

        

            

                

            

        




	



Strawberries & Cream


	(Hotel Cupid 1)


	 


	“The gift of love is not always an easy one to accept, but it is a gift, and it should be accepted with appreciation.”


	When efficient, self-controlled business man Ross bumps into a stranger on a crowded platform one morning, he doesn’t know that Cupid has been pulling the strings. And yet, he follows the leads to flamboyant Sebastian who, for all his outward flippancy, hides a shy and sensitive soul. Despite their opposing personalities and lifestyles, they become lovers, but Ross never quite manages to overcome the one thing that keeps him from fully accepting Sebastian—and his own past. 


	One day, a trip leads them to a secluded hotel on the coast of Scotland. With a little help from Aengus, the hotel’s kind but mysterious owner and his liquid happiness, Ross and Sebastian make another attempt at building a bridge—a bridge they will hopefully be able to cross together, hand in hand. 


	 


	Reader advisory: This book is a gay erotic romance novella with paranormal elements. It contains sexually explicit content and is suitable for adult readers only. 
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	About this e-book:


	Your purchase of this e-book is for your own personal reading only. You do not have resell or distribution rights without the prior written permission of the copyright owner of this book. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee, or as a prize in any contest. Such action is illegal and in violation of international copyright laws. Distribution of this e-book, in whole or in part, online, offline, in print or in any way or any other method currently known or yet to be invented, is forbidden. 


	 


	All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.


	 


	Warning


	This book contains sexually explicit content and is suited for adult readers only. 
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	Dedicated to the brilliant Jess Buffett, who gave this story a new direction with the breathtaking cover she created, and to my dear friend C.—my sounding board and biggest support as always and the reason this story is set in bonny Scotland


	 


	 




 


	 


	Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind


	And therefore is winged Cupid painted blind.


	Nor hath love’s mind of any judgement taste;


	Wings and no eyes figure unheedy haste.


	And therefore is love said to be a child


	Because in choice he is so oft beguiled


	 


	William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream


	 


	 




Chapter 1


	 


	Sebastian


	 


	“Sure this is the right way?” Ross peered out of the rain-streaked windshield. His thick, dark brown eyebrows were drawn together and his forehead was creased with sceptical lines. 


	Sebastian followed the direction of Ross’s gaze and popped his chewing gum. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been here before either, but why shouldn’t it be the right way?” 


	“Mainly because we haven’t arrived yet. Remind me again why we’re doing this without satnav?”


	“Because we don’t need it. I can read a map and the route is easy enough to find. Just follow the road along the coast until we arrive.” 


	“Right. It might help to know how long this ‘until’ is, though.” 


	Sebastian sighed. “Aw, come on, sweetheart. Don’t be cranky. Relax. We’re on holiday.” He kept his tone light but obviously that did nothing to improve his boyfriend’s mood. 


	Ross shot a dark stare his way before glaring at the road again. “I could relax much better if I knew where we are exactly,” he grumbled. “Besides, we’re not on holiday. We’re on the way to visit my parents. That’s a big difference.”


	Sebastian shrugged. “So what? We’re here, and we have a whole weekend with each other ahead of us. Isn’t that fabulous?”


	Ross let out a long sigh, then he gritted his teeth. The muscles in his cheeks stood out with tension and his lips were pressed into a thin line. He’d been snappy and on edge ever since they’d left London—well, actually, ever since he’d agreed to take Sebastian on a trip to Scotland to meet his parents. 


	“I don’t think fabulous is quite the right word,” Ross muttered. “But whatever. I just wish we were there already. I’m bloody knackered.” He stifled a yawn and took one hand off the steering wheel, then winced as he flexed his fingers.


	Sebastian watched him from the corners of his eyes. “You wouldn’t be quite so tired if you’d let me drive for a couple of miles.”


	For the first time in over an hour, Ross grinned, if that was what his half-hearted attempt at rearranging his facial muscles was meant to be. “Sebastian, I wouldn’t let you drive if we were at home and I most definitely won’t let you drive out here, on a fucking single-lane road and in this bloody weather!”


	Determinedly ignoring Ross’ attempt at picking a fight, Sebastian stifled a sigh and focused on the view. Marred by the rain that had been their constant companion ever since they’d arrived on Scottish territory, it was still spectacular. Just a little farther down the narrow, winding strip of asphalt that the map referred to as the main road, a tall, massive building was perched high on a ragged cliff, overlooking the stormy sea. Even inside the car Sebastian could hear the angry waves crashing on the shore. 


	“Wow!” Sebastian sat up straight. “Look at this! It’s amazing!” 


	“Yeah, it doesn’t look bad,” Ross agreed. He barely glanced at the old castle.


	“Not bad? It’s incredible. I would love to stay in a place like this. Oh, oh, did you see this?”


	“Did I see what?” 


	“That road sign we just passed?” 


	Ross inhaled a deep breath. “No, I did not see it. I can barely see the fucking road!” 


	“It says it’s a hotel.”


	“What?” 


	“That castle. It’s a hotel. And it’s open.” Sebastian dropped his voice. “Why don’t we stop there for the night? Call your parents and tell them we’ll see them tomorrow.”


	“But we arranged to be there tonight. Mum will be pissed off if—”


	“I’d make it so worth it for you, you know,” Sebastian said in a suggestive tone. “You know how much I love old buildings and especially castles.” He gasped. “Maybe they even have a four-poster bed. I’ve always wanted to sleep in a four-poster bed. We could play a little game, where I’m the princess and you are the prince. It could be our wedding night and you get to take your virginal bride for the first time.” 


	Ross snorted out a laugh, but sobered up quickly. “You? My virginal bride? Good grief, Sebastian, I didn’t even think you remembered what it’s like to be a virgin.” 


	“Very funny. I’m not a slut, you know. I just developed early.” 


	“I know, baby, I know,” Ross said, sounding a little softer. 


	Sebastian knew he had him almost where he wanted him. He tilted his head and batted his eyelids, even though the flirtatious look was completely wasted since Ross was still staring at the road. “Please, Ross? Pretty please? You could fill my tight little h—”


	“All right, all right, I give up!” Ross declared and slowed down to turn into the narrow driveway that led to the castle. “To me this place doesn’t look much better than any of the other run-down tourist traps we’ve passed so far, but you know what? I don’t give a toss. Even if we’re going to end up as a snack for their bed bugs, we’ll just take any spare room they’ve got. I don’t give a toss about whether or not they have any four-poster beds and Mum will just have to deal. I’m sick of it. I’m not going anywhere else. I’m not driving any farther in this weather.” 


	Ross stopped the car in the parking space right next to the building. There were no other cars and close-up, the building looked deserted and a little intimidating with its huge walls made of rough stone and the massive tower overlooking the stormy sea. 


	“It’s breathtaking, don’t you think?” he muttered, voice dropped to a whisper despite the noise of ocean and rain around them. Somehow it didn’t seem right to shout back at Mother Nature as she sang her tune at the top of her lungs. 


	Ross sneered. “Absolutely. There must be more water than oxygen in that fucking gale out there.” 


	“Ross!” 


	“What? I told you we should’ve stayed on the motorway, but no, someone had to take the sodding scenic route!”


	“Oi, it’s hardly my fault that it started raining!” Sebastian snapped. 


	“I didn’t say it was, but if we’d gone the way I intended to go, we’d already be warm and cosy and munching our dinner at my parents’ place.”


	“What the hell is wrong with enjoying the scenery while we’re out? I for one am glad we went along the coast and saw all those amazing jagged cliffs and the sea. Even when it’s so stormy, the view is spectacular.” 


	“Yeah, a heap of wet rocks about to tumble into the sea,” Ross grumbled. “That’s a truly spectacular sight and not at all what you’d expect when you’re at the coast.” 


	“Sod it, Ross! Can’t you even try to enjoy something for once instead of always moaning about this, that or the other? It doesn’t matter what I did or did not expect—I love this rough patch of land out here, and believe it or not, I am actually looking forward to staying in that heap of wet rocks over there.” 


	Sebastian shouldn’t have been surprised. Really, he shouldn’t have. He should’ve known that Ross wasn’t interested in the scenery and wouldn’t see the romantic side of being in a car, together, while the storm raged outside. No, oblivious to nature’s untamed beauty around them, Ross was in a mood that matched the weather. It wasn’t unusual for him to be grumpy when under pressure, but this time it was different. It certainly felt different to Sebastian, who had been searching his brain for a way to make Ross snap out of it but couldn’t seem to get it right. Not that he hadn’t tried it—the royal role play was just another one in a long list of naughty proposals. Somehow though, all of the usual ways to cheer up his irritable lover were failing him this time. 


	“Fine,” Ross muttered. “Why don’t you go inside and see what rooms they’ve got while I get the bags out?” he suggested in a tone that sounded a lot like an order. 


	“Don’t you want a hand with them?” 


	“There’s no point in both of us getting soaked, so just go, will you?” 


	“But—”


	“Just go, okay? I’ll be with you in a minute or so.”


	Sebastian opened his mouth, but he knew better than to keep arguing. This was just one of the things Ross would probably never change his mind about. Regardless of the fact that they were both healthy males at the prime of their lives, he insisted on being the one who did the heavy lifting. He also made a point of holding the door open for Sebastian whenever they were out for romantic meals and usually Sebastian adored being spoiled and treated like a precious pet, just sometimes he wished Ross saw more of the man in him. Swallowing his anger along with a good portion of his pride, Sebastian pulled the lever and opened the door, then he quickly left the car and slammed the chunk of metal back into place. Exposing the racy beauty’s delicate leather interior to the downpour wouldn’t do anything to improve Ross’s mood. It didn’t require dating the man for three months to know that. 


	Sebastian turned up his collar and tugged his jacket tight around himself as he jogged the short distance from the hotel car park to its front door. If Ross wanted to get soaked, well, the decision was his. Apparently they were past the stage of their relationship where he would have taken any chance at seeing Sebastian naked—even if it meant getting drenched in a cool Scottish summer rain first. He’d been so tense today and was clearly not in the mood for playful sex, so Sebastian’s role as virginal princess bride would probably consist of lying back and thinking of England. He groaned. Awful. Just awful. 


	Sebastian opened the front door. There was no tingling bell to announce his arrival as he’d expected. He stood in a large foyer. The old-fashioned reception area was tucked into a corner at the far end, an impressive arrangement of intricate pieces of polished dark wood. It was not occupied, so Sebastian seized the chance to look around unobserved. A lush, deep burgundy carpet swallowed the sound of his footsteps as he moved in a slow circle. The hotel’s interior design was tasteful and obviously expensive, and yet it managed not to come off as pretentious. It was the kind of place that spoke of experience and wisdom, of a deep understanding of the countless people who had arrived, had spent a part of their lives within these walls and had moved on, leaving behind traces of their existence that filled the century-old building with memories. 


	It was the kind of place that made any stranger feel welcome, no matter what he or she was looking for or had already seen. 


	The hotel’s antiquated atmosphere brought some of the old Hollywood classics to Sebastian’s mind. The bell he’d expected was a cliché, and yet it had seemed appropriate, as did men holding tumblers filled with deep caramel-coloured whisky in their hands while smoking fat cigars and lounging in big, comfortable armchairs. The men however were just as absent as the bell was. The group of loungers at the front was deserted like a herd of veteran warhorses that, while not ready to meet their maker yet, had seen too much of life to have remained unaffected. Their once flawless skin was now marred by thin-worn patches and creaks that could have told endless tales if anybody had bothered to listen. 


	Sebastian wondered just how many guests must have stayed in a hotel of this size and grandeur throughout the centuries. It was impossible to tell for certain but his mind boggled at the number he came up with as he tried to estimate it. It must have been thousands—people of all sorts of backgrounds, ages, social classes… A wall decorated with a multitude of photographs caught his attention. They looked old and had apparently been taken within a time span of several years, but invariably they showed couples—all of them male, and all of them were smiling into the camera, clearly enjoying themselves. Sebastian smirked. Well, at least that meant it shouldn’t be a problem if he asked for a double room. 


	“Hello? Anybody here?” he asked into the silence. 


	A sudden, scratching noise and a gush of cold air behind him made him jump. He spun around. The front door stood open and in came Ross, muttering curses under his breath as he dragged in their two heavy overnight bags. As was to be expected, he was soaking wet. His brown hair was now black and looked like an otter’s fur, plastered to his head and dripping water onto his shoulders and the floor around him. Sebastian would have loved to grab a towel and dry it, then help Ross out of the clothes that clung to him much like a wet second skin, but that would have to wait until they were in the safe haven of a room. 


	“Any success?” Ross grumbled. 


	“Well, no, actually. Nobody’s been here yet.”


	Ross sneered. “Fuck it. Maybe we should just leave anyway. Did you see the name of this place? Hotel Cupid. Makes me wonder if the owner is a chubby-cheeked little sod with an arrow in his hand.” 
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