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Cornwall was angry about something. That was the first thought Hannah Swan had as she stepped out of the Seven Stars with Daniel Harper, Charlie Quilter and her new colleague, Noah Rosewall, and into the storm. They had enjoyed their evening in the pub, a celebration of sorts after Hannah and Noah had spent the week at Daniel’s clifftop hotel, Crystal Waters, preparing a report on how to enhance the hotel’s green credentials. Hannah was beginning to regret that she hadn’t had more time to get to know the Cornish village of Porthgolow, or her attractive, Cornwall-based co-worker, but now those thoughts were on hold because there was no room for anything else but the storm. 

Porthgolow’s usually placid cove roared with the sound of wave after wave crashing onto the sand, as if they were fighting each other in their desperation to reach land. Hannah was worried about Gertie, the Cornish Cream Tea Bus, but a quick glance told her that the vintage Routemaster was far enough above the tideline to survive even an extreme assault. Charlie was also looking at her bus and Hannah wanted to say something reassuring, but the ferocity of the wind and rain made keeping their eyes open – let alone talking – difficult. 

The streetlights flickered, adding to her unsteady feeling, and something was banging repeatedly somewhere nearby, as if a board or door had come loose. She moved closer to Noah and he put his arm around her shoulder, anchoring her to him. They followed Daniel and Charlie along Porthgolow’s seafront, until they came to the road that cut up through the centre of the village, sea-facing houses in neat rows on either side. Charlie clasped Hannah and then Noah’s hand, gave Daniel a quick, tight hug, and then began striding away from them, her long legs making short work of the climb. Daniel watched her for a moment and then turned and gave them a thumbs-up. 

Hannah wanted to laugh, the gesture wildly comical under the circumstances, but she and Noah returned it, and they started walking again. 

Soon Hannah was soaked, chilled to the bone and struggling to drag in a full lungful of air. It was as if the storm was stealing her breath, and it was starting to feel less exhilarating and more exasperating. They hadn’t even reached the end of the seafront, and somehow they had to get all the way up the cliff. 

Something small and white darted across in front of her, a bright streak in the dark, causing her to trip and Noah to tighten his hold on her. She peered past him, trying to see what it was. 

‘What?’ Noah said, almost shouting to be heard. 

‘Hang on!’ she shouted back, and shrugged out of his grasp. 

All the buildings on the seafront, apart from Myrtle’s Pop-In, had three stairs leading up to their front doors, the houses tall with high windows. Hannah cupped her hands around her eyes to shield them from the rain, and was rewarded when she saw the white shape huddled against the steps of the bed and breakfast. 

She crept towards it, keeping her movements small. She was only a few feet away when she saw what it was: a small, bedraggled dog. It looked up at her with large eyes, its ears drooping, its whole body vibrating with fear and cold. 

‘Oh my God,’ Hannah murmured, and reached a hand out. Rather than cringe from her touch, the dog shuffled towards her. She unzipped her coat, picked the creature up and hugged it against her chest, covering it as best she could. It was about the size of Marmite, solid and heavy in her arms, mostly white with a few dark patches of fur. 

‘Hannah?’ Noah and Daniel had followed her, and when she turned and pointed at the dog’s nose sticking out of her coat, they stared at her as if she’d gone mad. But the wind was stronger than ever, shrieking its fury, and the raindrops were like pebbles, so there wasn’t time for explanations. Noah held his hand out and Hannah took it, clutching the dog against her with her free arm.

They heaved themselves up the hill, Daniel’s pace relentless, Hannah’s legs aching before they were halfway up. The roaring of the wind got louder and the clouds churned above them, releasing an occasional glimmer of moon, like a spotlight behind curtains. She had been excited in the pub, but now she could almost taste her fear. Despite staying on the side of the road furthest from the sea, they were still close enough to the cliff edge that a strong gust could sweep them to unforgiving rocks and deadly undercurrents far below. Hannah adjusted her hold on Noah’s hand, lacing her fingers through his. 

After what seemed like hours, they reached the familiar brick wall of the hotel. They hurried across the car park, the automatic doors opening for them and, just as quickly, shutting behind them, dulling but not eliminating the sounds of the storm. 

Marnie, the receptionist, stared aghast as they caught their breaths, dripping water onto the polished floor. She disappeared as Hannah pushed her hood off her face. 

‘Who’s this guy?’ Noah asked, taking off his own hood. 

‘I don’t know, but he was getting drowned.’ The dog stared up at Hannah, Noah and then Daniel, his dark eyes intelligent. ‘I know he’s probably not allowed in the hotel, but I couldn’t leave him there.’

‘Of course not,’ Daniel said. ‘I’ve never seen him before, and I would have thought that if he belonged to someone in the village, I’d recognize him.’ 

The dog pulled a leg free from Hannah’s coat and pawed Noah’s arm. Now he was out of the storm, he seemed curious rather than frightened. Hannah unzipped her coat all the way, and the dog turned and licked her cheek. 

‘He’s very cute,’ she said, ‘but I don’t know what to do with him.’ 

‘He can stay here for now,’ Daniel replied. ‘He can’t go back out in that.’ He took his phone out of his pocket and his expression softened. He pressed a button and held it to his ear, grinning when his call was answered. ‘Charlie, you made it home OK?’ He walked away from them as Marnie appeared with large, fluffy towels. She handed them out and then stopped, her eyes fixed on the dog. 

‘We found him out in the storm,’ Hannah explained. ‘Daniel said it’s fine to keep him here for the moment. He doesn’t recognize him – do you?’ 

Marnie held out a hand and the dog sniffed it. ‘I’ve never seen him before. There’s no collar, either.’

‘He doesn’t look like a pedigree,’ Noah said. ‘Just a good old mutt. No offence, dog.’ He said it affectionately, ruffling the fur under its chin. When he unzipped his coat, Hannah could see his dark shirt was soaked, the cotton clinging to his torso. 

‘Can I put the dog down?’ she asked Marnie, turning away from Noah. 

‘Sure. He’s no more bedraggled than most of the guests this evening. I’ll make sure the floor is dried before anyone else walks on it.’ 

Hannah could see they’d all tracked in a fair amount of water, the stone even shinier than usual. She set the dog down gently and he started exploring, Marnie keeping a watchful eye on him. Hannah took the opportunity to dry her hair with the fluffy towel which, she realized with glee, was also warm. She took her time, running it over her hair and face, imagining the hot shower she would have when she got back to her room. 

‘Better?’ Noah asked, when she emerged. He’d also dried his hair, and for the first time his curls were unleashed. They were thick and dark and unruly, and so gorgeous that Hannah didn’t know why he ever tried to hide them. He gave her a tentative smile, and she felt a surge of pure lust.

‘Much better,’ she managed. ‘You?’ 

He nodded. ‘We’ve survived one of Cornwall’s more impressive storms. The waves sounded immense, but I didn’t think it was wise to stop and take a look on our way back.’ 

‘There’s a great view from the snug,’ Marnie said. She was following the dog around the space, presumably making sure he didn’t wander – or relieve himself – anywhere he shouldn’t. He was sniffing the Christmas tree, his short tail wagging. ‘We’ve been turning all the lights off, so you can really see what the sea’s up to,’ she continued. ‘You should go, get properly dry. I can make you a couple of hot chocolates.’ 

‘That sounds like a good idea,’ Daniel said, joining them, his own towel slung around his shoulders. 

‘Did Charlie get back safely?’ Hannah asked. 

‘She did, and the dogs are fine too. I pity any poor bastard who has to be out in this – twenty minutes was enough for me. Are you both all right?’ 

‘Is that all it was?’ Hannah asked, astonished. ‘It seemed like hours.’ 

Daniel laughed. ‘Afraid so. It did feel a bit Herculean. But well done for rescuing the dog; I didn’t see him.’ 

‘He shot across in front of me. I thought it was a ghost for a moment,’ she added, then bit her lip. 

To her relief, Daniel grinned. ‘Escaped from here, you mean? If that was the case then the Crystal Waters ghosts are stupid. Nobody would go into that voluntarily. Speaking of which, Noah, are you going to stay here tonight?’ 

Noah shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘If that’s OK? Not sure I want to risk it when you’re offering a more attractive alternative. I’ll just have to make a call.’ 

‘No problem,’ Daniel said. ‘I’ll make sure there’s a room ready for you.’ 

They disappeared in different directions, leaving Hannah alone. She took her sodden coat and her towel and went into the snug. There were a few people in there, the lights low and atmospheric, the bar top shimmering invitingly. She went to the long bench in front of the huge window: there was a couple at one end, talking softly while they shared a bottle of wine. Hannah put her coat and towel on the opposite end and kneeled on the seat, pressing her hands against the glass. 

Marnie had been right: the sea was a gargantuan monster, giant waves reaching like thick arms up to the sky before crashing down, bubbling foam gleaming in the intermittent moonlight. The wind screamed around the outside of the building, as if desperate to get in, and Hannah shuddered. She tried to think of pleasant things, like whether she should have cream and marshmallows on her hot chocolate, but her mind skipped quickly to Noah. She wondered who he was phoning; who was waiting for him in Mousehole. She sighed, and felt a gentle pressure on the bench next to her. The dog had joined her, and was looking up at her expectantly with his soulful eyes. 

Hannah laughed and sat properly on the seat, scratching the fur between his ears. He lay down and put his nose on her thigh, his gaze never leaving hers. ‘You’re adorable,’ she said. ‘Where did you come from? Who’s missing you tonight?’ She swallowed. Who was missing her? Who would have been worried if they’d known she was out in the storm? 

Saskia was enjoying her updates from Cornwall, but was busier than ever at work; her mum had been impatient with her the last time they spoke; a call with her brother, Mike, was long overdue, and her dad was god knows where. Even Seth was unaware how
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