it around him. Moving his hands under my dress and stroking his fingers up my thighs, he kneads the soft flesh of my buttocks. His hands move to the side, and he loops his fingers around the fabric of my knickers. I freeze. I am clear on his intention and want it badly, but I am equally shy about what will happen next.

	He pulls his mouth from mine, his cheeks slightly flushed. His hands remain on my hips, tangled in my knickers. “Are you okay?” His voice is husky, and his eyes are slightly hooded.

	I am not sure I can speak. “Yes,” I finally manage. My voice sounds alien to me like it belongs to someone else. “I’m just not used to...”

	“Used to fucking nightclub owners the first night you meet them?” He concludes my sentence for me. His bluntness shocks me. His eyes do not leave mine. They are carnal and slightly wild. “This again is a good thing, and why I find you so attractive. I see so many girls in here drop their knickers for a free drink or whatever without even being asked. Actually, the boys aren’t much better, from what I’ve seen.”

	He finds me attractive. I try to process his words, finding it impossible to concentrate on anything with him so close to me. I am also very aware, from what he has just said, that he is not lacking in female attention and what he is currently doing is probably a fairly common occurrence.

	“I’m sorry. I usually have more restraint. I shouldn’t have assumed you felt the same way, but I’ve wanted to kiss you for a very long time. You caught me off guard, being here tonight.”

	He sounds genuinely regretful, and I am unsure if it is me or the situation.

	“It-it’s fine. It w-was nice,” I stutter out.

	“Nice?” He raises an eyebrow smiling slightly, clearly amused by my choice of words. “Oh, yes, I can assure you it would be nice.”

	He emphasises the word nice. As he does, he unloops his fingers and slowly glides them under the material at the top of my knickers, grazing them across my skin. I shiver. It feels so good. My whole body comes alive with nervous anticipation, a brief escape, as if, for a moment, I am someone else, someone free of cares and responsibilities.

	He moves his hands underneath my dress, up my body over the roll of my tummy, which I try not to dwell on. He cups my breasts with his fingers, massaging them through the lacy fabric of my bra. My nipples lengthen and harden under his touch. He fixes his gaze utterly onto mine, putting his hands on my lower back once more, pulling me into him.

	“Yes, it would definitely be
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